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A UN Special Envoy to Manage the Middle East
WMD-Free Zone Conference Process

Marc Finaud and Bernd W. Kubbig

In view of the failure of efforts to convene a conference on a zone free of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) and their delivery vehicles (DVs) in
the Middle East (WMD/DVs-free zone), the Arab countries and the Russian Federation proposed that the United Nations (UN) Secretary-General
appoint a special representative to lead the preparatory process for the conference. A process facilitated by such a UN envoy would be compatible
with consultations among regional states, including Israel, as advocated by the United States (US). Also, it would allow for broad discussions on both
the regional security context and disarmament issues. Such a process would also be an opportunity for submitting contributions from nuclear-weapon
states, relevant international organisations, and providers of ideas at the Track Il level.

Background and Context:

Overcoming the Stalemate
after the 2015 Failed NPT

RevCon

On the basis of the 2010 Non-Prolif-
eration Treaty (NPT) Review Conference
(RevCon) Final Document, in October
2011 UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon
appointed Ambassador Jaakko Laajava of
Finland as the facilitator of a conference
planned for 2012 to discuss the establish-
ment of a WMD/DVs-free zone in the
Middle East. However, as is well known,
despite the intensive consultations con-
ducted by the Finnish diplomat with all
the relevant states, the planned conference
could not be held in Helsinki in 2012. At
Egypt’s initiative, at the 2015 NPT RevCon
the Arab states expressed their frustration
in a working paper calling for a new pro-
cess under the auspices of the UN (Bah-
rain, 2015). They called on the UN Secre-
tary-General to “convene” the conference
within 180 days of the RevCon and “exert
all efforts and take all necessary measures”
to ensure its success. Upon the adoption
of a treaty establishing a WMD-free zone
in the Middle East by the states of the re-
gion, the Secretary-General would recon-
vene the conference for it to adopt the
treaty and would inform the 2020 NPT
RevCon of the progress achieved by then.

For their part, the three co-sponsors of
the 1995 NPT Resolution and co-conve-
nors of the conference (the Russian Fed-
eration, United Kingdom [UK] and US)
tabled their proposal to promote the zone

project, but without setting any date for a
conference (Co-convening States, 2015) —
in other words, suggesting that the previ-
ous consultations among the states of the
region (including Israel) should be con-
tinued in order for them to agree on the
agenda, modalities, and outcomes of the
conference prior to its being convened.
The proposal recalled that, according to
the 2010 decision to convene the confer-
ence in 2012, the WMD-free zone treaty
would have to be negotiated “on the basis
of arrangements freely arrived at by the
States of the region”.

Eventually, the Russian Federation dis-
tanced itself from the joint co-convenors’
proposal and tabled its own (Russian Fed-
eration, 2015) that was closer to the Arab
Group paper. It called on the UN Secre-
tary- General to convene the conference
no later than 1 March 2016; to launch a
process of preliminary consultations; and
to “appoint a Special Representative” who,
in consultation with the co-convenors and
the states of the region, would “spare
no effort to ensure that the preparatory
process is organized in the most efficient
way”.

It was on that basis that Ambassador
Taous Feroukhi of Algeria, the President
of the 2015 NPT RevCon, proposed lan-
guage in her draft final document to bridge
the gap between the different positions
(RevCon, 2015): the UN Secretary-Gen-
eral was “entrusted” with convening the
conference no later than 1 March 2016;
the states of the region were “urged” to
conduct preparatory consultations; and in
order to facilitate this process, the Secre-

tary-General was requested to “appoint a
special representative” who, together with
the co-convenors, would “spare no effort
to ensure successful preparations for the
conference and its outcome”. This effort
was unsuccessful, since the US (Gottemo-
eller, 2015), the UK, and Canada opposed
the adoption of any substantive final doc-
ument because they rejected the idea of
convening the conference by a fixed date
possibly without the consensus of all the
states of the region (i.e. including Israel)
on its agenda, modalities, and outcomes.

Three Advantages of a UN
Special Envoy

Despite the main difference of views be-
tween the proponents of the appointment
of a special representative of the Secre-
tary- General and the opponents of a
process totally placed under the UN’s aus-
pices, resorting to such a diplomatic tool
offers some advantages:

1. A UN special envoy is acceptable to Israel.
The dispute over the 1995 Resolution
and the whole project of a WMD/
DVs-free zone in the Middle East is
inextricably related to the sequence
of a possible peace agreement in the
region (implying mutual recognition)
and a disarmament-focused treaty:
Israel, supported by the US, secks
“Peace First!”, whereas Egypt ad-
vocates “Disarmament First!” Each
approach entails a different concept
of such a zone: the one favoured by
Israel is a long-term goal that will be
reached incrementally as a result of
increased mutual confidence and se-
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»[...] @ UN member state, should
not have any reason for concern
msofar as any decision throughout
the process wonld be taken by
CONSENSHS, as everyone agrees.«
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curity in the region; the Arab concept
amounts to ensuring nuclear disarma-
ment of Israel as a prerequisite for a
peaceful Middle East.

This is why the proponents of the
Israeli-US approach require the full
inclusion of Israel in any process
and decision-making related to the
WMD/DVs-free zone project, de-
spite that county’s non-membership
of the NPT. In fact, Israel’s partici-
pation in the 2013-2014 consultations
did demonstrate the validity of these
discussions as a confidence-build-
ing measure that helped clarify posi-
tions and explain security concerns
and threat perceptions (as had been
done during the Arms Control and
Regional Security talks in the 1990s).
Such informal talks can include states
some of which are technically still
in a state of war (although Iran and
Syria did not participate at that time):
this already occurs within the UN, the
Conference on Disarmament, and the
International Atomic Energy Agency
(IAEA).

