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Maximizing Participation in Multi-lateral Nuclear 
Arms Control 

 

Marcy Rutan Fowler1 

However clear it may seem that the reach of nuclear arms control treaties will 
eventually need to expand, the transition from a bi-lateral arms control regime to a 
regime that includes maximum participation of nuclear-armed states will not be as 
simple as adding seats to the negotiating tables in Moscow and Washington.  To 
determine the composition of a multi-lateral arms control (MLAC) regime that 
maximizes participation, this research identifies and analyzes four issues involving 
the arms control regime: state participation, verification, structure of reductions, 
and regime organization. For reasons involving all four identified issues, an all-
inclusive MLAC does not appear to be a possibility in the current political 
environment. Instead, global participation in arms control could be maximized by 
the creation of separate overlapping multi-lateral regimes, including both NPT and 
non-NPT nuclear-armed states. Verification, reductions, and organization details 
could be determined within each separate sub-regime and these three separate 
regimes could be potentially joined either tightly by a broad overarching governing 
body or more loosely by a statement of common purpose. Considering the realities 
and demands of each of the states, there appear to be three sub-regimes that would 
best maximize participation: U.S.-Russia-China (perhaps with limited participation 
of China), Russia-U.K.-France (perhaps with the U.S. as an observer state), and 
China-India-Pakistan. These three separate regimes could allow for MLAC to 
maximize participation for the near future, however there are still remaining states 
that are not included, and still remaining issues yet to be considered. As we move 
forward into expanding arms reductions, we should be constantly searching for ways 
in which participation could be further expanded so as to include all states with 
nuclear weapons in a reductions regime.  

Background 

In his April 5, 2009 Prague Speech, President Obama stated his commitment to 
“seek the peace and security of a world without nuclear weapons”2 – a commitment 
that is shared by a growing number of current and former politicians and policy 
experts around the world.  Since that time, there have been a few key steps that 
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demonstrate the U.S.’s commitment to that goal, one of which is the New START 
agreement, signed in April by the U.S. and Russia.3 While this treaty, if ratified, and 
other U.S.-Russian bi-lateral initiatives will substantially reduce the size of the 
global nuclear arsenal, to make reductions move further down the path toward “a 
world without nuclear weapons,” future initiatives will need to not only include 
those countries with the biggest arsenals, but also all nuclear-armed states.  

However clear it may seem that the reach of nuclear arms control treaties 
will eventually need to expand, the transition from a bi-lateral arms control regime 
to a regime that includes maximum participation of nuclear-armed states will not be 
as simple as adding seats to the negotiating tables in Moscow and Washington.  This 
research identifies and analyzes four issues involving the arms control regime: state 
participation, verification, structure of reductions, and regime organization. These 
issues are then analyzed together in an attempt to answer how to compose a multi-
lateral arms control (MLAC) regime that maximizes participation and makes arms 
control as inclusive as possible. 

The major assumptions of this research are 1) a goal of any arms control 
regime to be a world with the minimum achievable number of nuclear weapons, 2) 
the means of achieving this goal to be multi-lateral nuclear arms reductions, 3) the 
fact that any such multi-lateral regime should have the maximum possible 
participation of nuclear-armed states and the arsenals that they represent, and 4) 
the fact that there will be concerns from all nuclear-armed states that may limit their 
willingness to participate in a multi-lateral nuclear arms control regime. 

Multi-lateral Arms Control Regime Issues: Identification 

State Participation 

The participation or non-participation of certain states will directly affect the 
willingness of other states to take part in a regime. The major objections that states 
may have to the participation of other states generally fall into two categories: 
objections to the participation or non-participation of a specific state due to political 
or other reasons, and objections to the participation or non-participation of a type of 
state due to political or other reasons.  

First, state-specific objections include situations in which a certain state 
would not enter into a MLAC agreement without the participation of another state, 
for instance Pakistan would be highly unlikely to participate in any form of nuclear 
arms reductions without India’s participation. Other state-specific objections 
include situations in which a certain state would not enter into a MLAC agreement 
that includes the participation of another state, for example, due to the absence of 
official state relations the U.S. would be highly unlikely to participate in any official 
MLAC negotiations that include North Korea, as it was hesitant even to enter into 
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six-party talks aimed at disarming North Korea’s nuclear weapon program, and has 
found such negotiations to thus far be largely unproductive. 

