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Attempts to achieve a zone free of weapons of mass destruction (WMD-Free Zone) in the Middle East have become even more complicated than in the 
past. This Policy Forum issue provides a fresh look at the topic in order to offer common ground for positive discussions on Middle East disarmament. 
Its main novelty is to look at the security threat as perceived by Israel in the context of an Israeli-Egyptian-Iranian triangle that complements the old 
paradigm of an Israeli-Egyptian dyad. The Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA or agreement/accord) with Iran is a challenge for some regional 
actors but at the same time could form a basis for bridging the disarmament gap, especially with its unprecedented robust verification regime. From 
a purely strategic angle, the JCPOA is beneficial to Israel’s national security interests. It is therefore to be hoped that this multilateral agreement will 
withstand the Donald Trump administration’s attempts to dismantle it.

Background, Context, and 
Central Task: Bridging the 
Crucial Gap between Differing 
Security Concepts and in View 
of  the Perceived Threat from 
Iran

Attempts to achieve a nuclear zone, in 
fact and  even  more comprehensive zone 
free of  all weapons of  mass destruction 
(WMD) and their delivery vehicles (DVs) 
in the Middle East (WMD/DVs-Free 
Zone) have become even more compli-
cated than they were in the past. In the 
wake of  the stagnation in the global dis-
armament and non-proliferation arena, 
the main obstacles that regional players 
will have to contend with are in the polit-
ical, strategic, and conceptual dimensions. 
Mainly due to diverging views on the zonal 
issue, the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Trea-
ty (NPT) Review Conference in May 2015 
did not produce a consensual document, 
while the plan to convene a conference in 
Helsinki to discuss such a zonal arrange-
ment could not be implemented. In this 
regard, the Donald Trump administration, 
which has downgraded the traditional US 
policy on nuclear disarmament, adds one 
more negative factor to the Middle East 
equation.

In addition, regional factors do not en-
courage the relevant players to join the 

process. They include the intense rivalry 
between Saudi Arabia and Iran for dom-
inance in the Middle East/Gulf, the Arab 
Spring that led to the breakdown of  sever-
al Arab states, and the absence of  an Israe-
li-Palestinian and Israeli-Syrian peace pro-
cess. This Policy Forum will focus on the 
threats as perceived by Israel, in the frame-
work of  the Israeli-Egyptian-Iranian trian-
gle. The preservation of  the JCPOA is a 
pivot for arms control gains in the Middle 
East. While it is a challenge for regional 
actors, at the same time it could form a 
basis for bridging the gaps between them. 

Taking some important – and yet-to-be-
concretised – Israeli regional security 
concerns into consideration, this Policy 
Forum issue will address nuclear-related 
questions and confidence-building mea-
sures in order to offer common ground 
for a positive discussion of  disarmament. 
It is hoped that these new and modest el-
ements might contribute to removing ob-
stacles to progress along the bumpy road 
to a Middle East WMD/DVs-Free Zone.
   

Three Dimensions of  a 
Comprehensive Israeli Security 
Approach 

First Dimension: Bridging the Israeli-Egyptian 
Gap – Priorities of  Regional Security Concerns/
Common Ground

The failure to achieve a WMD-Free Zone 
in the Middle East/Gulf  (a major compo-
nent and for some Arab actors, actually 
even a ‘fourth pillar’ in the NPT process 
since the 1995 indefinite extension of  the 
treaty) was one of  the main reasons for the 
failure of  the 2015 NPT Review Confer-
ence. For decades, Israel and Egypt were 
on a confrontational course on this issue. 
Cairo, which played an important role in 
the international arena in advancing nucle-
ar disarmament in the framework of  the 
NPT, demanded a speedy and full applica-
tion of  the NPT to Israel. The Israeli re-
sponse has come through the ‘Long Corri-
dor’ doctrine: a long series of  preliminary 
confidence-building measures in a slow, 
step-by-step process.

But in the last few years there has been 
some change in the tone of  this disagree-
ment. This was clearly felt in Egypt’s 
low-profile and less-vocal approach during 
the 61st General Conference of  the Inter-
national Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) in 
September 2017. The explanation for such 
a detente in the bilateral nuclear sphere 
might be traced to recent political-military 
developments outside the narrow nuclear 
realm. The main development was Isra-
el’s agreement in 2015 not to apply to the 
Egyptian security forces the restrictions 
contained in the 1981 Military Protocol of  
the 1979 Peace Treaty. It thus allowed the 
Egyptian Army to deploy thousands of  
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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.).

troops (including armoured vehicles and 
helicopters) to defeat the terrorist organ-
isation Islamic State of  Iraq and al-Sham 
(ISIS) and remove its terrorist bases from 
the Sinai Peninsula (Miller, 2015). In this 
recent atmosphere of  cooperation, Israel 
might raise some of  its regional security 
concerns and expect a positive Egyptian 
response. The common ground may be 
found in the following areas:

1.	 Terrorism. The specific Israeli-Egyp-
tian security cooperation in the Sinai 
Peninsula could be extended to other 
areas such as preventing terrorist ac-
cess to WMD materials.

