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About this briefing

This briefing collates the recent public positions taken 
by states without nuclear weapons on the nuclear 
modernisation programmes of the nuclear-armed 
states. It looks at official statements on the issue 
in a number of intergovernmental disarmament 
conferences: Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT)1 
Review Conferences (RevCon) and Preparatory 
Committees (PrepCom), negotiations for the Treaty 
for the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons (TPNW)2, and 
the 2016 Open Ended Working Group (OEWG) which 
preceded the TPNW. The briefing covers positions 
taken by states in these fora from the 2015 RevCon up 
to the present. An overview of the different fora can be 
found below.

This briefing lists all Non-Nuclear Weapon States 
(NNWS) that made a statement on this topic, and 
gives a brief summary of the comments made. These 
positions are presented to allow the reader to consider 
the extent to which modernisation programmes are 
contributing to dissatisfaction within the NPT and 
support for the TPNW. Although the focus of the 
briefing is on NNWS, the positions of Nuclear-Weapon 
States (NWS) are also listed in a separate section.

This briefing covers both written reports and spoken 
statements delivered by NNWS during the meetings. 
Written reports are submitted ahead of the fora or 
produced during the meetings and form part of the 
official records of the conference. In the NPT PrepComs 
and RevCons written reports can take the form of 
‘national reports’, which focus on the activities or record 
of that particular state, or ‘working papers’, which 
address a particular subject area. Both written reports 
and verbal contributions can either be made on behalf 
of an individual state or on behalf of a group of states.

Much of the material for this briefing is drawn from 
United Nations (UN) documentation. The UN website 
archives the written reports for each of the fora, 
and these were the source material for the relevant 
section for each forum. The UN also compiled a 
written summary record of verbal proceedings for the 
NPT RevCon and the plenary sessions from the NPT 

PrepComs. Many of the statements delivered verbally 
during the meetings were also circulated during the 
meetings in written form, and were originally archived 
on the UN website.3 The Reaching Critical Will (RCW)4 
website has a more complete record of these statements.

On 38 occasions where NNWS raised the issue of 
modernisation, this element of the statement either 
appears to have been omitted from the summary record, 
or the statement occurred in a meeting that was not 
included in the summary record.5 Where this is the 
case the archived written statements are used as source 
material; the remainder of the NPT verbal proceedings 
sections are based on the summary records.

The UN did not compile a summary record of 
the meetings held during the OEWG and TPNW 
negotiations. In both cases, the source material for 
these meetings were the regular updates published 
by RCW that summarised the negotiations while they 
were taking place.

When a state or group raised the issue of 
modernisation in both a written report and in the 
meetings at one of the fora both have been included 
in this briefing. However, multiple written or 
verbal mentions by a state or group during a single 
conference have been omitted for reasons of brevity.

All mentions of the modernisation issue that treat 
the issue as a problem or a source of concern have 
been included in this briefing. Mentions of the issue 
when states expressed the hope that ratification of 
the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT) or the 
Fissile Material Cut-Off Treaty (FMCT) would prevent 
modernisation programmes have not been included 
if the practice of modernisation was not explicitly 
criticised. Instances where the issue of modernisation 
was raised but was not distinguished from concerns 
about the acquisition of nuclear weapons by a 
possessor state, such as North Korea, have also not 
been included.
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International fora covered in this 
briefing

This briefing covers the NPT RevCon in 2015 and 
PrepComs leading up to the planned 2020 RevCon,6 as 
well as the Open Ended Working Group (OEWG) and 
Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons (TPNW) 
negotiations.

The Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) was 
signed in 1968 to try and reduce the threat from 
nuclear weapons by limiting the number of nations 
that possess them and compelling possessor states 
to pursue disarmament. It entered into force in 1970 
and is one of the most widely adopted international 
treaties, with 191 States parties.7

The NPT recognises five named States parties as NWS: 
the United States (US), the United Kingdom (UK), 
France, Russia and China.8 There are four additional 
nuclear possessor states. Pakistan, India and Israel 
have never signed the NPT. North Korea signed the 
treaty, but announced its withdrawal from it in 2003.9