Second, states may have issues of participation with types of other states, the 
most important being the other state’s status in the Nuclear Non-Proliferation 
Treaty (NPT). The NPT does not provide a mechanism to control or disarm arsenals 
of states that have developed nuclear weapons in the time since the NPT’s entry into 
force.4 Therefore, each state contemplating participation in an MLAC regime must 
decide whether such a regime should be limited to only NPT nuclear weapon states, 
or whether participation should include all nuclear-armed states, regardless of NPT 
status. NPT nuclear weapon states place high value on the role of the NPT in non-
proliferation and nuclear security, and in the current international security 
environment proliferation is perceived by many NPT nuclear weapon states as a 
bigger threat to security than the existing nuclear arsenals, with the exception of the 
North Korean nuclear weapon program.5 Therefore, at this time protecting the NPT 
is likely a higher security priority than proceeding with reductions to existing 
arsenals, again with the exception of North Korea. 

This prioritization of nonproliferation over arms reductions is especially 
important when considering reductions in non-NPT nuclear-armed states. Any 
reductions treaty that would include a non-NPT nuclear-armed state could be seen 
as condoning or even officially recognizing the extra-NPT nuclear arsenals, and 
thereby substantially weakening the NPT’s power to keep states from developing 
arsenals. A recent example of this perceived condoning or recognizing of an extra-
NPT nuclear program is the U.S. cooperation on nuclear energy with India, which 
was widely criticized as both violating and weakening the NPT.6 Current movements 
in China toward cooperation with Pakistan on nuclear energy are being similarly 
criticized as harmful to the NPT.7 Both of these cases are limited to nuclear energy 
cooperation between a NPT nuclear weapon state and a non-NPT nuclear-armed 
state. Cooperation in nuclear arms reductions could conceivably receive even more 
criticism, and perhaps do more damage to the effectiveness of the NPT. Conversely, 
since the spirit of any MLAC regime would be in line with that of the NPT, 
cooperation for the purpose of arms reductions may be more generally accepted 
than these nuclear energy cooperation examples. Either way, it is clear that NPT 
nuclear weapon states would need to see enormous value in any possible 
cooperation with a non-NPT nuclear-armed state in order to be willing to agree to 
cooperation that could weaken the NPT and thereby harm global non-proliferation. 
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Should developments take place so that arsenals in existing non-NPT nuclear-armed 
states are viewed by current NPT nuclear weapon states as a higher priority threat 
than the threat that exists in further proliferation, NPT nuclear weapon states will 
likely be more willing to enter into arms reductions agreements with non-NPT 
nuclear-armed states. 

Views on state participation 

United States: The U.S. would be unlikely to be interested in any MLAC that would 
exclude Russia, and would likely favor any regime that would include China. The 
U.S. would likely not be particularly for or against the inclusion of the U.K. or 
France in any regime. One of the key U.S. nuclear policy goals is to strengthen the 
NPT and global non-proliferation,8 therefore it is unlikely at this time to support any 
regime that includes non-NPT nuclear-armed states. Additionally, due to the 
continuing armistice and lack of official relations, the U.S. would not likely 
participate in any official regime that includes North Korea, unless such a regime 
would require not just reductions, but North Korea’s complete nuclear 
disarmament, as is the official policy of the U.S. in the six-party talks.9 

Russia: Although its official military doctrine states that the U.S. and NATO remain 
its greatest threats,10 and it would not likely be interested in any MLAC that would 
exclude the U.S., Russia is also likely to be interested in acting to lessen the threat 
perceived to exist in China.11 So as to cap Chinese nuclear development, Russia 
would likely favor any regime that would include China; however, Russia derives 
much overall political pride in its standing as one of the world’s two strongest 
nuclear powers, and does not wish China to be perceived as its equal in the nuclear 
field. Russia would likely be interested in including France and the U.K. in a 
reductions regime, since this would effectively place Russia into reductions regimes 
with the entirety of the NATO nuclear arsenal, which Russia uses its own arsenal to 
deter.12 Russia is unlikely to support any regime that includes non-NPT nuclear-
armed states, especially since none of the non-NPT nuclear-armed states are 
currently viewed as a high priority threat by Russia, leaving little incentive for 
Russia to enter into any agreement that may harm the NPT and thereby harm global 
non-proliferation. 

