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Eighth Cooperative Idea:
Exploring the Transfer Potential of  the JCPOA for Zonal 
Disarmament Arrangements in the Middle East/Gulf

This Policy Forum issue advocates using elements of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA or agreement/accord) in prospective 
negotiations to create a zone free of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) and their delivery vehicles (DVs) in the Middle East. In a stalemated 
situation resembling efforts to negotiate a zonal arrangement, the JCPOA after more than 12 years of negotiations succeeded in striking a multilateral 
deal among adversaries with diverging capabilities and agendas who doubted each other’s intentions and were reluctant to make concessions. 
By establishing an incentive-based mechanism that encouraged and facilitated cooperation, the JCPOA succeeded in trading various issues to 
reach common ground in an incremental step-by-step approach of carefully sequenced quid pro quos. Framed as an agreement among equals and 
safeguarded by multiple compliance mechanisms, the JCPOA (or aspects of it) could serve as a toolbox for zonal negotiations on disarmament, help 
to link hardened actors, and break up entrenched interest structures and dogmatic policy positions.

Background and Context: The 
Joint Comprehensive Plan of  
Action as an Ambivalent Point 
of  Reference 

After the JCPOA was struck between 
Iran and the E3/EU+3 (i.e. France, 
Germany, the United Kingdom and the 
European Union (EU) plus China, Russia, 
and the United States) on 14 July 2015, it 
was hoped it might provide a new toolbox 
of  arms control instruments (e.g. Glaser 
et al., 2015), or alter regional security 
thinking, providing new impetus for 
initiatives aimed at establishing a zone free 
of  weapons of  mass destruction and their 
delivery vehicles (WMD/DVs-free zone) 
in the Middle East/Gulf  (Harnischfeger 
and Kubbig, 2016). However, negotiations 
about such a zonal arrangement in the 
region have been deadlocked since the 
failed Review Conference of  the Nuclear 
Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) because 
of  disagreements between the Arab 
states (as well as Iran) and Israel. These 
disagreements primarily concern the 
question of  how to address arms control 
and regional peace and security matters 
(see Policy Forum No. 3 on this topic). 
Unfortunately, the JCPOA has not changed 
regional policies pertaining to the creation 
of  a WMD/DVs-free zone. Nevertheless, 
one should not overlook the fact that 
this multilateral accord has prevented a 
regional war and a nuclear-armed Iran by 
striking a complex deal among adversaries 

with diverging military capabilities and 
political agendas. Therefore, it was 
rightly hailed as a triumph of  diplomacy 
(Fitzpatrick, 2015), and the main elements 
of  the multilateral accord might indeed 
serve as tools for possible WMD/DVs-
free zone negotiations.

Key Aspects of  the JCPOA 
and Their Potential for Zonal 
Disarmament Arrangements

The agreement has demonstrated that it is 
possible to create the political will needed 
to enable such a milestone agreement. The 
accord was negotiated among adversaries 
who were highly doubtful of  one anoth-
er’s intentions, concerned about possible 
delaying tactics and/or relative gains (a 
phenomenon with a decades-long histo-
ry), highly mistrustful of  one another, and 
reluctant to be the first to make conces-
sions. Despite the differences among the 
E3/EU+3, they were all unified by the 
goal of  preventing a nuclear-armed Iran. 
What is more, the JCPOA constitutes a 
complex and well-balanced design that 
successfully linked entirely different issues 
such as effective arms control measures, 
easing sanctions and reducing Iran’s isola-
tion (Harnischfeger and Kubbig, 2016: 2; 
ICG, 2015: i, 7; ICG, 2017: i). The success-
ful conclusion of  the multilateral JCPOA 
with its manifold compromises and mech-
anisms might thus be instructive for pos-
sible negotiations on a potential treaty-/
agreement-based WMD/DVs-free zone. 

What is more, the JCPOA has shown im-
pressive robustness even in view of  the 
Trump administration’s strong criticism of  
the accord: the International Atomic En-
ergy Agency (IAEA) has issued clear-cut 
statements that all sides have so far abided 
by the agreement.

The Basic Incentive-based Mechanism

To begin with, the JCPOA contains an in-
centive-based mechanism that recognises and 
addresses the interests of  both Iran and 
the E3/EU+3. In doing so, it does what 
most agreements do: it brings together 
crucial interests and loosely related (and, 
in part, imposed) ones to enable a quid pro 
quo (Perkovich et al., 2015) in the form 
of  assuring the peacefulness of  Iran’s nu-
clear programme in exchange for sanc-
tions relief  and economic recovery. At 
the same time, it excludes issues that were 
deemed non-negotiable: negotiations were 
restricted to nuclear-related matters, leav-
ing showstoppers out of  the equation (H. 
Müller, 2015: 20-25; ICG, 2017: 10). The 
accord managed to address enough issues 
to reach common ground while avoiding 
too-controversial ones such as Iran’s mis-
sile programme and its political activities 
in the region. 