Every five years, RevCons are held within the NPT 
to review the operation of the Treaty.10 The RevCons 
are intended to culminate in agreeing a consensus 
document. Since the 1995 RevCon agreed that the 
NPT should remain in force indefinitely, consensus 
documents have been agreed at the 2000 and 2010 
RevCons, but no agreement was reached in 2005 or 
2015.11 A series of PrepCom meetings are held in the 
three years leading up to each RevCon. The summary 
documents produced by these meetings do not have to 
achieve consensus.12

After the failure to achieve consensus at the 2015 
RevCon, there is significant pressure on states to agree 
a consensus document at the postponed 2020 RevCon. 
The ability to achieve consensus has long been 
considered a key indicator of the health of the treaty 
regime, and additional significance would be attached 
to a second consecutive failure to do so during the 
conference that marks the treaty’s 50th anniversary.13

Article 6 of the NPT requires all NWS members to 
engage in disarmament efforts in good faith, but along 

with the four nuclear weapon possessors outside the 
NPT, all five NWS members are engaged in modernising 
their nuclear weapon capabilities. The question of 
whether modernisation is permitted by the NPT and the 
agreements at subsequent RevCons is contested.

Dissatisfaction with the lack of progress on 
disarmament in the NPT led to a 2015 UN General 
Assembly resolution, which set up the OEWG to 
‘address concrete effective legal measures, legal 
provisions and norms that will need to be concluded 
to attain and maintain a world without nuclear 
weapons’.14 The OEWG met over three sessions in 
February, May and August 2016.15 and produced a report 
that said a majority of states supported negotiations 
on a new treaty to prohibit nuclear weapons.16

These negotiations began the following year and 
resulted in the TPNW. The TPNW is a separate treaty 
from the NPT. While the TPNW is opposed by the 
NWS and many of their allies, many other NPT States 
parties regard it as complementary to the NPT.17 The 
TPNW was agreed by 122 states in 2017 and entered 
into force in January 2021. In December 2020, at the 
UN General Assembly, 130 states18 voted in favour of a 
resolution welcoming the treaty and calling for states 
to join and ratify it.19
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Opening session of the 2017 NPT PrepCom 23 April 2017, UN.
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What is modernisation?

Nuclear weapon modernisation can refer to upgrades 
to existing nuclear warheads themselves, to their 
delivery vehicles or to the platforms that carry them, 
such as aeroplanes or submarines. This can involve 
modifications to existing stock, building replacements 
or an increase in overall numbers. In states with long-
established nuclear weapon programmes and existing 
systems that are nearing the end of their service lives, 
modernisation takes on a different form to states at an 
earlier stage of development.

States use a variety of terms to refer to modernisation, 
including ‘qualitative improvement’, ‘development’ 
and ‘upgrading’. However, ‘modernisation’ is the term 
most commonly employed, and is therefore used in 
this briefing to encompass the full range of activities 
described below.

For most of the five NWS, the current period of 
modernisation follows substantial reductions in total 
warhead numbers following the end of the Cold War,20 
whereas some of the other four nuclear possessor 
states acquired nuclear weapons more recently. While 
this means that modernisation takes on different 
forms in different states, the common element 
across modernisation programmes is that they are 
all expected to deliver an increase in the nuclear 
capabilities of the possessor state in some way, such as 
increased range, destructive power or survivability.

The level of disclosure about nuclear modernisation 
also varies dramatically between states, and this is 
reflected below. The level of detail in this summary 
tends to be lower for states where there are fewer 
public sources. States are listed alphabetically, with the 
five NWS listed first as a group, followed by the other 
four nuclear possessor states.

China’s modernisation efforts involve increased 
numbers and more mobile versions of land-based 
intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) with 
multiple independently targetable re-entry vehicles 
(MIRVs). China is also building additional nuclear-
armed submarines, and is expected to begin 
constructing a new submarine design in the 2020s.21

France is developing a new submarine-launched 
ballistic missile (SLBM), and has begun developing a 
new generation of nuclear armed-submarines.22

Russia is modernising its land-based ICBMs, nuclear-
armed submarines, and nuclear-armed aircraft.23 It is 
also developing ‘non-traditional delivery systems such 
as a hypersonic glider vehicle, a nuclear-powered cruise 
missile, and an underwater nuclear-powered vehicle.’24

