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Created during the height of the Cold War era, the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) is often considered to be the foundation of the contemporary nuclear non-proliferation regime, constraining the spread of nuclear weapons but also regulating the use of civilian nuclear power amongst state actors within the international community. Dating back to the 1970’s, the NPT centres around three pillars; non-proliferation, disarmament and the right to peaceful use nuclear technology. 

In a post-Cold War period, nuclear proliferation as a traditional and main security concern of the international society has had to give way to also include non-traditional security issues, which is visible especially within the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), and current trends within this region tend to emphasize food, water, human and environmental issues as threats to national and regional security, rather than nuclear non-proliferation. 

Within the European Union (EU), nuclear proliferation is still considered to be one of the main security threats to the Union itself but also to the region as a whole. Although non-traditional security issues are not ignored, nuclear proliferation still remains a common feature observable within the EU, but also in its external relations with the rest of the world, as visible in its security governance approach adopted towards neighbouring and geographically close countries, such as its diplomatic relations and negotiations towards Iran and its nuclear program.
The universalization of the NPT has been discussed extensively and when discussing the NPT from a comparative perspective of the EU and ASEAN, the future role of the NPT can, and indeed should, be seen from two vastly different perspectives. With two regions so different in terms of securitization of issues considered crucial threats to stability, which reflects the different and truly diverse needs to ensure regional and national security, the issue discussed in this policy brief seeks to answer one main question; How can the future of the NPT be ensured from both a perspective of the EU and ASEAN, and are there lessons to be learned from this comparison of foreign policy?

The future of the nuclear non-proliferation treaty in the 21st century 

Since the end of the Cold War, nuclear proliferation as a security issue within international relations is argued by some to have increasingly given way to non-traditional security issues and due to this, its importance or urgency as a security threat has been argued by some to be somewhat diminished. It should be noted, however, that the amount of nuclear warheads present around the globe today remains the same as during the Cold War period. In this sense, nuclear non-proliferation should be seen as a security concern which still fundamentally influences the stability of our community, both on a regional and international level. 

Due to this, regulation of nuclear activity remains an important issue of the international community. Accordingly, the NPT and its role in the 21st century should be viewed as an important resource which still remains central to regional and international security and stability. As the treaty itself forms a major and crucial part of the nuclear non-proliferation regime in general, its importance is also visible from a perspective of security communities and the maintenance of international regimes. As an undermined non-proliferation regime would not be in the best interest of anyone who is concerned with international or regional security, it is of importance to review in what manners the NPT can be strengthened to maintain legitimacy but also updated to fit with the nuclear challenges that the international community is faced with today.
Having stressed how the NPT is of importance from a perspective of the current international non-proliferation regime, it should be noted that the regime in general and the treaty in particular is facing some challenges. First and foremost, inherent tensions can be observed within the NPT which unavoidably affects the nuclear non-proliferation regime in general. Although the treaty centres around three pillars these are generally not considered to be of equal importance or scope, and much debate on the NPT unavoidably discuss the relationship between regulating civilian nuclear use in developing countries and non-nuclear weapon states (NNWS) and nuclear weapon states (NWS) possession of nuclear weapons in relation to the disarmament pillar. An additional challenge is how the treaty does not offer a framework of how to manage nuclear non-proliferation deviants in violation of the treaty or how a process of treaty withdrawal has not been set up, which is argued to undermine the regime itself as credibility of the treaty is lost when this occurs. North Korea’s withdrawal in 2003 serves as a valid example of this. The future of the NPT can thus be seen to revolve around these crucial issues. As it should be, policy response to manage these challenges from a perspective of ASEAN and the EU has been vastly different. 

The future of the nuclear non-proliferation treaty from a perspective of ASEAN 

One of the raison d’être of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) is arguably to protect peace and stability in the region and to provide opportunities for member countries to discuss differences in a peaceful manner. As nuclear proliferation can be seen as a direct threat to stability, the importance of strengthening and maintaining the NPT within ASEAN becomes apparent. How can ASEAN policy thus aid in strengthening the NPT and the security regime? 