China: During the Cold War, China declared that it would join a MLAC regime when 
the U.S. and the U.S.S.R (now Russia) cut their arsenals by 50%.13 Even though this 
                                                           

8 "Remarks of President Barack Obama." Prague, Czech Republic. 05 April 2009. 
9 Office of the Press Secretary, "Statement by the President of the United States." 25 May 
2009. 
10 "National Security Strategy of the Russian Federation up to 2020," (Security Council of the 
Russian Federation, signed 12 May 2009). 
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no. 1 (1999). 
12 Alexei Arbatov, "Multilateral Nuclear Weapons Reductions and Limitations," in Strategic 
Views from the Second Tier: The Nuclear Weapons Policies of France, Britain, and China, 
ed. Weixing Hu John C. Hopkins (New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 1995). p 220. 
13 "Chinese Delegation Proposal on Essential Measures for an Immediate Halt to the Arms 
Race and for Disarmament,"  Second Special Session of the UN General Assembly on 
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condition has since been met, more recent statements indicate that China will 
continue to wait to enter into MLAC until U.S. and Russian arsenals more closely 
approach the size of the Chinese arsenal.14 Despite these statements, China may be 
interested in joining in a reductions agreement with the U.S., which it views as its 
biggest security threat.15 It may also be interested in entering into a tri-lateral 
agreement with the U.S. and Russia for the political gain to be had in participation 
in such an agreement – it could be seen as China “arriving” as a great world power.16 
China could also be interested in joining in an agreement with India and Pakistan, to 
limit the arsenals on the subcontinent and keep the two frequently conflicting states 
from entering into an arms race.17 China may also be interested in including North 
Korea in nuclear arms reductions talks, but this would not likely be a major priority 
so long as the six-party talks continue. 

U.K. & France: Both would be unlikely to support including non-NPT nuclear-armed 
states, due to the harm that such inclusion would do to the NPT and global non-
proliferation. Any agreement that either state is party to would likely require at least 
observer participation of NATO or the U.S., since such arsenal reductions would 
affect the U.S. and NATO nuclear umbrella.  

India & Pakistan: Both would likely only be interested in joining a regime that 
includes the other, since both arsenals are used primarily for mutual deterrence. 
Additionally, India would likely be interested in including China in any reductions 
agreement, since it also uses its arsenal to deter from a Chinese attack, and since the 
two have been in recent years seemingly competing for primacy in the Indian Ocean 
with India’s deployment of its first nuclear-powered submarine in 2009. 

North Korea: Its nuclear arsenal is used to deter a U.S. attack, so it would likely 
require U.S. participation in any agreement. 

Undeclared and developing nuclear states: States such as Israel that are believed to 
have undeclared nuclear weapon arsenals, and states that may be developing 
nuclear weapons now or in the future will not likely be included in any arms 
reductions agreement until they have declared their arsenals. After such declaration 
these new non-NPT nuclear-armed states would then likely encounter similar 
complications to inclusion in arms reductions as were previously discussed for 
current non-NPT nuclear-armed states.  
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Verification  

How any MLAC agreement would be verified is an issue of transparency and 
information security, as well as an economic issue. The complexities of verification 
could derail MLAC negotiations, and therefore will have an effect on which states 
will ultimately participate in any MLAC regime. Since bi-lateral verification consists 
of two states verifying that the other is in compliance with an agreement, any multi-
lateral agreement would require multiple bi-lateral verification. So then, the two 
options for verification structure are multiple bi-lateral verification and third-party 
verification. Bi-lateral verification including both national technical means (NTM) 
and on-site inspections has been the verification structure of choice for bi-lateral 
nuclear arms control agreements including the Intermediate Nuclear Forces Treaty 
(INF) and Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START, which began as a bi-lateral 
treaty and became multilateral, however verification procedures remained largely 
bi-lateral), and now New START.18 In agreements that feature more intrusive 
verification, particularly START, such verification can become cost prohibitive, and 
in the past Russia has shown interest in limiting the level of intrusion of the 
verifications with the purpose of cutting down on costs.19 Additionally, in any bi-
lateral verification with dissimilar sized arsenals, small-arsenal states would bear 
greater costs, since they would spend more on verifying large-arsenal states than 
such large-arsenal states would spend on verifying the small-arsenal states. 

Third-party verification would enlist the expertise of a party outside of the 
agreement to verify the compliance of parties to the agreement. While the IAEA has 
been the verification organization for the NPT, which deals with the civilian nuclear 
fuel cycle, it has very little experience with developed nuclear weapon programs or 
the technical details of existing nuclear arsenals. In these areas, its limited 
experience comes from inspecting NPT nuclear weapon states with Additional 
Protocols that have completed a Voluntary Offer Agreement and have listed facilities 
on an Eligible Facilities List, which makes such facilities eligible for inspection. To 
date only a relatively small number of such inspections have taken place and include 
only inspections of items relevant to the civilian nuclear fuel cycle, not nuclear 
weapons or weapons materials.20 Additional IAEA expertise in conducting 
inspections in NPT nuclear weapon states may be gained by the IAEA’s potential 
role in verifying the U.S.-Russian Plutonium Management and Disposition 
Agreement, however this would not include verifying weapons, but instead fissile 
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materials.21 However lacking in experience in the verification of existing nuclear 
weapons programs the IAEA is, there is currently no other similarly experienced 
third-party organization; if the IAEA could not be utilized for the verification of a 
MLAC, a new third-party organization would need to be created, or a new role would 
need to be added to another existing organization. 

