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Australia participates in all UN disarmament fora focused on disarmament.  Along with the entire UN membership, Australia participates in the General Assembly’s First Committee on Disarmament and International Security, as well as the Disarmament Commission, a subsidiary body of the General Assembly.  Australia is one of 65 members of the Conference on Disarmament (CD), the successor to various Geneva-based arms control bodies dating back to 1960.  While the CD is regarded as an autonomous body, it has a close relationship with the United Nations and is serviced by the UN Department for Disarmament Affairs.  Australia also participates in various treaty bodies, such as the Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons (CCW) and the Biological Weapons Convention (BWC), each of which had important meetings in 2006.  

Nuclear Disarmament

Twenty-six non-nuclear weapon states - Australia, along with Japan, South Korea and NATO states - sit under what is known as the US nuclear ‘umbrella’. Nuclear umbrella states are middle powers lending bases, ports and infrastructure for the US nuclear war fighting apparatus, while also lending weight and credence to the idea that nuclear weapons bring security.
While Australia does not host US nuclear weapons permanently unlike the six European countries under ‘NATO nuclear sharing’ arrangements
, for decades Australia has accepted a ‘neither confirm nor deny’ policy about the presence of nuclear weapons on US warships visiting our harbours.  The several dozen US nuclear installations and spy facilities in Australia are integral to the US nuclear war-fighting machine in terms of satellite communications, planning and training for the use of nuclear weapons.

The nuclear security guarantee is not explicit in the 1951 ANZUS treaty, although it is a formal arrangement.  Defence Minister Brendan Nelson on 8 September 2006 described the arrangement as follows:

“Australia relies on the extended deterrence provided by US nuclear forces to deter the remote possibility of any nuclear attack on Australia.  Yes, cooperation with the United States in missile defence and the potential development of Australia’s own missile defence capabilities would afford us a degree of limited protection in the event of a rogue nuclear missile strike.  But our policy recognises that it is only the extended umbrella of US nuclear forces that can provide us with a comprehensive deterrent protection against a more substantial nuclear missile threat.”

Rather than giving a reduced role for nuclear weapons which has long been understood as a vital step towards disarmament, Australia endorses nuclear terror by sending a message that nuclear weapons have security utility and symbolic power. Australia’s diplomatic efforts towards nuclear disarmament have a dramatically reduced credibility or hope of success while this remains our policy.  

The current  “war on terror” has been used to strongly emphasise the dangers of nuclear proliferation (the spread of nuclear weapons to new states) over disarmament (the elimination of existing nuclear arsenals as per treaty obligations), and has provided new political, doctrinal and operational pretexts for the possession of nuclear weapons, and the development of new weapons systems. The current Australian government has fallen into line by significantly enhancing its rhetoric on non-proliferation without an equivalent emphasis on disarmament.  

Nuclear weapons proliferation will become a reality unless there is stronger leadership on nuclear disarmament.  Repeatedly, high-level reports, including most recently the report “Weapons of Terror” from the UN Weapons of Mass Destruction Commission chaired by Hans Blix, have affirmed the inextricable links between non-proliferation and disarmament.  Former UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan, and former senior US officials Robert McNamara, George Schultz, William Perry, Henry Kissinger and Sam Nunn have all recognised that it is only when nuclear weapons are seen to have reduced security utility and symbolic power that others will not seek them. 

Australia’s voting record on key nuclear disarmament resolutions in 2006

Fourth Special Session on Disarmament:  Australia joined 175 other states in supporting the call for another special session of the General Assembly focused on disarmament.
 The resulting document of the 1978 First Special Session continues to be viewed as a breakthrough moment of clarity and resolve that included the nuclear weapon states reaffirming the goal of general and complete disarmament.  

United Nations conference to identify ways of eliminating nuclear dangers in the context of nuclear disarmament: With two other states, Australia voted against this resolution led by Mexico to advance the call for a conference specifically focused on nuclear dangers that would include non-NPT states India, Israel and Pakistan.  The vote was carried with 128 supporting, 3 opposed and 44 abstentions.

Nuclear testing: The Australian government has an international reputation for supporting efforts to end nuclear testing.  In 1996, Australia took the initiative to attach the text of the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty to a General Assembly resolution, thus allowing the treaty to be opened for signing. This unprecedented move overcame the barriers set by the Indian government, which was blocking a consensus for the text to be formally sent by the Conference on Disarmament where the treaty was negotiated.  Australia was one of the lead sponsors of the resolution which won 175 affirmative votes, with 2 against (USA and North Korea) and 4 abstaining (Syria, Mauritius, India and Colombia).
  Since then Australia has been a champion of the treaty, and it is virtually on this point alone that Australia departs from US instructions.  