The United Kingdom (UK) began work on a new 
generation of nuclear-armed submarines in 2007, and 
expects the first to enter service in the ‘early 2030s’.25 
A life extension for the UK warhead has improved its 
accuracy.26 In February 2020, the UK announced its 
decision to begin building an entirely new nuclear 
warhead.27 In March 2021 it announced that the official 
size limit on its warhead stockpile, previously planned 
to be reduced to 180, would instead increase to 260.28

The United States (US) has numerous modernisation 
programmes, including warhead modification and 
life extension projects, new ballistic and cruise 
missiles and new nuclear-armed submarines.29 In 
2020 the Trump administration proposed a budget 
which included work on a new warhead, the W93, 
which would be a parallel development to the new UK 
warhead.30

“The common element across modernisation programmes is 
that they are all expected to deliver an increase in the nuclear 
capabilities of the possessor state in some way.”
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The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) has 
developed a diverse range of land-based ballistic missiles 
and carried out six nuclear tests between 2006 and 2017.31 
In early 2021, at the Eighth Congress of its ruling party, 
the DPRK announced its intention to develop tactical 
nuclear weapons and multiple re-entry vehicles.32

India has quadrupled its number of warheads over the 
last two decades, has recently upgraded its nuclear-
armed aircraft, and has signed a deal to purchase new 
Rafale aircraft from France.33 It has been developing 
longer-range, land-based ballistic missiles, and 
deployed its first nuclear-armed submarine in 2018.34 
Construction on a further submarine has begun, and 
two more are planned to follow.35

Little is in the public domain about Israel’s nuclear 
weapons or any modernisation programmes involving 
the warhead. However, it is thought that Israel 
operates a nuclear triad of land-based ballistic missiles, 
submarine and air-launched weapons.36 These delivery 
systems are being upgraded, with F-35I aircraft being 
brought into service, along with new ballistic missiles 
and submarines.37

Pakistan, has increased its warhead stockpile by a factor 
of ten over the last two decades, and further increases 
are predicted over the next five years.38 Pakistan 
continues to produce both plutonium and highly 
enriched uranium (HEU) for weapons production.39
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Warhead being removed from a container during the US 
W76-1 Life Extension Programme.
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Statements

2015 NPT Review Conference
The 2015 RevCon heard critical statements on 
modernisation from four groups and 22 individual 
NNWS, representing 162 states in total. The statements 
are ordered so that similar themes and topics are 
grouped together. The scale of concerns was reflected 
in the president’s working paper, which noted that 
NNWS had expressed concerns about modernisation.40

2015 RevCon written reports
Brazil called for states to refrain from modernisation 
and said that subcritical testing goes against the 
objectives of the Treaty.41 Chile said that NWS were not 
fulfilling their commitments and obligations under 
the Treaty by modernising their nuclear weapons.42

The New Agenda Coalition (NAC)43 and the States 
Parties to the Treaty of Tlatelolco44 called for a 
moratorium on nuclear modernisation.

The League of Arab States (LAS) stated that 
modernisation of nuclear arsenals pose a threat to 
international peace and security, and emphasised the 
need for states to respect the ‘articles and spirit’ of the 
Treaty.45 The De-Alerting Group cited modernisation 
as being among the negative consequences of nuclear 
forces being kept at high alert levels.46 Austria said the 
risks of accidental, mistaken or intentional nuclear 
explosions were in part due to NWS modernising and 
maintaining their arsenals, and that the risks were 
increasing over time.47 Iran said the development of 
new types of nuclear weapons lowered the threshold 
for their use.48

The Non-Aligned Movement (NAM)49 expressed 
concern about the lack of progress on disarmament 
and said that modernisation programmes undermined 
any bilateral or unilateral reductions in the stockpiles 

of NWS.50 Similarly, Algeria cited modernisation 
programmes as one of the reasons reductions in 
nuclear arsenals had been insufficient.51

Switzerland raised concerns that NWS were not only 
maintaining deterrence policies, but also modernising 
their arsenals, and called on NWS to comply with 
Article VI of the NPT.52