2.	 Intelligence sharing. Intelligence could 
be shared on regional developments 
and Iran’s foreign policy activities in 
the Middle East.

3.	 Conventional weapons. The need for dis-
armament in this area is traditionally 
a condition in Israel’s declared doc-
trine on nuclear disarmament. The 
Arab states, led by Egypt, have al-
ways opposed discussing convention-
al weapons, claiming that this was an 
Israeli stalling tactic. But it is possi-
ble that the Arab side could agree to 
talk about Israel’s conventional arse-
nal. This could be due to the positive 
mood between Israel and Egypt, on 
the one hand, and the disintegration 
of  organised military power in some 
of  the Arab countries (Syria and Iraq), 
on the other. (The latter factor pre-
sented a serious military threat to Is-
rael’s ‘eastern front’ in the past.) 

4.	 Peace processes. Since the 1960s Israel’s 
declared doctrine closely links the 
concept of  a Middle East Nuclear 
Weapons-Free Zone (NWFZ) to peace 
treaties with Israel’s Arab neighbours. 
In the past US governments took the 
idea of  ”Peace first; an NWFZ lat-
er!” seriously. US support for Israel’s 
‘unique status’ in international disar-
mament forums was based on prog-
ress towards peace. Peace and the nu-
clear issue were interrelated, but it is 
unclear if  this is still valid as part of  
the Trump administration’s approach. 
The peace process is deadlocked. Yet 
the newly assertive Saudi Arabian for-
eign policy and the emerging strong 
ties between Cairo and Riyadh may 
bring some silver lining to the discus-
sion. During his US tour (April 2018), 
Crown Prince Mohammed Bin Sal-
man of  Saudi Arabia showed a new 
tone of  cordiality towards Israel and 
gave a new push to the Arab (Saudi) 

Peace Initiative of  2002, which was 
renewed in 2007: a ‘Two-State Solu-
tion’ based on the 1967 lines, with the 
recognition of  Israel and that coun-
try’s establishment of  normal rela-
tions with all Arab states. In the Saudi 
view, diplomatic recognition and the 
normalisation of  relations with Israel 
are conditional on resolving the Pal-
estinian issue. This might bring a new 
impetus for Egyptian diplomacy in its 
efforts to narrow the gap between Is-
rael and the Palestinian leaders.

As far as the Iranian factor – especially as 
it relates to Saudi Arabia – is concerned, 
the following observations are important. 
Iran signed the December 2017 final com-
muniqué of  the Organization of  Islamic 
Cooperation in Istanbul, which included 
support for the 2002 Arab (Saudi) Peace 
Initiative. Secondly, although the Saudi 
Crown Prince referred to Iran as a “com-
mon enemy” of  his country and Israel, he 
played down the Iranian nuclear threat. In 
his view, Tehran is a problem, but not a 
threat. Saudi Arabia will not start to devel-
op nuclear weapons “until we see Iran an-
nounce that they have a nuclear weapon” 
(Time, 2018).

Second Dimension: Dealing Constructively with 
the Iranian Challenge/Threat

Israel’s Prime Minister Benjamin Net-
anyahu has supported President Trump’s 
efforts to tear up the JCPOA, and he wel-
comed Trump’s ultimatum to the United 
Kingdom, France, and Germany. But in-
fluential Israelis in the defence communi-
ty do not share this position: Netanyahu’s 
perception of  the Iranian threat in general 
and of  the JCPOA in particular is not the 
whole story. In contrast to him, leading 
Israeli defence officials have taken a mod-
erate approach by focusing on the positive 
aspects of  the multilateral accord. The Is-
rael Defence Forces’ (IDF) Chief  of  Staff, 
Lt Gen Gadi Eisenkot told the Ha’aretz 
newspaper that he knows of  no viola-
tions of  the nuclear accord, and despite its 
faults, it is working (Harel and Kubovich, 
2018). The important point for him is that 
it would delay the Iranian “nuclear vision” 
(his vague term) by ten to 15 years. This 
is based on military intelligence’s analysis, 
which assesses the country’s security sit-
uation.