The Incremental Character of  the JCPOA and 
Its Confidence-building Measures 

Different types of  sequencing probably rep-
resent the most elaborate part of  the 
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Background and Context: 
The Traditional Core 
Disagreement and the 
Challenge to Overcome It

This Cooperative Idea addresses the key 
challenge of how to bridge the basic gap 
between the traditional “Peace First!” 
(Israel) versus “Disarmament First!” 
(Egypt-led Arab states) positions. This 
disagreement on conceptual regional 
security matters was the essential 
factor that impeded a joint agenda for 
the envisaged conference in Helsinki 
on a zone free of weapons of mass 
destruction (WMD) and their delivery 
vehicles (DVs)/WMD/DVs-free zone. 
In turn, this disagreement mainly led to 
the failure of the 2015 Non-Proliferation 
Treaty (NPT) Review Conference 
(RevCon).

This leads us directly to the Glion/Geneva 
Process initiated by the former Finnish 
facilitator, Ambassador Jaakko Laajava, 
with its achievements and unresolved 
questions. Relevant developments after 
the failed RevCon will also be taken 
into consideration, as will the relevant 
working paper submitted by Egypt at 
the First NPT Preparatory Committee 
(PrepCom) on 1 May 2017 (Egypt, 2017) 
and the joint working paper submitted 
separately by 12 Arab states on 4 May 
2017 (Bahrain et al., 2017).

The following two achievements of 
the Glion/Geneva process should be 
acknowledged so that any further efforts 
can and should build on them:

After 19 years, major regional players 1. 
sat for the fi rst time around the same 
table during the fi ve informal multi-
lateral meetings held between October 
2013 and June 2014.
The participants agreed on decision-2. 
making by consensus as well as on 
organisation, modalities, and rules of 
procedures.

Among the defi cits to be overcome are the 
following:

Arab countries have complained that 1. 
the meetings were not (adequately) 
recorded.
Especially to Amb. Laajava’s chagrin, 2. 
many states did not send high-level 
representatives who would have been 
in a position to take decisions.

Three major unresolved issues remain:
The role of the United Nations 1. 
(UN) both in terms of its concrete 
involvement and the overall framework 
of the required communication and 
conference process (see Finaud and 
Kubbig, 2017);
the above-mentioned gravest failure of 2. 
coping constructively with the funda-
mental conceptual and security-related 
gap (in this context, a concrete date 
for the Helsinki conference was also 
controversial); and
follow-on steps (a road map) after the 3. 
envisaged Helsinki Conference.

This POLICY FORUM issue aims at building 
on the above-mentioned achievements of 
the Glion/Geneva process and taking the 
defi cits into account, while exploring steps 
for dealing constructively with the second 
challenge in a way that does not lose sight 

First Cooperative Idea
Bridging the Most Fundamental Gap: 
A Dual-Track Approach That Simultaneously Pursues Disarmament 
and Regional Security

Bernd W. Kubbig and Marc Finaud

This POLICY FORUM issue summarises the achievements and defi cits of the Glion/Geneva informal consultation process and describes the currently 
held divergent positions of major players. With reference to several necessary conditions for success, the authors make concrete proposals for a 
compromise-oriented new NPT cycle that does not repeat the mistakes of the past.

of one essential issue: that (in)formal 
communication and conference processes, 
even if they do not lead immediately to 
an optimal goal such as nuclear disar-
mament in the Middle East/Gulf, are a 
vital component of any security strategy. 
Compromise-oriented policies as a key 
to progress are needed more than ever. 
However, the issue of a road map will 
only be touched on as a controversial issue 
during the Glion/Geneva Process (see 
Box No. 1), since it is not mentioned in the 
relevant working papers submitted at the 
PrepCom in Vienna.

Where We Stand in the Context 
of the First NPT PrepCom 
in Vienna (2-12 May 2017)

In the aftermath of the 2015 NPT RevCon, 
the two following contradictory features 
can be observed: (1) organisational activ-
ities at the international and regional level 
to overcome the stalemate of non-commu-
nication; and (2) the continuing mainte-
nance of infl exible positions on substantive 
issues, especially by the regional actors. 
The semi-offi cial Moscow Conference 
on 23 May 2016 on “Devising the Next 
Steps” regarding a WMD/DVs-free zone 
was the fi rst attempt to bring together 
all major players at a fairly high level in 
order to test the waters especially among 
the representatives from the Middle East/
Gulf and fi nd new compromise-oriented 
ways out of the predicament (see UNGA, 
2016 [a], p. 3/14). At the end of that year, 
on 14 December, a surprising four-hour 
informal meeting took place in Nagasaki. 
Taking advantage of the UN Conference 
on Disarmament with a number of NPT 
stakeholders present, the Japanese Foreign 
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Ministry invited several Track 1.5 experts 
and offi cials representing, among others, 
the three co-conveners (the Russian 
Federation, United Kingdom [UK], and 
United States [US]).