2015 RevCon meetings
During the conference itself Papua New Guinea 
stated that the retention and modernisation of nuclear 
weapons was contrary to the NWS’ obligations 
under the Treaty.53 The Maldives54 and Namibia55 said 
modernisation is contrary to the NPT’s disarmament 
objectives. Switzerland said that the motivations 
behind modernisation programmes did not appear to 
conform with the purpose of the Treaty.56 Similarly, 
Austria argued that the modernisation programmes 
of NWS are contrary to the spirit of the Treaty and 
commitments made at RevCons.57

Cuba called for the modernisation of nuclear weapons to 
be halted immediately and for the elimination of nuclear 
weapons within 20 years under a new legal instrument.58

Myanmar, on behalf of the ASEAN countries,59 and 
Singapore60 called for an end to nuclear modernisation. 
Niger also supported appeals to the NWS to cease their 
modernisation programmes.61

Canada expressed concern about the development of 
missile technologies.62 Australia expressed concern 
about the battlefield-scale weapons being developed.63 
Venezuela stressed that modern nuclear weapons were 
much more powerful than the ones used in the Second 
World War, and mentioned US modernisation plans.64 
South Africa said that new categories of delivery 

2015 RevCon  
162 states in total. 4 groups. 22 individual states.
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vehicles and nuclear weapons were being developed 
and stressed that indefinite extension of the Treaty did 
not mean indefinite retention of nuclear weapons.65

New Zealand, speaking on behalf of the NAC, argued 
that modernisation programmes were evidence of 
NWS’ reluctance to fulfil their obligations under 
the NPT.66 Likewise, Egypt said that billion-dollar 
investments in modernisation signalled a long-term 
intent to retain nuclear weapons.67

Zimbabwe said that nuclear modernisation 
programmes did not make the world safer, but 
‘sharpen the destructive capabilities’ of nuclear 
weapons.68 Ireland criticised the suggestion that 
nuclear weapons contributed to stability in the world 
order.69 Costa Rica said that modernisation would not 
help to achieve collective security and peace.70

On behalf of a group of 26 states, Australia expressed 
concern about new weapons being produced by 
current possessor states.71

Indonesia argued that a lack of progress on 
disarmament brought into question the rationale 
behind the Treaty and that investments in nuclear 
modernisation undermined the credibility of its goal of 
a nuclear-free world.72 Chile believed that to ‘boost the 
political legitimacy of the Treaty regime’, NWS should 
transparently and verifiably eliminate their weapons, 
instead of modernising them.73

Libya called for a new legal instrument to prohibit 
‘the storage, modernization, production, acquisition, 
testing, accumulation, transfer and use or threat 
of use of nuclear weapons’.74 Norway said that the 
New START Treaty should be a first step in a process 

Izumi Nakamitsu, Under-Secretary-General and High Representative for Disarmament Affairs speaking at the opening session 
of the 2017 PrepCom.
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of nuclear arms reduction that prohibited the 
development of new nuclear weapons.75

Jamaica, speaking on behalf of the Caribbean 
Community (CARICOM), noted that many NNWS 
were dissatisfied with the NWS’ failure to comply 
with the Treaty, and said modernisation programmes 
increased the risk of further proliferation.76 A similar 
point was made by Montenegro.77 Iran said that 
modernisation programmes were one of the factors 
eroding the credibility of the NPT.78

Iran, speaking this time on behalf of the NAM, said 
that stockpile reductions were offset by the NWS’ 
ongoing modernisation programmes, and argued that 
these programmes and the increasing role of nuclear 
weapons in security doctrines lowered the threshold 
for their use.79

Ecuador, on behalf of the Community of Latin 
American and Caribbean States (CELAC),80 and Brazil81 
argued that the resources used for nuclear weapon 
modernisation should be used to fund development 
instead. Sweden82 also expressed concern about the 
funds being spent on modernisation.

