
Dear Jim Fitzpatrick

As our MP, we are writing, as undersigned, to ask you to put a question in Parliament to the Minister, asking if 
the Government will be participating constructively in the UN Conference to negotiate a ban on nuclear weapons
opening in New York on 27 March, and for an explanation of its approach to these multilateral nuclear 
disarmament negotiations.

In support of this request, we make the following case, and we further ask that you engage with us in letting us 
have your considered response.
You may be aware that last year the United Nations voted to start these negotiations on a "legally binding 
instrument to prohibit nuclear weapons, leading to their total elimination" in 2017. The resolution was supported 
by 123 nations (including Bangladesh), opposed by 38 (mostly nuclear weapon states and NATO members), with
16 abstentions. Opponents included the UK.

Significantly, three nuclear weapon states, India, Pakistan and China, abstained, and North Korea voted in 
favour. 
These negotiations have also been backed by the European Parliament, which has additionally called for a 
nuclear weapons- free Europe.
They represent a breakthrough for the majority of the world's nations frustrated at the obstruction of the few 
nuclear weapon states in progressing their Non-Proliferation Treaty obligations to work towards global nuclear 
disarmament.

Successive UK governments have stated their ambition for a world without nuclear weapons, and commitment to
a multilateral approach to achieve this. So has the Labour Party.

We believe that an internationally supported treaty would make this goal more likely.
While the UK Government has yet to say if it will take part in the upcoming discussions, it has boycotted 
previous steps in this process.

The announcement this January by the Bulletin of Atomic Scientists that the Doomsday Clock has advanced 
closer to midnight, now at just 2 minutes 30 seconds, highlights the urgency and the extreme danger. The 
announcement cites the existential threats posed by nuclear weapons and climate change exacerbated by the 
volatile geo-political environment.  In this regard, we draw your attention to:

 the recent incident, cited by the Doomsday scientists, of Pakistan's defence minister threatening Israel 
with nuclear attack (by tweet!) in reaction to a false "news" report that Israel had threatened Pakistan 
with nuclear obliteration presuming it sent forces into Syria;

 the build up of tension between the US and China;
 President Trump's irrationality and intention to increase US military spending, including on nuclear 

weapons, by 10%; 
 the potential for nuclear war sparked by accident or miscalculation.

We ask if you accept that complacency is part of the danger, and accept the Doomsday scientists' case that the 
need for “deliberate and considered policy responses” and for world leaders to “calm rather than stoke tensions” 
is urgent.

You will know that we have a longstanding obligation under the Non-Proliferation Treaty to work towards global
nuclear disarmament. The Government and all the UK mainstream political parties consistently state their 
commitment to do so multilaterally. 

The global ban initiative arose out of:
 the international recognition of the catastrophic humanitarian consequences of nuclear war
 the failure of the 2015 NPT Review Conference to reach any agreement
 the frustration of the non-nuclear weapon states at this culmination of 20 years of no concrete progress in

moving towards the NPT goal of nuclear disarmament
 and a determination to overcome the deadlock in negotiations through the UN General Assembly 

Conference on Disarmament caused by the intransigence of the nuclear weapon states.
Common to the explanations of those voting against are protestations of commitment to a world without nuclear 
weapons alongside rejection of, or scepticism about, this particular contribution to the process 



Opponents argue that:
1. Without the involvement of the nuclear weapons states, negotiations on a ban would be "premature", 
divisive and undermining of the prospects for success at the next NPT Review Conference in 2020, 
diverting attention away from practical disarmament measures.
2. The approach doesn't address specific current security concerns.

This is, of course, a circular argument: the nuclear power objectors will not take part because the initiative will 
not be effective because they will not be participants. It is just because of the blocking of concrete steps towards 
nuclear disarmament at the last NPT Review Conference by the major nuclear powers - with their insistence that 
the current security situation didn't allow for them to disarm - that this initiative was launched. 

This is not a zero sum game. It is not the ban negotiations that are undermining these other objectives, but the 
obstructions of the nuclear weapon states undermining both.

Many of the explanations of those voting against and of abstainers reflect the frustration at the slow/stalled 
progress in nuclear disarmament and pessimism that the involvement of the nuclear powers essential for any 
progress in the negotiations is unlikely to be forthcoming. 

We commend to you two contributions in the vote which seek to avoid this defeatism:

Sweden (voting for) challenges rejectionism:
“Will this process be the most efficient way to achieve the goal of full nuclear disarmament? The fact is that we 
do not know today. But given the stakes involved, we believe we have an obligation to try, mindful  of the 
challenges involved…  The NPT remains the indispensable cornerstone on nuclear disarmament and non-
proliferation. A ban treaty could complement and reinforce - not replace - current law and treaties, not least as a 
legal instrument for the implementation of Article VI of the NPT.”

Switzerland (abstaining) outlines critical success factors for the negotiations:
“1) A prohibition treaty should complement and reinforce existing norms and treaties. Any new instrument 
should be in line with the rights and obligations under the NPT and be designed to support the implementation of
NPT Article VI. States engaging in the negotiations, and eventually acceding to a prohibition, still have a legal 
obligation to fully implement all provisions of the NPT. In this context, we underline that the NPT is the 
cornerstone of nuclear disarmament and non-proliferation around which a prohibition treaty has to be articulated.

2) To enjoy broad support, and to increase the added value of any future instrument, both disarmament and 
broader security policy considerations need to be taken into account during the negotiation process. 

3) The parameters of these negotiations should ensure as wide a participation as possible, 
including by States that have outstanding questions regarding a prohibition treaty. 
We wish to underline again, as stressed in discussions since the beginning of this session of the First Committee, 
the importance to agree on rules of procedures which reflect the willingness to strive for
general agreement and to take all efforts to reach consensus on substantive issues.”

To sum up:

We urgently need to decrease tensions and see progress made towards abolition of nuclear weapons. This can 
only happen if Britain and other nuclear weapons states play a more constructive role. We are asking you to do 
what is within your power to help this process. 

We look forward to hearing from you.

There are links to all the explanatory statements in the 27 October UN vote on convening the ban negotiations 
here: http://www.icanw.org/campaign-news/results/

Yours sincerely

http://www.icanw.org/campaign-news/results/

