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Third Cooperative Idea
Two Ready-to-Start Gradual Measures

States in the Middle East/Gulf should consider practical, ready-to-start measures to address the technical and organisational aspects of regional 
security and bypass the political disagreements on a regional weapons-of-mass-destruction-free zone (WMDFZ). Firstly, establishing a comprehensive 
expert group on the verification of arms control, non-proliferation, and disarmament would increase confidence in the ability to sustain the provisions 
of a zonal arrangement. Secondly, creating a regional security centre would provide an institutional mechanism that would facilitate the conversation 
from within the region and enhance cooperation.

Background and Context: 
The Need to Create New 
Momentum

The goal of  establishing a weapons-of- 
mass-destruction-free zone in the Middle 
East/Gulf  is shared in principle by all 
governments in the region. While the 2012 
regional conference mandated by the 2010 
NPT Review Conference did not take 
place (Kubbig and Weidlich, 2015), there 
is dire need to follow up on the momen-
tum that the consultations on the WMD-
FZ have created.

Beyond the political disagreements and 
strategic realities brought about by ongo-
ing conflicts, there are specific technolo-
gy and policy challenges associated with 
implementing a regional W MDFZ. Since 
there is no precedent for such zonal ar-
rangements, the technical and organisa-
tional aspects of  implementation need to 
be identified. To  this  end,  there  are  t 
wo  ready-to-start Cooperative Ideas that 
regional states could consider:  1.  estab-
lishing  a  comprehensive expert group on 
verification measures; and 2. creating a re-
gional security centre.

These   measures   could   help   the   region 
to move beyond the lack of  a process and 
the preconceived notion that an indige-
nously generated regional arms control and 
non-proliferation process is not possible. 
Taking  practical  steps  towards  the  long- 
standing   W MDFZ   goal   is   possible   by 
focusing  on  the  substantive  issues  rather 
than the political impasse. Discussions on 
creating building blocks towards the nego-
tiation and implementation of  a W MDFZ 
provide opportunities for near-term confi-
dence building and cooperation.

First Ready-to-Start Gradual 
Measure: Establishing a 
Comprehensive Expert Group 
on Verification Measures

The 1995 NPT Review Conference Res-
olution on the Middle East called on all 
states in the region “to take practical steps 
towards the establishment of  an effective-
ly verifiable” WMDFZ. However, much 
like the principles of  the WMDFZ, the 
verification objectives and the mechanisms 
required to overcome regional limitations 
still remain undefined. If  the zone is to 
become a reality, verification will be an 
essential component to deter non-com-
pliance in a region characterised by deep 
historical mistrust. In other words, a zone 
would not be possible if  it is not verifiable. 
Since verification issues by themselves are 
not obstacles to beginning the negotiations 
on the zone, establishing a comprehensive 
expert group composed of  international 
and regional subject-matter specialists can 
increase confidence in the ability to verify 
the provisions of  a WMDFZ.

Recognising these needs, the Arms Con-
trol and Regional Security (ACRS) Working 
Group created by the 1991 Madrid Peace 
Conference had held an inter-session-
al verification seminar in July 1993. The 
United States and Russia were co-mentors 
on declaratory measures and verification. 
With the collapse of  the process, regional 
states need to identify what the required 
tasks are to create a WMDFZ and ensure 
the enforcement of, compliance with, and 
verification of  the regime. At a minimum, 
these tasks are the verification of  disman-
tlement and disarmament, the verification 
of  compliance, a compliance judgement 
authority, and an enforcement authority. 

This new Cooperative Idea, advocated 
by Andreas Persbo, proposes the estab-
lishment of  a regional group of  verifica-
tion and implementation experts (Persbo, 
2012). The aim would be the discussion 
of  and negotiations towards the establish-
ment of  a tailored Middle East verification 
regime that is viable and indigenous.

The expert group would discuss various 
verification models by assessing the ca-
pabilities and asymmetries in the region. 
Common verification measures include 
managed access, information barriers, and 
host/inspector roles. Naturally, verifica-
tion protocols and requirements would be 
different for each category of  weapons. 
The experts would work to identify and 
effectively address verification challenges 
in the Middle East related to arms con-
trol, disarmament, and compliance with 
and the implementation of  a WMDFZ. To 
this end, they could choose to rely on the 
existing mechanisms under existing inter- 
national regimes, create a tailor-made re-
gional verification mechanism, or establish 
a hybrid mechanism.