From a purely strategic angle, the agree-
ment with Iran is beneficial to Israeli se-
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»In the recent atmosphere of  
cooperation, Israel might raise some 

of  its regional security concerns 
and expect  a positive Egyptian 

response.«



Eleventh Cooperative Idea
A Comprehensive Israeli Concept for a WMD/DVs-Free Zone in the Middle East/Gulf:
Presented at the Side-Event Organised by APOME, DSF, FES, and GCSP, NPT PrepCom Geneva, 26 April 2018
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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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curity and thus must be safeguarded. It 
removed the existential threat hovering 
over the country. The agreement blocked 
Tehran’s paths to nuclear weapons and 
prevented the emergence of  an arms race 
in the Middle East in this area. Without 
an Iranian nuclear weapon, Saudi Arabia 
and Egypt have no incentive to obtain this 
category of  WMD themselves, thus pre-
venting a domino effect. The JCPOA also 
removed the threat of  preventive strikes 
and reduced the risks of  an unintended re-
gional war. Against all odds, this analysis 
may lay the ground for some positive out-
comes in the arms control and disarma-
ment arena. In the long run it is possible 
to build in principle on the JCPOA model 
and to adopt on a regional scale its intru-
sive monitoring and inspection system and 
some of  the innovative limitations it im-
poses on nuclear programmes.

New Accents in the Strategic Triangle

In the present situation the JCPOA in prin-
ciple (endangered as it is) brings a new di-
mension to the disarmament discussion in 
the Middle East. The debate is no longer a 
duel between Israel and Egypt, but within 
a new strategic triangle that involves Iran. 
In this regard, it is important to note, first, 
the Iranian emphasis on its pioneering role 
in the 1974 initiative (together with Egypt) 
for a Middle East Nuclear Weapons-Free 
Zone. This is a clear sign of  continuity and 
stability in the Islamic Republic’s security 
concept. Second, Iran – in spite of  For-
eign Minister Zarif ’s article in The Guard-
ian a few days after the signing of  the 
agreement (“now it’s Israel’s turn”) (Zarif, 
2015) – appears to see the disarmament is-
sue as a process that will take years and not 
as a demand for achieving symmetry im-
mediately. During the 2015 NPT Review 
Conference, contrary to the antagonistic 
Egyptian posture, the Hassan Rouhani 
government presented a moderate line. Its 
position paper emphasised the willingness 
to renew the Glion/Geneva Process – a 
position that was close to that of  the US 
and the other co-sponsors regarding the 
conference on a WMD/DVs-Free Zone 
Conference for the Middle East. Iran im-
plicitly distanced itself  from Egypt’s effort 
to set specific deadlines (Meir, 2015). 

Assessing Ballistic Missiles

Many see ballistic missiles as an integral 
component of  nuclear weapons. There-
fore, discussion of  the missile problem 
may be significant in the context of  arms 
control and nuclear disarmament in the 

Middle East, especially now that Iran’s bal-
listic missiles have become a burning issue 
through which the Trump administration 
(with Prime Minister Netanyahu’s encour-
agement) plans to thwart the JCPOA.

But there is another aspect of  ballistic mis-
siles that could point in a positive direc-
tion and put this issue on the negotiation 
table. Following the multilateral agreement 
with Iran, which blocks Tehran’s nuclear 
weapons programme, and following the 
reaffirmation of  the Iranian obligations 
under the NPT as a non-nuclear weapon 
state, Iranian missiles can be regarded as 
having conventional warheads only, i.e. 
they are conventional weapons.

Surprisingly enough, and in order not to 
single out Iran, there is an Israeli contri-
bution to this issue. Two important Israeli 
military thinkers – Yigal Allon and Israel 
Tal – laid an intellectual foundation for 
a deterrent force of  conventional, accu-
rate, long-range missiles as a substitute 
for nuclear deterrence (Allon, 1959: 63-64; 
Tal, 1996: 222). Allon, who was inspired 
by British studies and his friendship with 
military theorist Liddell Hart, wrote in 
the early 1960s (and in the wake of  Prime 
Minister David Ben-Gurion’s ideas) about 
the increasing importance of  deterrence 
based on conventional missiles. In the 
mid-1990s Tal called for Israel to develop 
“an alternative conventional strategic de-
terrent capability” based on missiles in the 
framework of  a new security doctrine for 
the 21st century.

Interestingly, in recent months an Israeli 
military correspondent with good access 
to the IDF’s higher echelons has published 
reports that the IDF plans for the first 
time in its history to build a long-range 
conventional ballistic missiles arm. One 
might say that this would be to adopt in 
part the line of  thinking that Yigal Allon 
and Israel Tal presented and thus provide 
common ground for regional discussions 
on this issue to include Iran, Egypt, Saudi 
Arabia, and Israel.