Indicating that the Arab governments 
wanted to play their active part in 
overcoming the stalemate of non-commu-
nication, at the regional level the Secretary-
General of the Arab League had already 
decided in March 2016 to establish a Wise 
Persons Commission consisting initially 
of six people, later extended to ten. The 
report of the members, who were requested 
to evaluate and propose new zone-related 
ideas and options on how to proceed, was 
due in March 2017, immediately before the 
First NPT PrepCom, but the Commission 
did not issue an outcome document 
(Pugwash, 2017). On 25 January 2017 
representatives of all three co-conveners 
met in Amman with members of this 
Commission.

Whether in Moscow, Nagasaki, or Amman, 
in terms of substance, the vital differ-
ences especially among the major regional 
actors could not be bridged. In Moscow, 
everybody – not only the regional repre-
sentatives, but also others – repeated the 

positions they held before the 2015 NPT 
RevCon. This is why the Russian Foreign 
Ministry did not plan a follow-up meeting 
at that time. The gathering in Nagasaki 
was a variation on the theme. A very short 
Foreign Ministry media release in Japanese 
only mentioned “that the meeting was held 
without any substance”. In Amman, the 
three representatives of the co-conveners 
and the members of the Wise Persons 
Commission played the ping-pong game 
of mutual expectations once again: while 
the three extra-regional diplomats stressed 
the need for initiatives from the Middle 
East/Gulf to bridge the gaps, the Arabs 
in turn asked the three co-conveners to 
supply impulse proposals.

This is also the bottom line of the separate 
working papers by Egypt and the 12 Arab 
countries in the context of the First NPT 
PrepCom in Vienna. They repeat the 
traditional positions (including those of 
the working paper submitted by Bahrain 
on behalf of the Arab Group on 22 April 
2015 during the NPT RevCon in New 
York). Seeing the ball to be in the court 
of the co-conveners implies that the Arab 
countries did not come up with a unifi ed 
position in Vienna on how to move forward 
on the issue. And yet the cracks among 
the Arab states are highly visible. It is not 
by accident that Egypt looked isolated in 
Vienna, while the group of the other 12 
Arab countries is not homogeneous.

We heard different stories from Arab 
decision-makers in personal encounters at 
the First NPT PrepCom. Some representa-
tives told us that the disagreement was only 
a matter of tactics – the Secretary-General 
of the Arab League, refl ecting the majority 
of the members, had decided accordingly. 
Three Gulf countries – Kuwait, Saudi 
Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates – 
were in favour of making use of the First 
PrepCom by coming up with a position 
paper as a means of infl uencing the debate 
early on. Differently from Egypt, at least 
some, if not most, of the other 12 Arab 
countries acknowledge the value of the 
2010 Mandate, which they see as still valid. 
In their joint working paper of 4 May 2017 
they support a “consultative process” (para. 
11.d) under the auspices of the UN and 
the three depositary states, leading to the 
“immediate convening” (para. 11.b; emphases 
in original in bold) of a WMD/DVs 
conference. But all 13 Arab states are united 
in considering that the 1995 Resolution on 
the Middle East is still the basic document 

Box No. 1: The Road Map as a Controversial Issue

For the Arab countries, a road map was an important element from early on, as the “Arab 
proposal for 2012 conference Final declaration document paper/Elements for 2012 
Conference Final Document” shows. On the basis of the 1995 Resolution on the Middle East 
and the 2010 Mandate/Middle East Action Plan, the draft concluding document of the Helsinki 
Conference should defi ne and adopt a formalised conference process following the gathering. 
It should also draw up a detailed road map with concrete to-be-met dates and accountable 
reporting, specifi cally: the creation of three working groups on the WMD/DVs-free zone; the 
convening of these working groups “on a regular basis every three months”; the convening 
of a follow-up conference “on an annual basis until the zone is established”; and the presen-
tation of a “comprehensive report on the outcome of the 2012 Conference, and progress 
within the working groups, to be presented to successive NPT Review Conferences and their 
Preparatory Committee meetings”.

The “Sandra’s List” document of 26 November 2013 issued by the Offi ce of the Facilitator, 
however, was vague and inconclusive on the issue of a road map, while the “Informal Orientation 
Paper” by the Facilitator’s Offi ce on 28 November 2014 presented the topics mentioned in 
the following in brackets, i.e. as unresolved: the creation of a coordinating committee “to 
foster the political dialogue in the region” and the setting up of two expert groups, one on the 
properties of the zone and on verifi cation and compliance, and the other on unspecifi ed confi -
dence- and security-building measure [CSBMs] and cooperation in the Middle East. Also, in 
a vague way, the “Informal Orientation Paper” “consider[s] further steps to enhance security 
and cooperation in the region of the Middle East, including the convening of possible further 
Expert Groups and the possibility of a new Conference” (emphases added). 

The strong differences in terms of concreteness and the commitment to establish a formalised 
conference process could not be overcome. (All cited documents were tabled during the 
Glion/Geneva consultations but not made public.).

