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“�The challenge:  
Reviving nuclear 
arms control 
diplomacy” 
by Gareth Evans
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91Correspondence

Gareth Evans (“The Challenge”, Australian Foreign Affairs 25) 
makes a compelling case – on moral, legal and rational 
grounds – for reviving nuclear arms control and disarm

ament diplomacy. With several thousand nuclear weapons still poised 
for use around the world, not to mention the increased risk from the 
integration of AI into military systems, we remain at all times just 
a hair’s breadth from catastrophe. Yet very little is being done to 
address this grave and growing threat to humanity and our planet.

Eighty years after the US atomic bombings of Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki – atrocities that claimed more than a quarter of a million 
lives and left scars across generations – we must work with renewed 
urgency and determination to bring the era of nuclear weapons to 
a permanent end. Achieving this goal is in every nation’s interests. 
I hope Evans’ stark warning serves as a wake-up call to decision-
makers in Australia and beyond.

Although they are legally obligated to pursue negotiations for 
nuclear disarmament, the nuclear-armed states continue to squander 
more than US$100 billion every year “modernising” and expanding 
their arsenals. None is engaged in any serious efforts to advance a 
nuclear-weapon-free world, and most no longer even pay lip service 
to the idea. It’s a dire state of affairs – although I’m less pessimistic 
than Evans is about the prospects for charting a new course.

I see great merit in the landmark Treaty on the Prohibition 
of Nuclear Weapons (TPNW) as a path forward. It was adopted 
at the United Nations in 2017 and has been in force since 2021; 
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Australian Foreign Affairs92

more than half of all nations have joined it, with more expected to 
do so in coming years. The treaty fills a major gap in international 
law, placing nuclear weapons on the same legal footing as other 
weapons of mass destruction.

Evans accepts the treaty’s value as a tool for stigmatising and 
delegitimising nuclear weapons, including by drawing greater atten-
tion to the catastrophic consequences of their use, but he remains 
sceptical about its potential impact without the participation 
of nuclear-armed states.

He considers it unlikely that any of the nuclear-armed states 
or their allies under “nuclear umbrellas” will ever sign on. These, 
he says, are “the states that matter”. But surely the hundred states 
that have already joined it matter too? Some have populations ten 
times greater than Australia’s. At the very least, their adherence 
reinforces non-proliferation norms. But more than that, it sends 
a clear message to nuclear-armed states that their actions are unac-
ceptable and must change.

It’s deeply regrettable that Australia remains outside the 
treaty, when most of our neighbours have ratified it, including 
Indonesia, New Zealand, Fiji, Malaysia, the Philippines, Thailand 
and Vietnam. Under the Coalition government in 2017, Australia 
opted not to participate in the treaty’s negotiation, spuriously 
claiming that the accord risked undermining the Treaty on the 
Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT) of 1968 – an agree-
ment limiting possession of nuclear weapons to a handful of states. 
Evans rightly dismisses that argument and certain other oft-stated 
concerns about the TPNW.

For him, and perhaps also for the Australian government, the 
sticking point is the TPNW’s prohibition on any form of assistance 
with nuclear-weapon-related activities, which would pose chal-
lenges for our longstanding alliance with the United States, 
including with respect to joint facilities – notably Pine Gap. But 
surely extricating ourselves from US preparations for nuclear 
warfighting is an important step to take if we’re serious about 
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93Correspondence

advancing disarmament. It wouldn’t mean an end to the alliance but 
rather its reconfiguration. In our region, the Philippines’ ratification 
of the treaty in 2021 has shown how military cooperation between 
the United States and a state party can continue unimpeded.

For Australia, joining the TPNW would also require us to dis-
pense with the pretence of protection from the US nuclear umbrella. 
As Evans notes, our ally “will never contemplate sacrificing Miami for 
Melbourne”. He offers an excellent critique of the theory of nuclear 
deterrence more generally, based on historical example and logic.