Belarus stated that it had a ‘zero tolerance’ policy with 
regard to nuclear weapons, including modernisation.83 
Palau said that the Treaty had not achieved much in 
the field of disarmament, and expressed concern about 
the modernisation programmes of the NWS.84 Malawi 
said the ongoing impact of the nuclear weapons on 
Nagasaki and Hiroshima was being disregarded by 
the NWS with their modernisation programmes.85 The 
Marshall Islands criticised modernisation and said 
NWS did not have a right to ‘indefinite possession’ of 
nuclear weapons.86

2017 NPT Preparatory Committee
In the 2017 PrepCom two groups and 18 individual 
NNWS made critical statements about modernisation. 
Together 134 states were represented by these 
statements. Again the scale of concern was indicated 
by the chair’s summary, which noted that some 
states expressed the view that modernisation 
could undermine nuclear stockpile reductions and 
contribute to a new arms race.87

2017 PrepCom written reports
Syria said that nuclear modernisation was contrary 
to the NPT and to UN resolutions such as resolution 
70/38.88 Iran called for a halt to modernisation 
programmes by 2025.89

The NAC stated that developments such as 
‘modernising and qualitatively improving nuclear 
weapons’ were contributing to a renewed arms 
race,90 and suggested that NWS should include 
modernisation plans in their reports for the 2020 
RevCon.91

The NAM focused on the future of arms control, and 
the potential for the New START Treaty between the 
United States (US) and Russia to expire in February 
2021, if the parties did not agree to an extension.92 After 
concerns that President Trump would allow the treaty 
to expire,93 the treaty was renewed under the Biden 
administration on February 3rd.94

Ireland said many of the modernisation programmes 
would make it easier for states to use nuclear weapons.95

2017 PrepCom meetings
The Philippines condemned modernisation 
programmes as being contrary to the disarmament 
commitments of NWS.96

2017 PrepCom 
134 states in total. 2 groups. 18 individual states.
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Bulgaria97 suggested a moratorium on nuclear 
modernisation as a feasible step that could be 
undertaken by NWS on the path to disarmament. 
Kazakhstan also called for a moratorium on 
modernisation.98 Vietnam99 and Cuba100 called for an 
end to modernisation.

Tanzania called for NWS to refrain from any 
modernisation efforts and fulfil their obligations 
under the NPT.101 CELAC called for nuclear possesor 
states to refrain from conducting nuclear testing.102

Iran submitted a report saying that there is a persistent 
lack of progress on disarmament and issues such as 
‘vertical proliferation, including modernisation of 
nukes and development of mini-nukes’.103

South Africa stated that some countries aspire to the 
indefinite retention of nuclear weapons, which is in 
contravention of their legal and political obligations.104 
The NAM, said that modernisation undermines the 
cuts in nuclear weapon stockpiles by the NWS.105

The Holy See, which has observer status at the UN, 
stressed the ‘urgent need’ for states to make progress 
on not only the NPT, but also the Fissile Material Cut-
off Treaty (FMCT), Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban 
Treaty (CTBT) and New START. In response to growing 
tensions in world politics and modernisation plans it 
called for full compliance with Article 6 of the NPT.106

Belgium stated in its report to the 2017 Preparatory 
Committee that global distrust has been sharpened 
by the modernisation programmes and this further 
deepens non-compliance with the non-proliferation 
treaty.107 Malaysia108 and Nicaragua109 said that 
modernisation undermined disarmament and non-
proliferation regimes. Brazil stated that the NPT 

had not proven successful in curbing modernisation 
programmes and nuclear weapons made the world 
order more uncertain.110 Costa Rica said that peace and 
security would not be achieved while modernisation 
programmes continue.111

Indonesia said that NWS were relying on nuclear 
weapons in their security doctrines and modernising 
them instead of eliminating them, and called for a 
change.112 The NAC also linked modernisation with 
a failure to reduce the role of nuclear weapons in 
security policies.113

Ireland criticised the resources spent on 
modernisation and the development of ‘so-called 
tactical’ nuclear weapons.114

Austria called for NWS to answer questions about their 
modernisation programmes during the PrepCom.115 
Ecuador said that modernisation programmes were 
concerning.116 Algeria made the case for the elimination 
of nuclear weapons as the only way to prevent 
modernisation programmes and proliferation.117 
Mexico said that geopolitical tensions did not justify 
modernisation programmes118.

2018 NPT Preparatory Committee
Three groups and 27 individual countries discussed 
nuclear modernisation at the 2018 PrepCom. In 
total these statements represented the views of 
133 states. The issue was again noted in the chair’s 
factual summary, which noted concerns that some 
modernisation programmes were inconsistent with 
NPT commitments.119 This language was challenged by 
Brazil120 and the NAC121 on the basis that it underplayed 
the level of concern, and many states believe all 
modernisation programmes are contrary to the NPT’s 
purposes.