JCPOA mechanism. Since mutual mis-
trust and suspicion (as well as pride and 
resentments) tend to impede unilateral 
concessions, the timing of  mutual steps 
is always an issue. The JCPOA operates in 
terms of  simultaneous, proportional quid 
pro quos within a framework of  steady 
gradualism with common benchmarks 
(JCPOA, preamble, §I; ICG, 2014: 7). The 
JCPOA aims at achieving interim goals 
(the five “Days”1) by working through 
an agreed Implementation Plan contain-
ing highly specified and, in part, verified 
steps (JCPOA, §34, “Implementation 
Plan”, “Annex V-Implementation Plan”; 
CSIS, 2017). The JCPOA thus represents 
an incremental, confidence-building, step-
by-step approach that inherently facilitates 
cooperation (Meier and Zamirirad, 2015: 
3) in a manageable, precise time sequence. 
The JCPOA combines precision of  duties 
and definitions with sufficient flexibility in the 
implementation process. To address both 
sides’ concerns, the 160-page-long JCPOA 
establishes an elaborate network of  mutu-
al responsibilities. There was limited faith 
in, for example, Iran’s compliance with its 
obligations and the sincerity of  the E3/
EU+3’s promise to ease sanctions, or in 
the neutrality of  the IAEA’s verification 
measures. So it was necessary to clearly 
define what constitutes compliance and 
initiates reciprocal steps in the JCPOA’s 
quid pro quo design. The five “Days”/
benchmarks were scheduled as precisely 
as possible, mitigating the risk of  procras-
tination. However, the agreement also re-
mains sufficiently flexible to provide more 
time to deal with contingencies and/or im-
plementation problems or to set incentives 
for more speedy progress (ICG, 2017: 2). 
“Implementation Day” had no predefined 
date, but was to occur simultaneously with 
the IAEA’s implementation report and the 
E3/EU+3’s easing of  specified sanctions 
(JCPOA, §34.III). “Transition Day” is to 
occur eight years after the “Adoption Day” 
or at the date when the IAEA has reached 
its “Broader Conclusion” – “whichever is 
earlier” (JCPOA, §34.IV). 

Ensuring Cooperation and Compliance by Insti-
tutions and Procedures, Enforcement and Verifi-
cation Mechanisms 

Multiple compliance mechanisms ensure mu-
tual agreement-based cooperation. Ac-
cording to an Iranian diplomat, in case of  
non-compliance, the JCPOA as an inher-

1   Finalisation Day, Adoption Day, Implementation 
Day, Transition Day, Termination Day.

ently “quid pro quo diplomatic process 
could easily give way to an escalatory tit-
for-tat” (cited in ICG, 2015: 13-14): even 
minor breaches of  commitments could be 
answered with a broad range of  retaliatory 
measures. Moreover, the accord establishes 
institutions committed to the implementa-
tion of  the agreement. This pertains to the 
Joint Commission and the Joint Commis-
sion’s Procurement Working Group, but 
also to the establishment of  a joint Nucle-
ar Safety Centre and cooperative projects 
in Iran (Samore [ed.], 2015: 65-67). The 
strongest part of  the JCPOA’s compliance 
mechanism is its connection to the Unit-
ed Nations Security Council (UNSC). The 
agreement becomes legally binding due to 
its endorsement by UNSCR 2231(2015), 
granting (vast parts of) the agreement legal 
status for roughly ten years, until “Termi-
nation Day” (Bellinger, 2015; Davenport, 
2017). The connection of  the accord to 
the UNSC is completed by an innovative 
and effective sanctions and enforcement system: 
in case of  disagreements, the JCPOA’s con-
sultation and clarification procedures provide 
means for conflict resolution (Perkovich 
et al., 2015). Should these efforts fail, a 
reinstatement of  sanctions and the termi-
nation of  the accord could follow shortly. 
Each of  the five permanent members of  
the UNSC can re-establish the sanctions 
system (“snapback”), since the UNSC 
would again have to agree on the extension 
of  sanctions relief  (H. Müller, 2015: I, 17-
18). In combination with the IAEA verifica-
tion system related to the JCPOA, it is high-
ly likely that violations of  the agreement 
would be both recognised and sanctioned. 
In extremis, enforcement could even include 
coercive measures in line with Chapter VII 
of  the UN Charter (Meier and Zamirirad, 
2015: 1). 