Views on verification 

United States: The U.S. would likely be interested in utilizing verification to increase 
the transparency of China’s nuclear program.22 It would likely be less concerned 
with the costs of intrusive verifications than other states, in particular Russia, as was 
seen in the U.S.’s ability to afford to conduct many more START inspections than 
was Russia.  

Russia: Russia has had difficulties with the high cost of verification in past bi-lateral 
treaties, and therefore would likely be interested in a limited verification regime that 
would minimize costs.23 Russia would also likely be interested in increasing the 
transparency of China’s nuclear program, but has been hesitant to allow intrusive 
and costly inspections in past verification regimes, and so would also likely have 
similar concerns in any MLAC regime.  

China: China has in the past been unwilling to declare specific information about the 
nature and size of its nuclear arsenal, and so would likely be opposed to any level of 
intrusive verification. While there may exist ways to increase China’s transparency 
in limited areas, for example in fissile materials, at this time it is not clear what steps 
China may be willing to take towards transparency of its nuclear arsenal.24 This 
issue would need to be further addressed, along with other issues that China may 
link to its unwillingness to be transparent, namely the U.S. and Russian arsenal size 
and U.S. missile defense, in order to allow for Chinese participation in any MLAC. 

U.K. & France: France has increased the transparency of its nuclear program since a 
general nuclear weapon policy shift toward arms control and limitation in the 1990s, 
and has recently declared the size of its arsenal to be no more than 300 warheads.25 
The U.K. has also indicated interest in increasing transparency, and recently 
announced an initiative to make the dismantlement of nuclear warheads more 

                                                           

21 Government of the United States of America and Government of the Russian Federation, 
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transparent.26 Because both states have relatively small arsenals, any MLAC with the 
U.K. and France could have dissimilar arsenals. Therefore, in any bi-lateral 
verification scenario, it may be that any such state with a large arsenal would either 
need to share the verification costs, or that verification would need to be limited to 
minimize costs. To avoid these complications, and the potentially high costs of 
performing multiple bi-lateral verifications, both the U.K. and France would likely 
prefer to have IAEA perform inspections. 

India, Pakistan, Israel: As non-NPT nuclear-armed states, it is very unlikely that the 
IAEA would be willing to offer verification services without entry into the NPT, 
which at this time would only be possible if these states disarmed their entire 
nuclear arsenals. Therefore, any verification would need to be done bi-laterally, or 
would require a new third-party verification body that could inspect non-NPT 
nuclear armed states. 

NPT non-nuclear weapon states: Many NPT non-nuclear states have repeatedly 
called on NPT nuclear weapon states to increase the level of transparency in their 
nuclear programs and their nuclear reductions. These states would likely prefer any 
inspections to be done by third-party organizations, and would likely prefer the 
trusted apparatus of the IAEA to perform such inspections. Additionally, these 
states would also likely prefer that the findings of the inspections be made available 
internationally.27 

Structure of reductions 

Due to differing sizes of states’ arsenals and differing roles of nuclear weapons in 
each state’s foreign policy and military strategy, the structure of reductions in any 
MLAC will directly influence participation. Historically, the majority of bi-lateral 
reduction agreements have been structured so that both participants agreed to equal 
absolute ceilings on the number of warheads or delivery vehicles. Such agreements 
have been possible because the states involved had similar sized arsenals. However, 
in any form of MLAC it is likely that states with grossly dissimilar-sized arsenals 
would be included, and states with different strategic purposes for their arsenals 
would have different requirements for the structure of reductions.  

The methods of structuring reductions so as to maximize participation can 
be viewed as either equal reductions for all parties or tiered reductions, in 
which states would agree to different levels of reductions depending on their existing 
arsenal sizes.28  

                                                           

26 Secretary of State for Defence Des Browne, "U.K. Statement to the Conference on 
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27 Camille Grand, "Nuclear Weapon States and the Transparency Dilemma," in Nuclear 
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28 In “Multilateral Nuclear Weapons Reductions and Limitations," Alexei Arbatov presents 
three options for multilateral nuclear arms limitation: cumulative, London/quota, and 
egalitarian. While these three options were considered while conducting research for this 
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Equal Reductions Models: A MLAC structured with equal reductions for all states 
could feature equal absolute ceilings, in which both sides agree to a maximum 
number of warheads, delivery vehicles, etc. that each side can have in their arsenal, 
following the model set in the START and New START agreements. Additional 
models of equal reductions include equal absolute reductions, in which each side 
agrees to dispose of a particular quantity of warheads, delivery vehicles, etc., 
regardless of the original amounts. This could follow the model of the U.S.-Russian 
Plutonium Management and Disposition Agreement (PMDA), in which each agrees 
to dispose of 34 metric tons of weapons-grade plutonium. Finally, absolute 
reductions could be completed as equal percentage reductions, in which each state 
would agree to reduce their arsenals by a set percentage, for instance each state 
would dispose of 20% of their current arsenal. One downside to this final equal 
reductions model is that the original arsenal size must be known in order to count 
the percentage reduction.  