It’s my strong sense that most Australians want nothing 
to do with nuclear weapons and think they ought to be eliminated. 
Our country has made significant contributions in the past to address-
ing the nuclear threat, as Evans highlights, and “we can again, even in 
an environment as dispiriting as the one we now confront”. The most 
obvious starting point for Australia would be to sign the TPNW.

At its national conference in 2018, the Australian Labor Party 
resolved to do just that when in government, after taking account 
of the treaty’s verification architecture, its interaction with the 
NPT and the progress made in bringing more countries on board. 
It was Anthony Albanese who proposed the new policy, based on 
personal conviction. “I don’t argue that this is easy. I don’t argue that 
it’s simple. But I do argue that it’s just,” he said at the time. “Nuclear 
weapons are the most destructive, inhumane and indiscriminate 
weapons ever created. Today we have an opportunity to take a step 
towards their elimination.”

Now he must act on that commitment for a more peaceful 
and secure world.

Melissa Parke is the executive director of the International Campaign 
to Abolish Nuclear Weapons (ICAN) and a former federal Labor 
parliamentarian and minister.
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Australian Foreign Affairs94

Gareth Evans’ challenge to the Albanese government to get 
back into serious arms control diplomacy (Australian Foreign 
Affairs 25) is necessary and overdue. While the nuclear 

weapons states modernise their arsenals and improve their missiles, 
and proliferators build more bombs, the one treaty that involves 
nuclear and non-nuclear weapon states mutually – the Treaty 
on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT) – is sinking 
into irrelevance.

Evans advocates the moral, legal and intellectual arguments 
with his trademark energy. To meet the challenge, however, the 
Albanese government will need to do more than simply restore 
Australia’s dedication to and enthusiasm for the task. It must redis-
cover the courage and leadership to rebuild the values base on which 
international agreements ultimately stand and without which they 
inevitably fall.

Our leaders blithely trumpet that we live in disruptive times. 
What woeful understatement! We live in destructive times, where 
dishonesty, fraud, graft, greed and selfishness forge a toxic cocktail 
that annihilates trust in national institutions and the people who 
lead them.

In this post-postmodern, post-truth world – the world of News 
Corp and neoliberalism on steroids – things only need to be said 
in order to be of equal value to everything else that has been said. 
“It’s all relative” – except of course that very statement, which is about 
as absolutist as you can get. So nuclear weapons possession is just as 
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95Correspondence

valid as non-possession. North Korea and Israel already have nuclear 
bombs. Countries like Japan, South Korea, Germany and even 
Australia face growing calls to consider acquiring nuclear weapons. 
This “everyone’s doing it” amorality has atrophied whatever remained 
of a shared morality across the international community.

The transition into catatonic zombie-ism where everything 
matters equally and nothing matters at all has dumbed down the 
existential threat posed by nuclear weapons and normalised their 
possession and use. President Donald Trump crossed a critical 
threshold by legitimising tactical nuclear weapon use in conventional 
warfare in his 2018 Nuclear Posture Review. Russia’s President Putin 
and Foreign Minister Lavrov have taken that to its next logical step 
by threatening Ukraine with a nuclear strike. So the nuclear weapons 
states now not only hold each other to ransom – they hold the entire 
world to ransom. And with Trump taking America back to nuclear 
weapons testing, in defiance of the Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban 
Treaty, the world is headed for a nuclear weapons free-for-all.

Once upon a time, Australian governments treated the nuclear 
threat seriously. Prime ministers like Malcolm Fraser and Bob Hawke, 
foreign ministers like Andrew Peacock and Gareth Evans, and defence 
ministers like Kim Beazley considered policy options and pushed an 
active diplomacy. These days, Australian governments continue to 
drop the ball. The most recent so-called strategic review and national 
defence strategy are more preoccupied with how Australia can “punch 
above its weight” – a recipe for getting flattened – than with how 
we can secure the wellbeing of the global community and ourselves.