Mutual Respect and Face-saving Mechanisms for 
In-built Inequalities 

Granting one another respect and recognition in 
accordance with reciprocity and equality princi-
ples is another feature of  the agreement. 
Iran had to make considerable concessions 
during the JCPOA negotiations, the com-
position of  the Joint Commission, which 
can overrule Iran on settling controversial 
issues, is just one case in point. The most 
sensitive topics were handled with discre-
tion, however (H. Müller, 2015: 10-29): 
Tehran was reluctant to accept long-term 
special responsibilities, which explains 
why the duration of  JCPOA obligations 
was left somewhat open to interpretation. 
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»The JCPOA operates in terms 
of  simultaneous, proportional quid 
pro quos within a framework of  
steady gradualism with common 

benchmarks [...]. The JCPOA thus 
represents an incremental, confindece-

building, step-by-step approach 
that inherently faciltates cooperation 

[...].«



Some long-term obligations were shifted 
to Iran’s Enrichment Research and De-
velopment Plan as part of  the country’s 
Additional Protocol, and some intrusive 
elements were shifted to the Joint Com-
mission’s procedures. The JCPOA’s word-
ing constantly stresses “simultaneous” or 
“voluntary” action even in cases where 
operational regulation rather demands 
preliminary concessions (e.g. in case of  
the timing of  “Implementation Day”). In 
sum, the JCPOA aims at being an agree-
ment among equals in the best interests of  
all parties. In those areas where inequality 
persists, it strives to maintain a mutually 
face-saving character. 

Limits to and Prospects of  
Adapting Elements of  the 
JCPOA 

Constructively Handling Differences Among 
Actors with Diverging Interests and Dogmatic 
Positions

Can the above-mentioned strengths of  
the JCPOA, i.e. its specific multilateral set-
ting and its incentive-based structure, including 
the successful balancing of  its extremely 
divergent nuclear- and sanctions-related 
components, be made fruitful for the ne-
gotiations on zonal disarmament arrange-
ments? As to the so far resilient multilat-
eral character of  the JCPOA, the question 
arises whether the E3/EU3+3 and Iran 
setting is transferable to the Middle East/
Gulf  context. This is not necessarily the 
case: the homogeneous interests of  the six 
powers to prevent Iran from becoming a 
nuclear-armed state do not exist when it 
comes to the crucial question of  how to 
deal with Israel as the only nuclear-armed 
state in the region. This is an essential dif-
ference that has created difficulties during 
recent decades, including at the time of  
the Glion/Geneva consultations in 2013-
14 (see Policy forum No. 3). 

Here again, it was not possible to create a 
joint and constructive political will at the 
co-conveners’ level, as the often-uncoor-
dinated and divergent policies of  the Rus-
sian Federation, the United States, and the 
United Kingdom have shown. But even if  
the six powers were unified on crucial is-
sues, the situation of  Iran as one partner 
cannot be compared with the traditionally 
divergent interests dominating the zon-
al disarmament debates: the incompati-
ble “Disarmament First!” stance of  the 

Egypt-led Arab countries versus “Region-
al Peace First!” advocated by Israel as the 
main reasons for traditional diplomatic 
failure could so far not be bridged (Müller 
and Müller 2015). And yet, bringing the 
setting of  the six powers into play could 
have advantages: it would transcend the 
NPT context, which is strictly rejected by 
Israel, being a non-member to this Trea-
ty. Because of  the mix of  incentives and 
assurances that could be associated with 
the policies of  the six powers, this setting 
might open the door for Israel to become 
more forthcoming towards the demands 
of  the Arab countries when contemplating 
a WMD/DVs-free zone.

Warming up for More Flexible Approaches

As to the incentive-based structure of  the 
JCPOA, transferring the successful for-
mula of  give and take and the inclusion/
exclusion of  subjects of  negotiation could 
facilitate discussions/negotiations on zon-
al arrangements. Addressing matters of  
mutual concern in a (probably lengthy) 
process would require a change of  attitude 
in some Arab capitals. This would include 
an alleviation of  the traditional stance de-
manding the short-term dismantlement of  
the Israeli nuclear arsenal. It would also 
require continued patience on the part 
of  the Arab countries, especially Egypt. 
As the five Glion/Geneva consultation 
meetings between October 2013 and June 
2014 have shown, without such a change 
of  attitude, negotiation strategies relying 
on bracketed language aimed at bridging 
discontent and postponing or leaving out 
controversial issues are bound to fail (see 
Policy forum No. 3, especially Boxes 1 
and 2). However, a reconsideration of  past 
approaches could be worthwhile for the 
Arab states, since their mixture of  ’sticks 
and carrots’ has so far failed to induce pol-
icy changes by Israel.

Here the wide and divergent spectrum of  
the quid pro quo design in the JCPOA 
comes once more into play. At the politi-
co-conceptual level, there is a need to broaden 
the traditionally narrow military focus of  
arms control efforts by (re-)introducing 
what has already been claimed and offered 
by the Arab states in the Saudi Peace Ini-
tiative (Eldar et al., 2015). The still-stand-
ing Arab offer for diplomatic recognition 
(an important Israeli foreign policy goal), 
if  conceptualised in concrete interim steps 
as quid pro quos for Israeli concessions, 
would put nuclear weapons into the re-
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Ministry invited several Track 1.5 experts 
and offi cials representing, among others, 
the three co-conveners (the Russian 
Federation, United Kingdom [UK], and 
United States [US]).