In terms of nuclear weapons, the Southeast Asia Nuclear Weapons Free Zone Treaty (SEANWFZ) has been in place since 1995, thought it is yet to be signed by any of the major P5 countries China, the United States, France, Russia or the United Kingdom. The treaty obliges its members, Brunei, Darussalam, Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Myanmar, Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam, not to develop, manufacture or otherwise acquire, possess or have control over nuclear weapons. The treaty should be seen as supporting and overlapping with the NPT.

Widely recognized and accepted in its region, the SEANWFZ will in the future be faced with challenges, especially in terms of the claims which recently surfaced, on how the Union of Myanmar might be developing a nuclear weapons program and how shipments from North Korea to Myanmar has contained sensitive nuclear material. Further emphasis and support of the SEANWFZ is thus needed, both regionally and internationally, as support and adherence to the SEANWFZ inevitably will influence the nuclear non-proliferation regime in general and the NPT in particular. Accordingly, it is crucial that norms on nuclear non-proliferation are strengthened even further.
Furthermore, civilian use of nuclear power is becoming an increasingly relevant topic for the Southeast Asia region, especially in terms of the nuclear ambitions of Vietnam, Indonesia, Thailand, Philippines and Malaysia. With an increase in the existence of nuclear power, regulation will become a key concern. In this sense, ASEAN must work together with the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) to support and promote the regulation of nuclear programs. This can for example be realized by allocating more funds to the IAEA which has a very limited budget, especially in terms of the importance of its work. 

The management of deviants is also a key concern important from a perspective of regulating the spread of nuclear knowledge. Unregulated spread of nuclear materials can easily fall into wrong hands, and many argue how this region in particular poses as a safe haven for international terrorists. Brain drain can in this sense be seen as an issue which poses as a security challenge as it holds the capacity to disrupt regional security. It is also relevant from a perspective of development as nuclear competence within ASEAN is crucial for energy security and development, and ASEAN countries cannot afford to lose this competency. The promotion of competitive salaries and the recognition of knowledge should therefore be incorporated into policy as incentives in a manner to attract and maintain this knowledge within ASEAN.
The main issue, however, is how ASEAN as a regional security architecture lacks the institutional tools and mechanisms to aid the IAEA to manage NPT deviants or withdrawals. As many individual countries within the region are aspiring to develop civilian nuclear power the need for regulation is increasing and ASEAN countries cannot continue to look to the IAEA solemnly for assistance. Therefore ASEAN  should aim to develop its own framework of how to manage these threats. As violations of the NPT also severely influence international security and stability, ASEAN as an institution and indeed ASEAN countries, arguable have an international obligation to strengthen the NPT and the nuclear non-proliferation regime. Accordingly, updated policy responses are urgently needed to fit with the challenges currently at hand. 

The future of the nuclear non-proliferation treaty from a perspective of the EU 

Created for initially economic integration, which later has come to include a political aspect where regional security and stability is managed and promoted on a regional level in addition to the national level, the EU can be argued to face somewhat different challenges when put in relation of promoting the NPT. One major difference is how nuclear non-proliferation still is considered to be one of the major threats to European stability. This can be visible for example in the Union’s diplomatic efforts to constrain Iran and its nuclear ambitions during the last decades. As such, nuclear non-proliferation can be argued to have been mainstreamed into the EU’s common foreign and security policy, now revised by the entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty in 2009. 

Contrary to ASEAN, the main issue of the European Union in terms of the NPT is not how to aid the IAEA with constraining NPT deviants, although this also still poses as an important issue. The issue is rather one of legitimacy. Out of the five recognized NWS, as per the NPT, two of them can be found on the European continent; the United Kingdom and France. Additionally, several countries such as Germany and the Netherlands have American nuclear warheads within their sovereign territory, as a part of their commitment to the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). Accordingly, nuclear weapons exist in plenty within Europe and here the innate tensions within the NPT can be observed. Indeed, in much of its dealings with Iran the EU has been discredited for demanding Iranian compliance with the NPT whilst not requiring an equal conformity of its own member countries in terms of disarmament. This should be seen as one of the major obstacles hindering the strengthening of the NPT from the perspective of the European Union and the EU should indeed increase pressure on its members through policy, requesting a gradual disarmament. Until this has been done, the EU’s foreign policy, when attempting to constrain third countries, will remain limited. 