To escape this morass will not be easy. The naysayers, confused, 
fools and downright malicious seem to have the numbers. They have 
once again to be persuaded that care and compassion, equity and 
equality, and honesty and justice work to their advantage as well 
as that of the entire community.

We can no longer rely on America to do this, if we ever could. 
We must be self-directed, and we must persuade our friends to do the 
same. We must act in concert.
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Australian Foreign Affairs96

Evans is right. To create a safer world, we need to take small 
steps with determination and energy. Strong advocacy for No First 
Use (NFU) declarations by all nuclear weapons states, including the 
nuclear pariahs that must be brought to the table, would be a good 
start. For Australia, this means leveraging our AUKUS links with 
America and Britain – currently a one-way street, with Australian 
cash flowing out and nothing much flowing in – to persuade our 
two collaborators to adopt strong NFU policies. If this means that 
America has to walk back President Truman’s first (and only) use 
decision, so be it. It would be a powerful example of leadership.

At the same time, the non-nuclear-weapons states should 
reinforce the International Atomic Energy Agency’s (IAEA) nuclear 
materials accounting and management system to ensure that there 
is no diversion to weapons production. At a minimum, this would 
require all states to apply the highest standard IAEA safeguards 
to their entire nuclear industries, a step that too many states have 
been reluctant to take. Enforceable sanctions would be in order.

To achieve this, Australia and our like-minded partners need 
to reinvest in our diplomacy. More diplomats – better trained, more 
active, better dispersed and better engaged with civil society – are 
needed to give substance to the “statecraft” which governments 
are eager to talk about but slow to transact.

Allan Behm is special adviser for the International & Security Affairs 
Program at The Australia Institute, Canberra.
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97Correspondence

In “The Challenge” (Australian Foreign Affairs 25), Gareth Evans 
rightly argues that we cannot give up on efforts to contain the 
spread and avoid the use of nuclear weapons, even if the prospects 

for progress on these fronts look dim. Developments since the essay’s 
publication – including reports that the Trump administration may 
relax uranium enrichment restrictions on South Korea as part of a 
submarine deal, as well as confused signals about US nuclear testing – 
demonstrate how rapidly norms are changing. Unfortunately, Evans’ 
prescriptions for mitigating nuclear risks and countering proliferation 
are liable to be ineffective or counterproductive.

Evans deserves credit for confronting some of the myths and 
groundless idealism that circulate in the arms-control movement. 
While he supports the intent of the Treaty on the Prohibition of 
Nuclear Weapons (TPNW), he justifiably concludes that Australia 
cannot sign it without terminating its alliance with the United States – 
which, thankfully, he views as too high a price to pay. He repudiates 
claims that AUKUS poses a proliferation risk, although he opposes 
it for other reasons.

Evans’ main recommendation is that Australia should cam-
paign for No First Use (NFU). This would involve urging all 
nuclear-armed states to declare that they would only use nuclear 
weapons to retaliate against a nuclear attack against themselves or 
their allies. He scolds Australia for not adequately supporting NFU or 
its variant, sole purpose (a declaration that the role of nuclear weap-
ons is deterring nuclear threats), when they were considered during 

Alex Bristow 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 s
ea

rc
h.

in
fo

rm
it.

or
g/

do
i/1

0.
33

16
/in

fo
rm

it.
T

20
26

02
24

00
00

98
90

93
55

88
34

3.
 R

M
IT

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
, o

n 
04

/2
7/

20
26

 1
2:

34
 P

M
 A

E
ST

; U
T

C
+

10
:0

0.
 ©

 A
us

tr
al

ia
n 

Fo
re

ig
n 

A
ff

ai
rs

 , 
20

26
.



Australian Foreign Affairs98

the Obama and Biden administrations. But Evans does not explain 
Canberra’s reticence.

