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Co-Chairs’ Preface

Eliminating nuclear weapons, and all the other security threats and risks 
associated with the use and misuse of nuclear energy, is as daunting a policy 
challenge as it is possible to imagine. Showing how to destroy the curse but 
retain the blessing of nuclear energy is not the easiest task that we, or our 
fellow Commissioners, have ever undertaken. 

The nuclear problems the world has to address are immensely large, complex 
and difficult. Every state with nuclear weapons has to be persuaded to give 
them up. States without nuclear weapons have to neither want nor be able to 
acquire them. Terrorists have to be stopped from buying, stealing, building 
or using them. And in a world where, for good reason, the number of power 
reactors may double in the next twenty years, the risks associated with 
purely peaceful uses of nuclear energy have to be effectively countered.

Sceptics abound, telling us that nuclear disarmament, in particular, would 
be so hard to achieve it is pointless even to try. More troublingly, there are 
still voices saying that it is dangerous to try, because a world without nuclear 
weapons would be less safe than the one we have now. And with governments, 
high-level panels and commissions, think tanks and researchers working 
over these issues since the dawn of the nuclear age, we know that brand 
new ideas and approaches are in short supply.

But try to tackle these issues we must. No weapon ever conceived is as terribly 
indiscriminate and inhumane in its impact as an atomic or hydrogen bomb: 
no one listening, as we have, to the harrowing testimony of the hibakusha 
– the surviving victims of Hiroshima and Nagasaki – could ever want to 
see their experience repeated. And nuclear weapons are the only ones ever 
invented that have the capacity to wholly destroy life on this planet. 

There remains no simpler or more compelling articulation of the case for 
action than that first put by the Canberra Commission over a decade ago: 
so long as any state has nuclear weapons, others will want them; so long as 
any such weapons remain, it defies credibility that they will not one day be 
used, by accident or miscalculation or design; and any such use would be 
catastrophic for our world as we know it.

Nuclear threats and climate change are the two great global issues of our 
age, and both defy complacency. In responding to these problems, business-
as-usual is simply not an option. Policies must change, and attitudes 
must change. Above all, there has to be tackled head-on the mindset, still 
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tenacious, that the clock cannot be turned back, that nuclear weapons will 
be around forever, and that they continue to have a unique deterrent utility 
that somehow outweighs their disastrous downside. A very different idea 
has to become equally firmly embedded in the minds of policymakers and 
all those in the wider community who influence them: nuclear weapons 
may not be able to be uninvented, but in a sane and civilized world they 
can, and must, be outlawed. 

When we were assigned the task of leading this Commission in July 2008, we 
saw its task as being primarily to energize a high-level international debate 
– to try to reverse the sleepwalk into which international nuclear policy had 
largely fallen since the burst of arms control energy that accompanied and 
immediately followed the end of the Cold War, and in particular to try to 
ensure that there would be no repetition at the Nuclear Non-Proliferation 
Treaty Review (NPT) Conference scheduled for May 2010 of the failure 
of its predecessor in 2005, and the World Summit of that year, to agree on 
anything at all.

There had been the beginnings of a new debate with the publication of the 
Shultz-Perry-Kissinger-Nunn “gang of four” article in January 2007, arguing 
from a hard-headed realist perspective that nuclear weapons had outlived 
any usefulness they might have had, but in mid-2008 global policymakers 
were still not focusing. By the beginning of 2009, however, things had 
changed. Newly elected U.S. President Barack Obama launched a series of 
nuclear disarmament, non-proliferation and security initiatives – to which 
President Dmitry Medvedev of Russia, in particular, was immediately 
responsive – and nuclear issues were squarely back on the global agenda.

With the long-needed international debate well and truly now under way, 
this Commission’s role had to be more than just another call to attention. 
The need now is not just to identify the problems and point in the general 
direction of the right solutions. It is to bring all the complex, inter-related 
threads together; analyse in rather more detail both the opportunities and 
constraints that would be involved in moving forward; and try to map 
with rather more precision who should be doing what, when and how in 
responding to the whole range of nuclear threats and risks with which 
the world is now confronted. Central to our approach is the sense that the 
debate needed to focus squarely on specific action plans – short, medium and 
longer term – and that, above all, those plans have to be realistic. Idealistic, 
yes; pushing the envelope beyond most governments’ comfort zones, yes; 
but also pragmatic, recognizing the many obstacles – political, practical and 
technical – that would need to be surmounted, and adjusting time-frames 
and ambitions accordingly.
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It will be for others to judge how well this report succeeds in meeting these 
objectives. Some will undoubtedly see us as not being ambitious enough; 
others as excessively so. What we hope will be clearly apparent to everyone 
is the sense of urgency we feel about the need to tackle the problems here 
described, and our determination to keep clearly in sight the ultimate goal. 
That must be not to merely reduce or minimize nuclear threats and risks, but 
to eliminate them completely. The international community can only rest 
when we have achieved a world without nuclear weapons, and be confident 
that it will remain that way.

The consensus text on which we have agreed reflects our shared view of 
what is both desirable and politically achievable in the world as we know it 
today and want it to be. Although participating in their personal capacity, 
and not as representatives of their respective governments, Commissioners 
naturally brought to the table many different professional, policy and 
national interest perspectives, and the text on which we have agreed does 
not necessarily reflect in every respect their preferred positions. But we 
knew we could not begin to expect consensus in the wider international 
community on these issues if we could not find it among ourselves. 
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