Tiered Reductions Models: A MLAC structured with tiered reductions for all states 
would divide the states in the agreement into separate tiers based on the size of their 
existing arsenals, as agreed to by all parties. While this model of reductions 
structure has not been used for past nuclear arms reductions, there is a history of it 
being used in major arms control treaties, most explicitly in the 1922 Washington 
Naval Treaty, and the following London Naval Treaties, which defined multiple tiers 
of fleet sizes. Specifically, the Washington and London Naval Treaties are examples 
of tiered ratio reductions, in which each state agrees to keep their arsenal consistent 
with a ratio equation based on the sizes of the arsenals of the other states party to 
the agreement (i.e. – the Washington Naval Treaty established a ratio of 5:5:3, 
meaning for every five capital ships the U.S. and U.K. had, the Japanese were 
allowed to have three). 29 Other potential tiered reduction structures include tiered 
absolute ceiling reductions (i.e. tier 1: up to 1000 warheads each, tier 2: up to 300 
warheads each), tiered absolute reductions (i.e. tier 1: disposal of 500 warheads 
each, tier 2: disposal of 100 warheads each), tiered percentage reductions (i.e. tier 1: 
disposal of 30% of existing warheads each, tier 2: disposal of 15% of existing 
warheads each), and tiered cumulative reductions (i.e. combined U.S., U.K., and 
French arsenal size to not exceed Russian arsenal size).  

Views on structure of reductions 

United States: The U.S. uses its arsenal primarily to deter Russia and China, and 
against all forms of attack, however its relative conventional strength decreases the 
value placed on its nuclear arsenal size. Would likely prefer tiered absolute ceiling 
reductions, which could be seen as an extension of the START process. The U.S. 
would likely be able to enter into equal absolute ceiling or equal absolute reduction 
agreements only with Russia, due to the fact that these two arsenals are substantially 
larger than all others, and so any applicable ceiling or reduction would be too high 
for all other states. Would not likely accept the tiered cumulative reductions that 

                                                                                                                                                                    

paper, they have been reorganized and broken down into greater detail so as to better meet 
the needs of the exercise. 
29 United States Senate. "Conference on the Limitation of Armament; Treaty between the 
United States of America, the British Empire, France, Italy, and Japan". (Washington, DC, 
1922).  
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Russia would favor, since either would conflict with the U.S. policy of maintaining 
parity with Russia. 

Russia: Its arsenal is used to deter the U.S., NATO members, and China, and it has 
in past arms control negotiations preferred tiered cumulative reductions to include 
all three, or at least all NATO member arsenals combined. Due to the weakness of its 
conventional military, it is increasing the role of nuclear weapons in its military 
doctrine, and so it places relatively more value on the size of its arsenal as compared 
to the United States.30 Russia is not likely interested in formalizing nuclear parity 
with China, so for any tiered reductions at this time it would likely require China to 
be in a lower tier. Equal absolute ceiling and equal absolute reduction agreements 
would likely not be able to extend beyond bi-lateral agreements between Russia and 
the U.S. 

China: China’s arsenal is used to deter all other nuclear-armed states, and also to 
deter Japan from developing nuclear weapons, however it has a policy of only 
maintaining an arsenal of minimum credible deterrent size,31 and so arsenal size is 
not as important as it is to the U.S. and Russia. China would not likely accept any 
structure of reductions in which it is separated into a lower tier from the U.S. and 
Russia, and so would likely be against all tiered type reductions, unless it were to be 
included in the top tier.32 China would likely be disinterested in any reductions that 
require it release specific information about its arsenal size or composition, or 
specific information about the quantity and capabilities of its delivery vehicles,33 
therefore it may be more interested in either equal or tiered absolute reductions, 
which would avoid the need to disclose information on exact arsenal size. 

