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This presentation addresses a crucial issue that is currently receiving significant attention globally, 
namely the very real threat of mass destruction by nuclear weapons.  
 
Today we face catastrophic changes as a result of climate change unless carbon emissions are reined 
in very quickly, but we also face perhaps even more catastrophic events unless nuclear weapons are 
abolished. 
 
A few facts first: 

 Nine countries threaten the planet with mass destruction.  Australia is not one of them but 
we are an accomplice to US policies. There are approximately 15,700 nuclear weapons 
globally. 

 Approximately 1,800 US and Russian nuclear weapons are still on high alert, as they were 
during the Cold War, and able to be launched within 5 – 15 minutes notice, either 
accidentally or by decision. Chatham House in the UK reports 13 instances since 1962 (the 
Cuban Missile Crisis) when nuclear weapons were nearly used, several of them being due to 
technical or communications failures in both the US and Russia. Our luck is going to run out 
one day. 

 The hands of the famous Doomsday Clock of the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists have 
remained on 3 minutes to midnight this year – that is, 3 minutes to global catastrophe - in 
recognition of the twin perils of both nuclear weapons and climate change. 

 
Canberra Commission on the Elimination of Nuclear Weapons 
 
In 1995, Labor Prime Minister Paul Keating initiated the Canberra Commission on the Elimination of 
Nuclear Weapons.  That commission’s report was completed in 1996. Shamefully, the enormous 
potential of this report was more or less buried by the new Howard government in 1996. But its key 
conclusions are as true now as they were then.  They include the following: 

1. As long as any nation has nuclear weapons, other nations will want them; 

2. Unless t nuclear weapons are abolished, these weapons will be used again. In the words of 
the report, ‘The proposition that nuclear weapons can be retained in perpetuity and never 
used - accidentally or by decision - defies credibility.” 

3. Any use of these weapons would be catastrophic. 
 
Humanitarian Pledge 
 
The last point - about the impact of any use of nuclear weapons - has been repeatedly reinforced at 
a series of intergovernmental and civil society conferences since 2013, hosted by Norway, Mexico 
and Austria.  ICAN has been in the forefront of the civil society movement.   
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After the last conference in Vienna in December 2014, the Austrian government initiated what is 
now called the Humanitarian Pledge which has 123 signatory countries (with significantly more 
countries voting in support of its principles at the UN).  The Pledge states: 

 that the risk of a nuclear weapons explosion is significantly greater than previously assumed 
and is indeed increasing; 

 the immediate, mid- and long-term consequences of a nuclear weapons explosion are 
significantly graver than it was understood in the past; 

 that no national or international response capacity exists that would adequately respond to 
the human suffering ... that would result from a nuclear weapons explosion. 

 
The Pledge calls for “effective measures to fill the legal gap for the prohibition and elimination of 
nuclear weapons”.  In other words, a treaty to ban these weapons. 
 
Opposition to the Humanitarian Pledge by the Australian Government 
 
Australia has opposed and sought to undermine this process.  At the UN General Assembly last year, 
Australia voted against every resolution that was calling for the prohibition of nuclear weapons.  
However we are swimming against a very strong current.  In a little over a week, as a result of the 
UN deliberations last year, there will be the first meeting of a UN Open Ended Working Group 
(OEWG) that is examining the legal measures and provisions that will be needed to achieve and 
maintain a world without nuclear weapons.  
 
Momentum is moving very much in the direction of a treaty to ban these weapons, just as both 
biological and chemical weapons are banned by treaty, as are landmines and cluster bombs.  The 
purpose will be to delegitimise and stigmatise the weapons, so that they are no longer symbols of 
prestige but of irresponsibility and lawlessness. 
 
Labor’s New Policy on Nuclear Weapons 
 
So, where might Labor fit into this?  The ALP could make an enormous contribution and has already 
adopted an extremely helpful and encouraging position for which ICAN congratulates the party.  At 
the ALP national conference in July last year, a new policy was adopted that reads “... given the 
catastrophic humanitarian consequences of any use of nuclear weapons, Labor firmly supports the 
negotiation of a global treaty banning such weapons and welcomes the growing global movement of 
nations that is supporting this objective.” 
 
This is something that Labor should be very proud of. It sets Labor apart from the Coalition 
government and puts Labor in the proud company of a strong majority of the world’s governments 
that have indicated support for a nuclear weapons ban treaty.  This stance has the overwhelming 
support of the Australian people.  A Nielsen poll in April 2014 showed that 84 per cent of Australians 
want the government to join international efforts to ban nuclear weapons. 
 
Labor, Defence Policy and “Nuclear Deterrence” 
 
But there is more that’s needed. Australia cannot at the same time preach nuclear abstinence to 
other nations while at the same time relying on these same weapons in our defence strategy. 
Australian governments have repeatedly claimed that US nuclear weapons - weapons of mass 
destruction - are essential for our defence by providing “extended nuclear deterrence”. 
 
“Deterrence” can only work if there is a preparedness to use the weapons. However the 
circumstances under which an Australian government - any Australian government - would want 

http://www.icanw.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/NielsenPoll.pdf
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these weapons used on our behalf – even if the US obliged us in that respect – have never been spelt 
out.  Nor has the US ever explicitly confirmed that they would use their nuclear weapons on our 
behalf, but the myth of deterrence persists.  And if nuclear weapons did in fact have any deterrent 
value for us, how can we deny that same benefit to other nations such as Iran and North Korea?   
 
Labor has the opportunity to start examining this question: do we want weapons of mass 
destruction playing any role in our defence?  If the answer is no, then the myth of nuclear 
deterrence must be abandoned.  And it is important to note that an attack on nuclear deterrence is 
not an attack on the ANZUS treaty or our alliance with the US.  Rather it is simply a refusal to 
legitimise these most horrific of all weapons.  There is nothing in the ANZUS treaty that compels us 
to accept weapons of mass destruction.  
 
In 2012, more than 800 recipients of the Order of Australia award signed an ICAN appeal calling on 
Australia not only to support a ban on nuclear weapons, but also to "adopt a nuclear-weapon-free 
defence posture".  Signatories included former Prime Ministers Bob Hawke and Gough Whitlam. 

Labor has taken the enormously positive step of stating its support for a nuclear weapons ban 
treaty.  This support should be loudly publicised.  The next question is how to put Labor’s support for 
a ban into practice.  Rejecting any role for nuclear weapons in our own defence is an obvious and 
inescapable way.  An additional way would be for a future Labor government to make history of the 
most profound importance by hosting a negotiating conference for a nuclear weapons ban treaty.  
That is one way to be very much on the right side of history, with an overwhelming majority of 
Australians behind you. 
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