Of course, although the facilitator
had been appointed by the UN Secre-
tary-General as requested by the NPT
RevCon, he was careful to avoid giv-
ing the impression that the talks were
conducted either within the frame-
work of the NPT or under UN aus-
pices, because of Israel’s rejection of
both. However, should a UN special
representative be appointed, it could
be argued that Israel, as a UN mem-
ber state, should not have any reason
for concern insofar as any decision
throughout the process would be tak-
en by consensus, as everyone agrees.
Moreover, a UN ‘umbrella’
help Israel remove the linkage with
the NPT, to which it is not prepared
to accede at this stage as a non-nucle-

would

ar-weapon state. This would be fully
consistent with the UN General As-
sembly Resolution on the WMD-free
zone in the Middle East adopted an-
nually by consensus, i.e. with Israel’s
consent (see, for instance, UNGA
[20106)).

A UN special envoy will be active within
a broader framework that allows the dis-
cussion of divergent concepts. The Arab
states reject confidence-building mea-
sures, which they perceive as an un-
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productive prerequisite for disarma-
ment steps or even a delaying tactic
on the part of Israel to avoid making
any commitment on nuclear disarma-
ment. Having regional negotiations
take place within a UN framework
could reintroduce some legitimacy
to the concept of confidence-build-
ing measures applicable at least to
conventional weapons, as agreed by
consensus by the UN Disarmament
Commission in 2017 (UNGA, 2017).
Moreover, within such a framework
the UN would apply the generally ac-
ceptable mandate for negotiations on
nuclear-weapon-free zones according
to which such negotiations need to
be based on “arrangements freely ar-
rived at” by regional states (UNGA,
1999). Although the agenda proposed
by the Arab Group (and supported by
Israel and the US) does not explicitly
include any discussion of a regional
security framework, the broader man-
date suggested by the Russian Feder-
ation would allow such a discussion,
possibly in parallel tracks with disar-
mament measures.

A UN special envoy ensures the inclusion
of international organisations and thus
increases the credibility of a future treaty.
The UN framework for preliminary
consultations and further negotiations
would not only be compatible with a
regional process based on consensus,
but, as suggested by both the Arab
Group and the Russian Federation,
would allow the participation of ob-
servers from the five nuclear-weapon
states (which may be called upon, as in
previous nuclear-weapon-free zones,
to offer positive and negative securi-
ty assurances under separate proto-
cols); the IAEA, which could receive
a mandate to verify a future treaty; the
Otrganisation for the Prohibition of
Chemical Weapons (OPCW ); and the
Biological and Toxin Weapons Con-
vention Implementation Support Unit
(BWC ISU), which could also play a
role in the verification or implemen-
tation of a future treaty. Thus, in light
of the lack of mutual trust among
regional states, the participation of
these external actors would increase
the credibility of and assurance of
compliance with a future treaty, which
would reassure all the regional states.



Second Cogperative Idea
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The Next Constructive Steps
Needed for Progress

Presumably, if the UN Secretary-General
appointed a special representative to assist
in this process, he would be: careful to se-
lect a high-level, qualified individual with
experience both in the Middle East and
arms control who would be acceptable to
all parties and conduct close, active, and
inclusive consultations; avoid unilateral or
controversial steps; and seek consensus
and compromise at all times. In order to
reassure Israel that the process will not
be used to isolate it, but to integrate all
the regional states, the UN special envoy
should ensure that discussions remain
confidential and that he/she reports to the
Secretary- General only, while also liaising
with the other relevant representatives, i.c.
the High Representative for Disarmament
Affairs, the Special Coordinator for the
Middle East Peace Process, and the Spe-
cial Envoys of the Secretary-General for
Syria and Iraq.

At the 2017 NPT Preparatory Committee
for the 2020 RevCon in Vienna, the Rus-
sian Federation admitted that appointing a
new representative might be difficult, and
suggested that any other existing envoy
authorised by the Secretary-General could
be tasked with such a mandate (Russian
Federation, 2017). In any case, the newly
appointed special representative should
be made aware — for instance, by consul-
tations with the former facilitator — of
the complexities of the exercise, the red
lines and aspirations of each side, and the
potential space for manoeuvre. In other
words, the special representative should
become conscious that his/her mandate
can be limited to identifying the areas for
compromise that would enable the con-
ference process to commence, and should
not expect to solve the fundamental di-
vergences that have divided the parties to
date.

Finally, by appointing a special representa-
tive, the UN Secretary-General should sig-
nal that his organisation is ready to commit
the necessary resources to the Middle East
WMD/DVs-free zone conference, which
is expected to last a few years, either from
the UN regular budget with the approval

of member states, or from voluntary con-

tributions, in particular through a special
trust fund to be established as suggested
by both the NPT depositary states and the
Arab Group.

As a venue for the process, rather than
New York, Geneva would make sense due
to: the city’s past experience in holding
preparatory consultations; the available
governmental and non-governmental ex-
pertise within the disarmament commu-
nity, including the UN Institute for Dis-
armament Research; and the proximity
of potential partners, i.e. the BWC ISU,
TAEA, and OPCW. m
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