U.K. & France: Both have stated that they will wait to join a MLAC until the U.S. and 
Russia complete significant further reductions; however the U.K. has made recent 
statements reiterating their support for working toward a world free of nuclear 
weapons.34 France has recently announced reductions to its arsenal, which will bring 
the total warhead number down to a maximum of 300.35 Neither has been interested 
in the U.S. nuclear umbrella weakening to the point of creating nuclear development 
interest in Germany or elsewhere,36 and therefore they likely do not wish that the 
U.S. reduce to parity with their own arsenals. Because of this, and because neither 
state has a policy of parity with either the U.S. or Russia, both would likely accept 
various forms of tiered reductions. The only reductions type that these two would 
likely find unacceptable would be tiered cumulative reductions in which Russia 
would maintain numerical parity with the entire NATO arsenal. 

                                                           

30 Alexei Arbatov, "Superseding U.S.-Russian Nuclear Deterrence," January/February 2005 
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32 Arbatov, "Multilateral Nuclear Weapons Reductions and Limitations." p 223. 
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India and Pakistan: Both states see their arsenals as tasked with deterrence of the 
other, however India’s arsenal is also used to deter China, and so India would be less 
interested in any dramatic arsenal reductions without similar reductions in China. 
Both would be likely to accept tiered reductions, so long as both were included in the 
same tier, and in India’s case, so long as China were not separated into a higher tier.  

Regime Organization 

The organization of a MLAC regime has to reflect the reality of the imbalances in the 
various arsenals, as well as be acceptable to the political demands and ambitions of 
the various parties. Keeping in mind the issues of participation, verification, and the 
structure of reductions, the organization of any MLAC regime has to create a 
structure in which the maximum number of states will be included. The organization 
must be able to cope with states that have objections to direct participation with 
each other, and also be able to provide a platform for effective verification at an 
acceptable cost. 

The structure of such a regime could be one of several options:  

1) one specific MLAC agreement with all-inclusive participation that includes all 
nuclear-armed states,  

2) one specific MLAC agreement with limited participation including only select 
nuclear-armed states (i.e. NPT nuclear weapon states), this agreement can also 
include other parties as limited members, for example with observer status,  

3) one associated body joined either tightly by a broad overarching governing body 
or more loosely by a statement of common purpose, linking separate MLAC 
agreements, which each could be made up of separate limited participation 
agreements, this agreement can also include other parties as limited members, for 
example with observer status, or  

4) unrelated, separate MLAC agreements, which each could be made up of separate 
limited participation agreements. 

On regime organization 

One specific MLAC agreement: A single MLAC including all nuclear-armed states, 
which would bring the entire global arsenal into a single regime, would seem to be 
the most desirable form of MLAC because it would represent maximized 
participation at the highest level of cooperation. However, due to numerous issues of 
state participation, such a regime is highly unlikely to be viable and would face 
prohibitively high verification costs due the unlikelihood of IAEA participation in a 
regime including non-NPT nuclear-armed states. 

One specific MLAC agreement with limited participation including only 
select nuclear-armed states: Because any MLAC which excludes Russia and the U.S. 
would exclude the vast majority of the world’s nuclear arsenal, any single MLAC 
with limited participation effectively must include these two states. Therefore due to 
other previously discussed reasons, it would be limited to current NPT nuclear 
weapon states. Such a regime could potentially utilize the verification services of the 
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IAEA and could avoid many of the largest state participation objections attached to 
non-NPT nuclear-armed states. This regime would represent a positive step forward 
in global arms reductions but would still not maximize participation.  

One associated body joined either tightly by a broad overarching governing 
body or more loosely by a statement of common purpose, linking separate MLAC 
agreements: Because of the numerous issues presented by state participation and 
verification, this regime would attempt to maximize participation by breaking the 
parties into separate agreements with limited participation and then tying these 
separate agreements together via a looser overall agreement. By allowing individual 
subsets of states to solve the issues of participation, verification, and reductions 
structures separately, this regime organization would lessen some of the complexity 
involved in an all-inclusive MLAC while still providing a framework that could 
potentially include all existing nuclear-armed states. The looser overall agreement 
could be as simple as a statement of common purpose to reduce global nuclear 
arsenals or could be something much more specific and intensive, but not so much 
as one specific MLAC agreement. This regime could also be seen as the first step 
towards a future all-inclusive MLAC agreement, to be achieved by gradually 
strengthening the overall agreement and moving the individual separate state 
agreements closer and closer together. 

Unrelated, separate MLAC agreements: To avoid the difficulties in creating 
an all-inclusive MLAC, individual states could form separate smaller MLAC 
agreements, each totally independent of any other nuclear arms reductions treaties. 
This would allow the issues of state participation, verification, and reductions 
structures to be solved independently for each group of states entering into MLAC 
agreements. While this could potentially increase the participation in nuclear arms 
reductions overall, this would have no larger structure that would coordinate the 
arms reductions efforts. In fact, this could be seen as hardly a regime at all and just a 
collection of separate regimes. 