Third Dimension: Nuclear/Conventional 
Arms-related Issues

Confidence-building measures in the arms 
control process do not have a good repu-
tation in the Middle East. The Arab side 
tends to see them as Israeli tactics to gain 
time and to deflect attention from the 
nuclear issue. In order to overcome past 
failures, it is proposed to concentrate on 

»The discussion is no longer a duel 
between Israel and Egypt, but within 
a new strategic triangle that involves 

Iran.«



significant WMD-related steps that Israel 
could live with and some measures with 
distinct military characteristics. The main 
initiatives that could serve as a basis for 
discussion are strengthening both the 
Chemical Weapons Convention (CWC) 
and the Comprehensive Nuclear Test Ban 
Treaty (CTBT), as well as reintroducing 
the Cooperative Idea of  establishing Com-
munication Centres on Military and Arms 
Control/Reduction Issues.

Universalizing the Chemical Weapons Convention

The dismantling of  the Syrian chemical 
arsenal created a new situation in the Mid-
dle East. According to an IDF intelligence 
assessment, only a “residual capability” re-
mained: not more than two to three tons 
of  the 1,300 tons of  the old arsenal. In the 
Middle East, only Israel (which signed, but 
did not ratify the CWC) and Egypt (which 
did not sign it) remain outside the inter-
national norms of  the non-possession and 
non-use of  chemical weapons. Yet the oth-
er Arab states and Iran have ratified the 
CWC and thus become full members of  
it. Giving up chemical weapons in this way 
will represent a great step forward towards 
a Middle East WMD/DVs-Free Zone and 
would not harm Israel’s deterrence capa-
bility. The rationale for its strategy should 
be to prevent other actors from possessing 
chemical weapons – not to balance arse-
nals. Iran’s and the Arab states’ accession 
to the CWC has already achieved this goal.

Universalizing the Comprehensive Nuclear Test 
Ban Treaty 

The establishment of  a zone that would 
prohibit nuclear tests in the Middle East 
(Nuclear-Test-Free Zone) might be con-

sidered as a first real step of  a confi-
dence-building process in the nuclear do-
main. Israel, Iran, and Egypt have signed, 
but not ratified the CTBT. As signatory 
states, they are already obliged to carry 
out in good faith the ban on nuclear test-
ing. The ratification by these three lead-
ing states in the Middle East will prohibit 
nuclear testing within their borders. This 
might in turn encourage Saudi Arabia and 
Syria to sign and ratify the Treaty and Ye-
men to ratify it. Regional players often see 
the Israeli proposal to proceed in gradual 
steps as a delaying tactic. The ratification 
of  the CTBT by all Middle East states, 
however, would be a substantial step to-
wards creating a Nuclear-Test-Free Zone 
(see on this in greater detail Policy Forum 
No. 6).  

Creating Communication Centres on Military 
and Arms Control/Reduction Issues	

•	 A Military Communication Centre 
could be established in which all the 
countries in the region would partici-
pate and which would be led by a Eu-
ropean country acceptable to all sides 
(Germany, for example). A hotline 
would be set up to clarify immediate 
questions, and give advanced notice 
of  large military exercises and excep-
tional aerial activity (suggested loca-
tion: Jordan).

•	 Together with the Military Commu-
nication Centre, it would be possible 
to establish a Regional Security Cen-
tre. This would be a forum to clarify 
issues related to the proliferation of  
non-conventional weapons (see on 
this in greater detail Policy Forum 
No. 5).

The Way Ahead: Putting 
Cooperative Ideas into Practice 
and the Role of  Track II 
Initiatives
 

•	 At the organisational level. Workshops 
and seminars on military and technical 
issues should be held with the partic-
ipation of  researchers and scientists 
from the Middle East/Gulf, in coop-
eration with colleagues from the ma-
jor powers and European countries. 
Discussions should be held of  region-
al disarmament models from around 
the world with an emphasis, for in-
stance, on the Treaty of  Tlatelolco for 
the Prohibition of  Nuclear Weapons 
in Latin America, which integrates re-
gional and global aspects.	

•	 At the conceptual level. Ideas should be 
promoted for regional arms control 
and disarmament initiatives based on 
the work carried out by the Finnish 
Facilitator Jaakko Laajava regarding 
the Glion/Geneva Process. In addi-
tion, these informal meetings could 
work on the draft text for a treaty on a 
WMD/DVs-Free Zone in the Middle 
East/Gulf  initiated by the Israeli Dis-
armament Movement, an Israeli civil 
society group led by Sharon Dolev. ■
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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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First Cooperative Idea
Bridging the Most Fundamental Gap: A Dual-Track Approach That Simultaneously Pursues Disarmament and Regional Security

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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