Indicating that the Arab governments 
wanted to play their active part in 
overcoming the stalemate of non-commu-
nication, at the regional level the Secretary-
General of the Arab League had already 
decided in March 2016 to establish a Wise 
Persons Commission consisting initially 
of six people, later extended to ten. The 
report of the members, who were requested 
to evaluate and propose new zone-related 
ideas and options on how to proceed, was 
due in March 2017, immediately before the 
First NPT PrepCom, but the Commission 
did not issue an outcome document 
(Pugwash, 2017). On 25 January 2017 
representatives of all three co-conveners 
met in Amman with members of this 
Commission.

Whether in Moscow, Nagasaki, or Amman, 
in terms of substance, the vital differ-
ences especially among the major regional 
actors could not be bridged. In Moscow, 
everybody – not only the regional repre-
sentatives, but also others – repeated the 

positions they held before the 2015 NPT 
RevCon. This is why the Russian Foreign 
Ministry did not plan a follow-up meeting 
at that time. The gathering in Nagasaki 
was a variation on the theme. A very short 
Foreign Ministry media release in Japanese 
only mentioned “that the meeting was held 
without any substance”. In Amman, the 
three representatives of the co-conveners 
and the members of the Wise Persons 
Commission played the ping-pong game 
of mutual expectations once again: while 
the three extra-regional diplomats stressed 
the need for initiatives from the Middle 
East/Gulf to bridge the gaps, the Arabs 
in turn asked the three co-conveners to 
supply impulse proposals.

This is also the bottom line of the separate 
working papers by Egypt and the 12 Arab 
countries in the context of the First NPT 
PrepCom in Vienna. They repeat the 
traditional positions (including those of 
the working paper submitted by Bahrain 
on behalf of the Arab Group on 22 April 
2015 during the NPT RevCon in New 
York). Seeing the ball to be in the court 
of the co-conveners implies that the Arab 
countries did not come up with a unifi ed 
position in Vienna on how to move forward 
on the issue. And yet the cracks among 
the Arab states are highly visible. It is not 
by accident that Egypt looked isolated in 
Vienna, while the group of the other 12 
Arab countries is not homogeneous.

We heard different stories from Arab 
decision-makers in personal encounters at 
the First NPT PrepCom. Some representa-
tives told us that the disagreement was only 
a matter of tactics – the Secretary-General 
of the Arab League, refl ecting the majority 
of the members, had decided accordingly. 
Three Gulf countries – Kuwait, Saudi 
Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates – 
were in favour of making use of the First 
PrepCom by coming up with a position 
paper as a means of infl uencing the debate 
early on. Differently from Egypt, at least 
some, if not most, of the other 12 Arab 
countries acknowledge the value of the 
2010 Mandate, which they see as still valid. 
In their joint working paper of 4 May 2017 
they support a “consultative process” (para. 
11.d) under the auspices of the UN and 
the three depositary states, leading to the 
“immediate convening” (para. 11.b; emphases 
in original in bold) of a WMD/DVs 
conference. But all 13 Arab states are united 
in considering that the 1995 Resolution on 
the Middle East is still the basic document 

Box No. 1: The Road Map as a Controversial Issue

For the Arab countries, a road map was an important element from early on, as the “Arab 
proposal for 2012 conference Final declaration document paper/Elements for 2012 
Conference Final Document” shows. On the basis of the 1995 Resolution on the Middle East 
and the 2010 Mandate/Middle East Action Plan, the draft concluding document of the Helsinki 
Conference should defi ne and adopt a formalised conference process following the gathering. 
It should also draw up a detailed road map with concrete to-be-met dates and accountable 
reporting, specifi cally: the creation of three working groups on the WMD/DVs-free zone; the 
convening of these working groups “on a regular basis every three months”; the convening 
of a follow-up conference “on an annual basis until the zone is established”; and the presen-
tation of a “comprehensive report on the outcome of the 2012 Conference, and progress 
within the working groups, to be presented to successive NPT Review Conferences and their 
Preparatory Committee meetings”.

The “Sandra’s List” document of 26 November 2013 issued by the Offi ce of the Facilitator, 
however, was vague and inconclusive on the issue of a road map, while the “Informal Orientation 
Paper” by the Facilitator’s Offi ce on 28 November 2014 presented the topics mentioned in 
the following in brackets, i.e. as unresolved: the creation of a coordinating committee “to 
foster the political dialogue in the region” and the setting up of two expert groups, one on the 
properties of the zone and on verifi cation and compliance, and the other on unspecifi ed confi -
dence- and security-building measure [CSBMs] and cooperation in the Middle East. Also, in 
a vague way, the “Informal Orientation Paper” “consider[s] further steps to enhance security 
and cooperation in the region of the Middle East, including the convening of possible further 
Expert Groups and the possibility of a new Conference” (emphases added). 