Multi-lateral Arms Control Regime Issues: Analysis 

State participation: In terms of participation, a regime that includes all five NPT 
nuclear weapon states would be difficult to negotiate but is likely achievable, 
however in the current political environment it would likely be extremely difficult 
for these states to agree to take part in a regime that includes the participation of 
non-NPT nuclear-armed states. Due to the status of their nuclear arsenals, the 
participation of India and Pakistan would be widely unacceptable to NPT nuclear 
weapon states, and due to the undeclared nature of the Israeli arsenal and the 
perception of the North Korean arsenal as “rogue”, participation of these two would 
be even less acceptable. In sum, the issue of state participation would seem to rule 
out a MLAC that includes all current nuclear-armed states, and would make 
extremely difficult the participation of any states that develop nuclear arsenals in the 
future in violation of the NPT.  

Verification: While bi-lateral verification has worked well for bi-lateral arms 
reductions agreements in the past, in a multi-lateral regime such multiple bi-lateral 
verification arrangements could quickly become redundant and more costly than 
acceptable. Therefore, a multi-lateral arms control regime would likely require 
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third-party verification. However, the only viable third party verification 
organization at this time is the IAEA. Due to the nature of the IAEA’s relationship 
with the NPT, it would not likely agree to verifying any agreement that contains non-
NPT nuclear-armed states. Because of this limitation of the IAEA, to include any 
non-NPT nuclear-armed states in an agreement will either require some form of 
multiple bi-lateral verification, the creation of a new third-party verification 
organization, or the addition of a new verification role to an existing organization. 
These options would likely be seen by states as quite expensive, and so in addition to 
multiple bi-lateral verification being too costly, multi-party reductions with non-
NPT nuclear-armed states would also likely be unacceptable to participants 
concerned about verification costs, particularly Russia.  

Structure of reductions: Even if it were possible to get all parties to the negotiating 
table, because of the variations in arsenal size, arsenal purpose, and political 
demands, there does not seem to be one reductions structure that would be 
acceptable to all. To extend beyond bi-lateral, reductions with equal absolute 
ceilings or equal absolute reductions would require both the U.S. and Russia to 
reduce to a state of parity with other nuclear-armed states, or would require 
acceptance of arsenal increases for the other nuclear-armed states with smaller 
arsenals, neither of which is likely to happen in the foreseeable future. A tiered 
structure with the first tier consisting of U.S.-Russia-China would be optimal for 
China, however neither Russia nor the U.S. are interested in agreeing to numerical 
parity with China. The U.S. and Russia would prefer that they remain as the sole 
members of any first tier, however China would likely not agree to this.  

Regime organization: Due to limitations mentioned above, creating an MLAC 
regime that includes all nuclear-armed states is highly unlikely. A single MLAC 
would be unlikely to include India and Pakistan, and even more unlikely to include 
Israel and North Korea, since not all of the NPT nuclear weapon states would accept 
the participation of non-NPT nuclear-armed states. Therefore, the regime 
organization that seems to best maximize participation would be the existence of 
multiple separate agreements. These separate agreements could potentially be 
joined either tightly by a broad overarching governing body or more loosely by a 
statement of common purpose, if the nuclear weapon states so desired, but the 
details of each separate agreement would be further organized as decided by the 
states party to those individual agreements. 

To maximize participation. . .  

Considering the analysis of the four multi-lateral arms control regime issues 
discussed above, having a single all-inclusive MLAC does not appear to be a 
possibility in the current political environment. Instead, global participation in arms 
control could be maximized by the creation of separate overlapping multi-lateral 
regimes, including participation of both NPT and non-NPT nuclear-armed states, 
with a view to integrating all regimes into one should the future political 
environment allow. Verification, reductions, and organization details could be 
determined within each separate sub-regime, which would increase the likelihood of 
each sub-regime finding an optimal arrangement. Considering the realities and 
demands of each of the states, there appear to be three sub-regimes, each with 
limited participation, that would best maximize overall participation: U.S.-Russia-
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China (perhaps with limited participation of China), Russia-U.K.-France (perhaps 
with the U.S. as an observer state), China-India-Pakistan.  