 As the NPT more than anything reflects a normative post-World War II and Cold War stance on how nuclear weapons should be seen as an immoral tool to which to conduct warfare with, its legislative powers to constrain international and regional actors is limited. Accordingly, mutual trust, reciprocity and credibility remain key for the promotion of the NPT, and it can be argued how the EU is not aiding in establishing this. The case of NPT withdrawal and the punishment of deviants is, as mentioned, also of importance, and similar to ASEAN, the EU must establish regional policy frameworks in an attempt to aid the IAEA in dealing with these situations. As the EU is continuously referred to as an economic giant and a political dwarf, policies based upon economic incentives should be utilized to ensure NPT compliance on first and foremost a regional level, but also on an international level. Before this can be realized, the EU however needs to sufficiently deal with its legitimacy issue which it can be argued to have failed to do so far. 

The NPT in a post-Fukushima world and possible ways forward 

The recent fate of Japan has called the place of nuclear power, both civilian and otherwise, into question. As the contemporary international community moves forward into a post-Fukushima nuclear age, the NPT should rightly be reviewed and amended, as per the review cycle scheduled for 2015. Policy relevance is crucial and the NPT should continuously be reviewed and updated to fit with the needs of the international community. Both ASEAN and the EU can aid in this by adopting pro-NPT policies which takes international stability into account. 

Although the dreadful Fukushima incident took place in Asia, the event is as relevant for the EU as it is for ASEAN, as the effects of nuclear meltdowns clearly move beyond state or regional borders. Although the promotion of the NPT internationally would require a pursuit of different policies from the EU and ASEAN, there are lessons to be learned for ASEAN when reviewing some of the issues currently plaguing the European Union. As many parts of the ASEAN region attempts to become nuclear, regulations is truly crucial. This includes the establishment of sufficient regional policies to regulate nuclear power development, but also to constrain individual state actors so that credibility does not become an issue when ASEAN wishes to act as a unified actor in the global political scene. This is clearly a current issue for the EU, and poses as a valuable lesson for ASEAN countries. 

As mentioned, policy should also reflect the current society in which it is created, and as the Fukushima event has showed us, countries pursuing nuclear power should adapt their policies accordingly, to take into account challenges such as environmental disasters, tsunamis or earthquakes. As an example, Vietnam was informally expected to amend its plans for the construction of its two nuclear power plants in the weeks following Fukushima. As a comparative example, Fukushima prompted Germany to change policy direction completely, by now aiming for complete disarmament by 2022. It was recently made official, however, how Vietnam will continue with the planned construction, and how no amendments will be made to the original plan. 

Two major things can be said about this choice of change in policy by Germany. Firstly, a common misconception within ASEAN is how EU policy is united and streamlined, which Germany’s actions over the last few weeks clearly illustrate that it is not. Member state unity is still very much an issue in EU policy, and ASEAN could benefit from learning from EU mistakes. Secondly, a German desire to now pursue total disarmament can be seen to be based upon political will. Before its nation state security was not seen to be dependent on nuclear disarmament, however, due to the new challenges that we are faced with such as terrorism and environmental disasters causing havoc as in Fukushima, political will to disarm and to ultimately comply with the NPT have been created. By creating incentives for its member countries to adhere to the NPT, ASEAN can, in the transition period of individual ASEAN countries becoming nuclear, have an unique opportunity to encourage political will to comply with the NPT. 

As the EU and ASEAN can, and indeed should, be seen as two vastly different regional institutions and areas of the world with completely different needs, two things become apparent when concluding this policy brief. Firstly, both regions rely heavily on the stability of the NPT regime. Secondly, the strengthening of the NPT is in the best interest of both ASEAN and the EU which should be reflected in its policies as both can aid in the strengthening of the NPT and the nuclear nonproliferation regime. Moreover, there are lessons learned from European integration which can be kept in mind as the ASEAN countries move towards the development of nuclear power. Thirdly, the current NPT review cycle should increasingly emphasize the current and future challenges that the NPT is and will be faced with, to ensure policy relevance. The international community’s need in terms of ensuring stability and security is not the same today as it was when the treaty was created and reviewing cycles should take this into account. As the need for a well-functioning and well-supported NPT is likely to increase in the coming decades pressure on and demands of the NPT will also increase. By not sufficiently adjusting policies to fit with these new needs and demands, we cannot demand that the NPT can fulfil its purpose of regulating international nuclear activity. 
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