Nuclear-weapon-free southern hemisphere and adjacent areas: As in previous years, the USA, UK and France opposed this resolution, with Australia joining 167 other states in supporting.
  Due to various Nuclear Weapons Free Zones treaties, the Southern Hemisphere is virtually nuclear weapons free, excepting the transport of nuclear weapons by nuclear weapons states. 
New Agenda Coalition: 

Presented since 1998, the New Agenda Coalition (NAC) 
 resolution is a most ambitious approach to nuclear disarmament, and ‘accelerating the implementation of nuclear disarmament commitments,’  In 2006, Australia again abstained with 11 others, while 157 countries voted for and 7 against (including France, India, Israel, UK, USA and North Korea).
 

In 2003 Australia abstained on the resolution as a whole, and voted against one paragraph of the resolution.  Australia claimed the paragraph did, “not acknowledge the substantial progress that has been made over the last decade in reducing these types of [tactical] weapons.”  This is a standard refrain from Australia, a form of defending the United States about the slow rate of progress in disarmament.  The argument is that nuclear weapons stockpiles have reduced from 68,000 at the height of the Cold War to the 27,000 today, and that great strides have been taken by the US particularly in their support of securing Russian nuclear facilities and fissile materials.  The argument is advanced that the US is taking nuclear weapons apart just as fast as they can at the Pantex facility in Texas.  But this argument falls short when you examine the budgets invested in weapons development over weapons dismantlement. While there are reasons to celebrate the reduction, the fact is that weapons have been enhanced in recent years, making a smaller stockpile vastly more powerful than the older weapons.  

Renewed Determination resolution: More recently, Japan has initiated the ‘Renewed Determination’ resolution supported strongly by Australia and 166 other states, with No votes recorded by the USA, North Korea and India, and with Pakistan and Iran both abstaining.
 It endorses an agenda closely adhering to existing treaties, Security Council resolutions and decisions from Review Conferences of the nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT). The resolution also supports initiatives that have broad appeal, such as the universalisation of the Additional Protocol of the International Atomic Energy Agency and negotiations for a Fissile Materials Cut-Off Treaty (FMCT), although significantly bowed to the US position by not mentioning the Shannon Mandate or verification.  The US votes against this resolution because of the references to the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT) but went on the record to state that this was the “most balanced and realistic resolution on nuclear disarmament” For the first time, Iran abstained on this resolution.”

Nuclear Disarmament:  Along with 48 other nations, Australia voted against this extensive wish list traditionally advanced by the 115 nations in the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) that includes a call for nuclear disarmament within a specified time frame, legally binding negative security assurances and an international conference on nuclear disarmament.

Convention on the Prohibition of the Use of Nuclear Weapons: Along with 52 others, Australia voted against this resolution, that calls on the Conference on Disarmament to commence negotiations on an international convention prohibiting the use or threat of use of nuclear weapons under any circumstances.

Nuclear Weapons Convention:  Australia consistently abstains on the resolution following up the 1996 International Court of Justice resolution that calls for multilateral negotiations leading to an early conclusion of a nuclear weapons convention. In the last vote on 6 December 2006 in the General Assembly, 125 voted in favour to 27 against, with 29,including Australia abstaining. 

Israel:  166 of 177 states called on Israel to accede to the nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty without further delay and not to develop, produce, test or otherwise acquire nuclear weapons, and to renounce possession of nuclear weapons, and to place all its unsafeguarded nuclear facilities under full-scope Agency safeguards.  Five states voted against (Federated States of Micronesia, Israel, Marshall Islands, Palau, United States), with 6 abstaining (Australia, Cameroon, Canada, Ethiopia, India, Tonga).
 It is absurd that Australia abstained on the question of whether the NPT should be universal and on the value of safeguards, given Australia’s statements on the importance of the NPT and safeguards.  
Negative Security Assurances:  Under this arrangement, non-nuclear weapons states seek the commitment through a treaty for nuclear weapons states not to use these weapons against them.  Australia abstains on this resolution. The vote in 2006 was 119 for,one against and 59 abstaining.  Japan’s reason for voting against it is that this issue should be dealt with in Geneva in the Conference on Disarmament and not in the General Assembly, a procedural excuse that the Australia probably shared in promulgating.
 