Australia has made couched nods in favour of NFU or sole 
purpose in the past, such as from Stephen Smith when he was foreign 
minister in 2010. And there remain hints of it in Australia’s wafer-
thin declaratory policy today. For instance, buried on page 14 of the 
2024 National Defence Strategy is a statement that US extended 
nuclear deterrence and arms control are Australia’s best protection 
against “nuclear escalation”.

But Canberra probably baulked at going further to avoid 
getting ahead of the United States or upsetting Japan, which opposes 
NFU and sole purpose because it fears conventional overmatch by 
China. Ministers and officials with memories of the anti-nuclear 
movement in the 1980s might also have preferred to remain coy 
rather than stir public debate.

Whatever the cause of Canberra’s reserve, it is not in 
Australia’s interest for Washington to rule out the credible threat 
of nuclear first use. This is because, first, the conventional mili-
tary balance in the region is tilting in China’s favour to such an 
extent that Australia’s remote geography may not shield us. 
Second, China could plausibly use non-nuclear means, such as 
cyber attack and sabotage, to inflict damage and societal chaos on 
a scale potentially comparable to a limited nuclear attack. This 
threat is not hypothetical: at the 2025 Australian Strategic Policy 
Institute Defence Conference in June, Rachel Noble, a former 
director-general of the Australian Signals Directorate, warned 
that China had planted “cyber dynamite” on our critical 
infrastructure.

Another reason for Australia to reject NFU is the worrying 
gap between Beijing’s words and its deeds. As ASPI resident 
senior fellow Rajeswari Pillai Rajagopalan explored in Australian 
Foreign Affairs 25, China is expanding its arsenal of nuclear-
capable missiles designed to hit targets in this region rather than 
the contiguous United States. These “tactical” weapons are highly 
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99Correspondence

accurate and could field nuclear warheads with relatively small 
explosive yields, suitable for targeting military assets like bases 
and ships. While Beijing advocates at the United Nations for an 
NFU treaty, it appears to be reshaping its own arsenal for coer-
cion and fighting limited nuclear wars. North Korea is doing 
something similar. Both will be avidly studying Russia’s nuclear 
coercion playbook.

To assure allies and deter Beijing, Australia should encourage 
the United States to deploy more nuclear forces in this region, 
including shorter-range, low-yield systems that could respond 
proportionately to China’s tactical nuclear arsenal. Australia should, 
for instance, provide ports and maintenance for US Navy attack 
submarines, which could carry the submarine-launched cruise 
missile nuclear (SLCM-N) when it becomes operational in the 
mid-2030s. This can be done legally by exploiting caveats in the 
South Pacific Nuclear Free Zone.

Such thinking is anathema to Evans because he rejects the 
credibility of extended nuclear deterrence and portrays the destruc-
tion of cities as the crux of nuclear strategy. Reframing Charles de 
Gaulle’s famous remark to John F. Kennedy, he claims that the 
United States would never sacrifice Miami for Melbourne. In Evans’ 
view, this “has always been the case”; it is not a foible of Donald 
Trump. Similarly, he argues that Russia would be undeterred by 
a nuclear-armed Ukraine because Kyiv couldn’t credibly carry out 
threats to destroy Moscow.

As former ASPI senior analyst Rod Lyon has argued, 
Evans is part of an Australian school of thought, particularly promi-
nent in the Labor Party, that prefers to work in the familiar 
conceptual surroundings of “mutually assured destruction”, which 
supposedly supports “stable” deterrence, rather than grapple with 
a world in which limited nuclear war is possible. Unfortunately, 
we cannot ignore that our adversaries seem to hold a different view.

I support Evans’ call for the Australian prime minister to give 
a major speech on nuclear issues. But my speaking notes would look 
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Australian Foreign Affairs100

different. I would encourage the prime minister to tell the Australian 
public, in plain terms, why we need to actively strengthen the US 
nuclear umbrella, including by hosting more visiting nuclear forces. 
Reinforcing deterrence in this way would do more to avert nuclear 
war than grandstanding for NFU.

Alex Bristow is a senior analyst at the Australian Strategic 
Policy Institute.
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