The strong differences in terms of concreteness and the commitment to establish a formalised 
conference process could not be overcome. (All cited documents were tabled during the 
Glion/Geneva consultations but not made public.).
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»[...] Transferring the successful 
formula of  give and take and the 
inclusion/exclusion of  subjects 
of  negotiation could facilitate 

discussions/negotiations on zonal 
arrangements.«



gional context and increase the level of  
what the Arab countries can negotiate 
about with Israel. At the operational level, 
the constructive stance presented by the 
Russian Foreign Ministry at the First NPT 
Preparatory Committee on 8 May 2017 in 
Vienna is a good starting point for discuss-
ing the dimensions of  disarmament and 
regional peace simultaneously during this 
NPT cycle: Moscow proposed to devote 
one session of  the prospective conference 
on regional security matters. Building on 
this proposal, Policy Forum No. 3 has 
concretised this dual-track approach with 
respect to the regional security dimension 
as a way of  engaging Israel more strongly.  

Conclusions and Next Steps

Given some political goodwill and dip-
lomatic skill in identifying and tailoring 
suitable bargaining chips, the above-men-
tioned gradual character of  the JCPOA, 
and its in-built confidence-building mea-
sures, the mechanisms to ensure coop-
eration and compliance by institutions 
and procedures and the agreement’s clear 

verification techniques could be helpful 
for political practitioners negotiating and 
drafting an agreement/treaty for a WMD/
DVs-free zone. Of  special relevance for 
the Cooperative Idea of  this Policy Forum 
issue is the transfer of  the successful se-
quential issue: the challenge that regional 
peace and security have to evolve in paral-
lel to a zonal initiative, but without being 
tied to the creation of  a zone in a strict 
sequential “first one, then the other” or 
a synchronic “all or nothing” logic (D. 
Müller, 2015: 256). There has to be suf-
ficient parallelism between both issues to 
satisfy the concerns of  all parties involved. 
Efforts to achieve progress in arms con-
trol and regional peace and security have 
to be marked by sufficient flexibility and 
achievable incremental steps that facilitate 
gradual progress (Müller and Baumgart-
Ochse, 2015). The JCPOA between Iran 
and the E3/EU+3 has some of  these fea-
tures, which is why it might be worthwhile 
studying in greater depth the applicability 
of  its crucial elements to solving regional 
arms control disputes as an essential part 
of  peace and security efforts in the Middle 
East. ■
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it on non-state/hybrid actors’ access to 
WMD-related and radiological material 
and make this a unifying factor?

During such a long-haul discussion 
process, all sides may recognise that 
weapons of all kinds matter, but have 
to be seen as the nucleus of broader and 
ultimately all-inclusive security arrange-
ments in the Middle East/Gulf. This 
implies looking beyond the narrow areas 
of non-proliferation and disarmament and 
striving for spill-overs from policy fi elds 
where cooperation (and the confi dence 
that goes with it) is already in place or can 
easily be promoted, albeit discreetly. n

The Next Steps: 
Parallel Working Groups on 
Disarmament and on Regional 
Security with a Concrete Focus

Even if one remains within the NPT 
setting, we seriously doubt that one session 
of the conference, as proposed by the 
Russian working paper, will be acceptable 
to the other two depositary states, who act 
as the protectors of Israeli interests. At the 
same time, we have documented a number 
of time-consuming (yet futile) attempts at 
bringing the topics of disarmament and 
regional security together (see Box No. 2).

We suggest that all Middle East/Gulf 
actors and Israel should address the 
essential gap issue during the consultative 
process – and in a concrete way. The 
regional security focus should be limited 
to a to-be-discussed and agreed-upon list 
of ultimately fi ve priorities. This limitation 
would be a sign that this focus is not meant 
to delay discussion on the nuclear issue. 
The discussion and selection process may 
contain new and surprising compromise-
oriented opportunities, and even unifying 
elements:

One may fi nd • conventional arms control 
again on the Israeli list – but the Arab 
countries should not worry: the results 
of joint analyses may turn out to be 
in their favour because such analyses 
may show how superior Israel is in 
terms of conventional arms across 
the board. This fi nding may make it 
more diffi cult for the Israelis to legiti-
mately justify retaining their nuclear 
arsenal – at least at current levels. 
In turn, the Israelis may encounter a 
much more differentiated Arab League 
with motives, interests, and security 
concerns/specifi c threat perceptions 
and priorities that have, for instance, 
partly changed in view of the perceived 
Iranian factor since Israel started its 
nuclear activities.

One could discover • ballistic missiles 
(especially those with a verifi able range 
of 70 km or more that can carry WMD 
warheads) as a promising starting point 
for addressing the nuclear issue in an 
indirect, elegant, and politically less 
loaded way.

Terrorism•  may show up on the Israeli list 
in general terms. Why not try to focus 
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Ministry invited several Track 1.5 experts 
and offi cials representing, among others, 
the three co-conveners (the Russian 
Federation, United Kingdom [UK], and 
United States [US]).