2018 PrepCom 
133 states in total. 3 groups. 27 individual states.
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2018 PrepCom written reports
As noted above, Brazil stated that any modernisation 
programme is contrary to the NPT’s purposes.122 
Switzerland said that modernising nuclear weapons 
was not compatible with nuclear disarmament 
efforts.123

The NAM called upon all NWS to refrain from 
conducting tests or modernising nuclear weapons.124 
It also said that the modernisation programmes 
lower the threshold for use of nuclear weapons and 
constitute a new arms race.125 Ireland drew attention to 
nuclear weapons’ ‘disproportionate gendered impacts 
on women’, and called all NWS to cease maintaining 
and modernising them.126 Japan called for restraint or 
even a freeze of modernisation programmes.127

New Zealand, on behalf of the NAC, said that 
modernising nuclear weapons poses a threat to the 
NPT treaty regime.128

Egypt argued that modernisation programmes are an 
indication that ‘nuclear deterrence continues to feature 
highly in the defence and security doctrines’. It also 
said that these programmes weaken the commitments 
of NWS to the objectives of the NPT. 129 

Iran criticised the US plans to spend more than $1 
trillion on modernising its arsenal and called for NWS 
to commit to ceasing their modernisation plans in the 
2020 RevCon final document.130

2018 PrepCom meetings
South Africa cited the presence of nuclear weapons 
in the security doctrines of some NWS, alongside 
modernisation, as being against both the ‘letter and 
spirit’ of the Treaty.131 Thailand said that modernisation 
was inconsistent with the purpose of the NPT,132 and 
The Philippines,133 and Nigeria134 said modernisation 
was contrary to the NPT commitments of NWS. 
Austria made a similar point and said that the 
‘catastrophic humanitarian consequences’ of nuclear 
weapons had been underestimated.135 New Zealand, 
speaking on behalf of the NAC, said that many States 

parties did not believe modernisation programmes 
were consistent with the objectives and the purpose of 
the Treaty.136

Namibia, on behalf of the Group of African States,137 
and Indonesia, on behalf of the NAM,138 called for an 
end to modernisation. Ukraine called for the cessation 
of modernisation programmes.139 Kenya said that 
NWS ceasing their nuclear weapon modernisation 
programmes would assuage NNWS’s concerns over 
the threat of the use of nuclear weapons.140

Brazil said there was a widespread belief that a new 
arms race was under way with the modernisation 
programmes of nuclear-armed states’ arsenals, and 
that this raised doubts about NWS commitment to the 
Treaty.141 Mexico stated that modernisation suggests 
NWS are not committed to their NPT obligations.142 
The League of Arab States expressed concern about the 
importance attached to modernisation by the NWS.143

Sweden, speaking on behalf of the Nordic countries, 
cited the threat to the INF Treaty, and said that a 
‘rules-based system’ had become vital in the context 
of modernisation.144 The US withdrew from INF in 
August 2019 citing longstanding allegations of Russian 
non-compliance.145

Costa Rica expressed dissatisfaction over the lack of 
progress on disarmament and said that investment 
in modernising, maintaining and producing nuclear 
weapons was making nuclear weapons use more likely.146

Kuwait included modernisation programmes in 
a list of challenges to the NPT regime.147 Iran said 
modernisation was an obstacle to disarmament,148 and 
Cuba said that modernisation weakened the Treaty.149

On behalf of the NAM, Venezuela stated that the 
role of nuclear weapons in security doctrines had 
increased, and expressed concern about modernisation 
programmes.150 Panama expressed concern about the 
NWS giving prominence to nuclear weapons within 
military doctrines and modernising and broadening 
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their arsenals.151 Ireland152, Switzerland153, and 
Morocco154 also linked modernisation with a failure to 
reduce the role of nuclear weapons in security policies.