The first, and the key of these three separate sub-regimes, U.S.-Russia-
China, could be a solution to the difference of opinion of the three on how to 
structure reductions. For the U.S. and Russia to agree to such an arrangement, the 
reductions would need to be tiered, with China agreeing to lower numbers. Though 
China has stated its unwillingness to such an arrangement before, the gain to be had 
in perceived political power by being included in what was formerly a bi-lateral 
agreement may give it an incentive to agree. However, Russia is likely not interested 
in accepting China into the bi-lateral power arrangement, and so would likely 
perceive any U.S.-Russia-China agreement as degrading of its own power. 
Therefore, though a tiered U.S.-Russia-China agreement would be preferred, it 
could be a challenge to get all three parties to agree to terms of reductions and 
structure. To accomplish such an agreement, Russia and China would both be 
required to be flexible in negotiations, and both would need to view the prospective 
gains of such an arrangement to be greater than the perceived losses. 

Should China prove unwilling to enter into a tiered agreement with the U.S. 
and Russia, one possible solution to bring China into a MLAC regime would be to 
initially include it as an observer, with limited status in an agreement, with plans for 
China’s inclusion as a full member to take place in future iterations of the 
agreement. This could even be achieved by adding China as a limited participant 
into the next iteration of New START. China would gain the political prestige of 
participating in what it could promote as a tri-lateral arrangement, while not having 
to legitimize the lack of the numerical parity of its arsenal nor begin reductions, 
while the U.S. and Russia would gain by bringing the Chinese arsenal into the arms 
reductions regime, and could take steps in the agreement to increase China’s nuclear 
program transparency, even if only slightly. Additionally, adding China as a limited 
member would allow Russia to continue to promote the agreement as bi-lateral, and 
thereby continue to utilize the agreement for political prestige. Though this may be a 
path to bringing China into the arms reductions regime, there would need to be 
concrete steps taken beyond this in the future to include China as a full participant 
in an MLAC. 

A Russia-U.K.-France agreement would allow Russia to expand its 
reductions agreements further into NATO, which it has in the past had an interest 
in. The negative here is that including Russia in two separate tri-lateral regimes 
could create verification costs that may prove to be too high for Russia to accept. 
Additionally, an agreement with such differing arsenal sizes would prove even more 
costly for the smaller arsenal states to verify, since they would have to spend 
comparatively more to verify Russia’s much larger arsenal. To even out this cost 
imbalance, the U.K. and France may require either less stringent verification, or 
assistance from Russia on the asymmetrical verification costs. The gain for the U.K. 
and France from such an agreement would not be as great, and would be primarily 
political prestige, to further secure a position of power within the global system. 
Because this regime seems to be a relatively low priority for all three parties, it could 
perhaps be a less strict regime than for example a U.S.-Russia-China regime.  
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A China-India-Pakistan agreement would allow China to help add 
stability in the India-Pakistan relationship, and limit the likelihood of an arms race 
involving those two frequently conflicting states. The primary problem in forming 
this agreement, however, is that India and Pakistan remain non-NPT nuclear-armed 
states. China’s recent moves toward cooperation in nuclear energy with Pakistan 
may demonstrate that with enough incentive, it is willing to take actions which could 
be seen as harmful to the NPT. Therefore, it may be that the gain to be had for China 
in stabilizing the nuclear arsenals of its neighbors could be incentive enough for it to 
place lower priority on the NPT, regardless of the possible negative effects and 
criticisms from the international community. Additionally, should China and other 
states see that there is enough incentive to act to bring India and Pakistan into an 
arms control regime, these states may be interested in working to adjust the NPT to 
allow such actions to take place within the framework of the NPT, perhaps by an 
amendment or other such mechanism. 

These three potential regimes could maximize MLAC participation for the 
near future, but there would still be a number of states not included and further 
potential issues to be overcome. Specifically, within this proposed framework there 
appears to be no possibility of including in a reductions regime Israel, North Korea, 
or other states that may be developing nuclear weapons now or in the future. Other 
issues that could also be factors in maximizing participation that were not dealt with 
in this analysis include: 1) weapons and technologies to be included in reductions 
could be a limiting factor to any MLAC, since not all parties would agree to what 
items should be reduced. For example a treaty limiting strategic delivery vehicles 
would not necessarily need to include India, Pakistan, and North Korea, while a 
treaty limiting tactical nuclear weapons would not necessarily need to include any 
states other than the U.S., Russia, and perhaps NATO, 2) limiting other nuclear 
arsenal factors beyond numerical size, in particular issues such as qualitative 
measures, arsenal alert status, and limitations on missile defense systems. As we 
move forward into expanding arms reductions, we should be constantly searching 
for ways in which participation could be further expanded so as to include in a 
reductions regime all states with nuclear weapons. And as any future nuclear states 
emerge, they too should be included in a regime whose purpose would be to reduce 
the global nuclear arsenal to the lowest possible size.  

 

 