Indicating that the Arab governments 
wanted to play their active part in 
overcoming the stalemate of non-commu-
nication, at the regional level the Secretary-
General of the Arab League had already 
decided in March 2016 to establish a Wise 
Persons Commission consisting initially 
of six people, later extended to ten. The 
report of the members, who were requested 
to evaluate and propose new zone-related 
ideas and options on how to proceed, was 
due in March 2017, immediately before the 
First NPT PrepCom, but the Commission 
did not issue an outcome document 
(Pugwash, 2017). On 25 January 2017 
representatives of all three co-conveners 
met in Amman with members of this 
Commission.

Whether in Moscow, Nagasaki, or Amman, 
in terms of substance, the vital differ-
ences especially among the major regional 
actors could not be bridged. In Moscow, 
everybody – not only the regional repre-
sentatives, but also others – repeated the 

positions they held before the 2015 NPT 
RevCon. This is why the Russian Foreign 
Ministry did not plan a follow-up meeting 
at that time. The gathering in Nagasaki 
was a variation on the theme. A very short 
Foreign Ministry media release in Japanese 
only mentioned “that the meeting was held 
without any substance”. In Amman, the 
three representatives of the co-conveners 
and the members of the Wise Persons 
Commission played the ping-pong game 
of mutual expectations once again: while 
the three extra-regional diplomats stressed 
the need for initiatives from the Middle 
East/Gulf to bridge the gaps, the Arabs 
in turn asked the three co-conveners to 
supply impulse proposals.

This is also the bottom line of the separate 
working papers by Egypt and the 12 Arab 
countries in the context of the First NPT 
PrepCom in Vienna. They repeat the 
traditional positions (including those of 
the working paper submitted by Bahrain 
on behalf of the Arab Group on 22 April 
2015 during the NPT RevCon in New 
York). Seeing the ball to be in the court 
of the co-conveners implies that the Arab 
countries did not come up with a unifi ed 
position in Vienna on how to move forward 
on the issue. And yet the cracks among 
the Arab states are highly visible. It is not 
by accident that Egypt looked isolated in 
Vienna, while the group of the other 12 
Arab countries is not homogeneous.

We heard different stories from Arab 
decision-makers in personal encounters at 
the First NPT PrepCom. Some representa-
tives told us that the disagreement was only 
a matter of tactics – the Secretary-General 
of the Arab League, refl ecting the majority 
of the members, had decided accordingly. 
Three Gulf countries – Kuwait, Saudi 
Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates – 
were in favour of making use of the First 
PrepCom by coming up with a position 
paper as a means of infl uencing the debate 
early on. Differently from Egypt, at least 
some, if not most, of the other 12 Arab 
countries acknowledge the value of the 
2010 Mandate, which they see as still valid. 
In their joint working paper of 4 May 2017 
they support a “consultative process” (para. 
11.d) under the auspices of the UN and 
the three depositary states, leading to the 
“immediate convening” (para. 11.b; emphases 
in original in bold) of a WMD/DVs 
conference. But all 13 Arab states are united 
in considering that the 1995 Resolution on 
the Middle East is still the basic document 

Box No. 1: The Road Map as a Controversial Issue

For the Arab countries, a road map was an important element from early on, as the “Arab 
proposal for 2012 conference Final declaration document paper/Elements for 2012 
Conference Final Document” shows. On the basis of the 1995 Resolution on the Middle East 
and the 2010 Mandate/Middle East Action Plan, the draft concluding document of the Helsinki 
Conference should defi ne and adopt a formalised conference process following the gathering. 
It should also draw up a detailed road map with concrete to-be-met dates and accountable 
reporting, specifi cally: the creation of three working groups on the WMD/DVs-free zone; the 
convening of these working groups “on a regular basis every three months”; the convening 
of a follow-up conference “on an annual basis until the zone is established”; and the presen-
tation of a “comprehensive report on the outcome of the 2012 Conference, and progress 
within the working groups, to be presented to successive NPT Review Conferences and their 
Preparatory Committee meetings”.

The “Sandra’s List” document of 26 November 2013 issued by the Offi ce of the Facilitator, 
however, was vague and inconclusive on the issue of a road map, while the “Informal Orientation 
Paper” by the Facilitator’s Offi ce on 28 November 2014 presented the topics mentioned in 
the following in brackets, i.e. as unresolved: the creation of a coordinating committee “to 
foster the political dialogue in the region” and the setting up of two expert groups, one on the 
properties of the zone and on verifi cation and compliance, and the other on unspecifi ed confi -
dence- and security-building measure [CSBMs] and cooperation in the Middle East. Also, in 
a vague way, the “Informal Orientation Paper” “consider[s] further steps to enhance security 
and cooperation in the region of the Middle East, including the convening of possible further 
Expert Groups and the possibility of a new Conference” (emphases added). 

The strong differences in terms of concreteness and the commitment to establish a formalised 
conference process could not be overcome. (All cited documents were tabled during the 
Glion/Geneva consultations but not made public.).
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