Given the particular needs of  the region, 
the process is likely to be based on tai-
lor-made arrangements. However, the 
process could be mentored by interna-
tional verification organisations such as 
the International Atomic Energy Agency, 
the Organisation for the Prohibition of  
Chemical Weapons, and the Preparatory 
Commission for the Comprehensive Nu-
clear- Test-Ban Organisation through re-
gional verification activities, training and 
other educational tools. These activities 
could be based on the UK-Norway Ini-
tiative on nuclear warhead disarmament 
verification and the Colombo Initiative 
on ballistic missile dismantlement verifi-
cation. Such interactions would contribute 
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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 
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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.).

to capacity building to address the lack of  
expertise and knowledge on verification in 
the Middle East.

Possible constraints on discussing ver-
ification would be the political linkages 
among the disarmament of  different cat-
egories of  weapons in the region and the 
lack of  experience of  biological weapons. 
However, the segregation of  political dis-
agreements from the operational aspects 
of  developing a verification regime could 
bypass these issues. Convening a group of  
technical experts would also be financially 
feasible.

Creating a regional expert group on veri-
fication would help to identify the unilat-
eral, regional, and international technical 
steps unrelated to politics. It would also 
contribute to clarifying the principles of  
the WMDFZ and the scope of  its prohibi-
tions. As a next step, regional delegations 
could consider pledging their support to 
this measure.

Second Ready-to-Start Gradual 
Measure: Creating a Regional 
Security Centre

There is universal consensus on the ab-
sence of  an institutional mechanism in 
the Middle East to discuss WMD issues 
and regional security concerns. Histori-
cally, the only forum in  the Middle  East  
for  discussion that  had the potential of  
producing a regional security agreement 
beyond traditional and unfruitful national 
statements was the ACRS Working Group.

Major positive outcomes of  this Working 
Group included the following:
1. The Declaration of  Principles and 

Statements of  Intent on Arms Con-
trol and Regional Security;

2. The establishment of  a regional secu-
rity centre in Jordan and two affiliated 
institutions in Qatar and Tunisia; and

3. The establishment of  a communica-
tions network by end-user stations in 
capitals to convey information regard-
ing the ACRS process (based on the 
one developed by the Conference on 
Security and Co-operation in Europe 
to facilitate urgent communication 
during emergency situations).

However, these measures were not adopt-
ed by regional states when the formal talks 
ended in 1995 (Dassa Kaye, 2001).
The Middle East needs a regional security 

centre to establish sustainable, continuous 
communication among all regional parties 
under an adequate institutional framework 
without the need for external facilitation. 
This framework would be independent 
from the existing non-proliferation re-
gimes, which do not have universal par-
ticipation, and would constitute a regional 
convening authority. Having an indigenous 
convener would also satisfy the condition 
that in order to relaunch a new communi-
cation and conference process, the effort 
should be initiated by regional players and 
not the co-conveners (i.e. Russia, the UK, 
and the US in the past) or the facilitator.

The centre would bring together regional 
experts to meet regularly and discuss is-
sues to make substantive and lasting con-
tributions to the security debates. As the 
ACRS experience proved, having a forum 
beyond the official Track I discussions to 
negotiate confidence- building measures 
would be fruitful. At this regional security 
centre, Track II meetings could be con-
vened on various issues.

From an institutional perspective, this 
centre could become the future regional 
WMDFZ secretariat as an umbrella organ-
isation. It would contribute to the defini-
tion of  regional security issues, identify 
mutual concerns in the context of  WMD-
FZ negotiations, and report on progress. 
While creating a new institution requires 
political will and involves financial costs, 
this institutional capacity is crucial for de-
veloping confidence and enhancing coop-
eration.

Conclusion: The Time for 
Implementing These Two 
Cooperative Ideas is Overdue

Today’s emerging security challenges re-
quire less country-specific and more 
cross-cutting measures, especially in the 
Middle East, where borders are often 
within kilometres of  each other. There is 
no doubt that practical measures towards a 
WMDFZ should be collaborative. Having 
indigenous regional mechanisms would 
broaden the narrow political rivalries 
around disarmament issues and non-par-
ticipation to include existing non-prolifer-
ation regimes.

Establishing a comprehensive group of  
experts on verification and a regional secu-
rity centre are not mutually exclusive next 
steps, since the centre could also serve as a 

convener of  such expert meetings. Keep-
ing in mind that the regional participants 
to the ACRS talks had agreed on Jordan 
as the host country of  such a centre, re-
gional states could pick up on the idea and 
make use of  Jordan’s political stability and 
well-established scientific infrastructure. ■
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