The 1996 Canberra Commission on the Elimination of Nuclear Weapons

Initiated by the Keating Labor government after the outcry against French nuclear testing, the Commission aimed to set out ‘practical steps towards a nuclear weapon free world’. It emphasized the linkage between non-proliferation and disarmament stating, “The possession of nuclear weapons by any state is a constant stimulus to others to acquire them…The problem of nuclear proliferation is inextricably linked to the continued possession of nuclear weapons by a handful of states.  

Foreign Minister Alexander Downer submitted the report to the 51st General Assembly, however, the Howard government did not promote or breathe life into this Labor era creation. Opposition leader Kevin Rudd announced on 8 March 2007 that if the ALP wins government in the 2007 elections, the Canberra Commission will be re-established with a broadened mandate on all weapons of mass destruction.

Other disarmament resolutions

Biological weapons: The resolution on biological weapons was adopted by consensus at the General Assembly ahead of the November Review Conference of the Biological Weapons Convention.  The Review Conference, agreed on decisions concerning an implementation support unit, universalisation of the Convention (a process led by Australia), an inter-sessional programme, and confidence building measures (CBMs). They failed to agree, however, on the proposed plan of action on comprehensive implementation of the Convention, which included both national implementation proposals and measures relating to the implementation of Article X of the Convention. Article X of the Convention grants the right of States Parties to exchange equipment, materials, and information for the use of biological agents for peaceful purposes, as well as scientific cooperation in the field. 

One of the most important decisions made during the 6th Review Conference was the creation of the Implementation Support Unit (ISU).  The mandate for the ISU, with three full time staff members in Geneva, allows it to facilitate and support States Parties with universalisation measures, Confidence Building Measures (CBM), and serve as a focal point for information and communication.
Landmines: Australia led the resolution in the General Assembly on the "Implementation of the Convention on the Prohibition of the Use, Stockpiling, Production and Transfer of Anti-personnel Mines and on Their Destruction" which urges states that have not done so to ratify the Convention and to attend the eighth meeting of states parties in November 2006 in Jordan.
 No states voted against this resolution, although 17 abstained.

Small Arms: Following the major disappointment of the Small Arms Review Conference held in July 2006, the First Committee of the General Assembly made progress on curbing small arms.  An omnibus resolution to create a follow up mechanism for the Programme of Action on Small Arm and Light Weapons saw Australia, along with another 175 states voting in favour, only one against (USA) and no abstentions.  

Arms Trade Treaty: A great deal of energy at this years General Assembly focused on a new resolution (led by Argentina, Australia, Costa Rica, Finland, Japan, Kenya and the UK) calling for an Arms Trade Treaty.  Advocating the regulation of the arms trade in all conventional weapons, the resolution proposes a Group of Governmental Experts to examine the feasibility of a treaty to establish common international standards for the transfer of conventional arms.  It was adopted in the First Committee by an overwhelming majority of 139 states, with only the US opposed and 24 abstentions.  In the General Assembly vote, 153 states voted for the resolution heralding the beginning of a process that many hope will soon regulate the arms trade in conventional weapons – from tanks to shotguns and beyond.
  

Cluster Bombs: Cluster bombs are controversial weapons consisting of a canister, which breaks apart to release a large number of small bomblets.  Threatening civilians as well as soldiers during attacks, they also leave unexploded bombs that threaten civilians for decades after a conflict. The resolution adopted without a vote
 that deals with the Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons (CCW) does not mention cluster munitions specifically.  However, a small group of delegations used the First Committee debate as an opportunity to call for the development of a new legal instrument on cluster bombs at the next CCW Review Conference.  In February 2007 at a conference hosted by the Norwegian Foreign Minister in Oslo, 49 states (not including Australia) agreed to develop, negotiate and conclude a new treaty prohibiting cluster munitions. The group of states agreeing to the new process includes key users, producers and stockpilers of the weapon from all continents, including a number of countries affected by cluster munitions such as Afghanistan, Lebanon and Serbia. 

Conclusion

Australia has a mixed record when it comes to disarmament, sending contradictory messages particularly in the field of nuclear disarmament. The overt and stark nature of today's nuclear dangers due to proliferation and rearming provides an opportunity to strengthen the resolve against nuclear weapons and increase the pressure for the disarmament solutions to the proliferation problem.  Australian's can make a strong contribution to disarmament by reducing the role for nuclear weapons in our security policies and refusing to shelter under the US nuclear umbrella.  Until Australia adopts a non-nuclear defence posture thereby ceasing to rely on nuclear weapons, our government will continue to send contradictory messages to the international community and play a less than constructive role in nuclear disarmament diplomacy.  
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