The Holy See155 and Nicaragua156 argued that the 
resources devoted to nuclear modernisation should 
have been spent on poverty and human development. 
Nepal expressed a similar view, arguing that the 
resources should instead be used to help achieve 
the UN Sustainable Development Goals.157 Algeria 
also decried the sums spent on modernising nuclear 
weapons.158 Chile called for reductions in spending on 
nuclear weapons and modernisation programmes.159

Belgium criticised the modernisation programmes 
and behaviour of several NWS and nuclear possessor 
states without specifically naming them.160 Egypt cited 
modernisation as a regressive development,161 and 
Malaysia called for NWS to take steps to prevent the 
problem of modernisation.162

2019 NPT Preparatory Committee
Three groups and 27 individual states took critical 
positions on modernisation during the 2019 
PrepCom. In total this represented the views of 143 
states. The Chair’s recommendations to the 2020 
Review Conference included a call for NWS to halt 
modernisation programmes.163

2019 PrepCom written reports
The NAM recommended that the 2020 RevCon should 
call on NWS to cease modernisation plans.164 It also 
expressed its deep concern regarding the lack of 
progress towards achieving nuclear disarmament and 
said that modernisation undermined the stockpile 
reductions of the NWS.165 This position was echoed by 
the Treaty of Tlatelolco members.166

As in its report to the 2018 PrepCom, Iran criticised 
the US’s plans to modernise and develop new types 
of nuclear weapons, and argued that the US puts the 
NNWS ‘under the real threat of the possible use of 
nuclear weapons’.167

The report that Brazil submitted on behalf of the 
NAC said that NWS modernisation increases the 
risk of a conventional conflict turning into a nuclear 
one.168 Japan said that nuclear arms modernisation is 
potentially destabilising.169

Sweden’s report to the 2019 PrepCom called for NWS 
to provide clarity about modernisation plans as a 
confidence-building measure.170

Austria, Costa Rica, Indonesia, Mexico, Nigeria, San 
Marino and Thailand argued in a joint report that the 
spectacle of nuclear modernisation may tempt some 
NNWS into developing nuclear weapons.171

2019 PrepCom meetings
Morocco stated that the international situation 
was deteriorating and modernisation programmes 
contravene the ‘letter, spirit and purpose of 
the Treaty’.172 Liechtenstein said that there was 
backtracking on disarmament, and that modernisation 
was in contravention of the Treaty.173 Mexico174 and 
Nicaragua175 both said that security doctrines involving 
nuclear weapons and modernisation programmes 
are contrary to the NPT obligations of NWS. 
Ecuador176, Nigeria,177 and Costa Rica178 also said that 
modernisation is contrary to NWS’s NPT obligations.

Bangladesh said that modernisation programmes 
must be reversed because nuclear weapons cause 
misery and insecurity.179 Antigua and Barbuda, 
speaking on behalf of CARICOM, suggested that NWS 

2019 PrepCom  
143 states in total. 3 groups. 27 individual states.
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Meeting of the 2018 NPT PrepCom.
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should report on their actions which are consistent 
with ‘achieving and maintaining a nuclear-weapon-free 
world’, and suggested the termination of modernisation 
programmes could be one of them.180 Nepal said that 
NWS should halt their modernisation programmes181. 
Similarly, Nigeria, speaking on behalf of the Group of 
African States, called for modernisation programmes to 
be stopped and for nuclear weapons to be eliminated.182 
Kazakhstan called for an end to modernisation.183

Belgium said missile system developments needed to 
be addressed.184 Iran singled out the US’s modernisation 
programmes as threatening to start a new arms race.185

Venezuela186 and Guyana187 were concerned that the 
modernisation programmes of NWS were indicative 
of a new arms race. The NAM said that the trend 
of modernisation was a new nuclear arms race and 
a violation of Article 6 of the NPT.188 The NAC,189 
Canada,190 and Malaysia191 all warned of the prospect of 
a nuclear arms race.

Austria expressed concern over the fate of the 
New START and INF Treaties, and said that the 
modernisation programmes of the NWS contradicted 
previous commitments.192 The LAS said that the largest 
NWS used the security of their nations as a pretext for 
withdrawing from treaties and were modernising and 
developing their nuclear arsenals, and called for the 
final document of the PrepCom to express concern.193

Cuba said that the threshold for the use of nuclear 
weapons was being lowered, and called modernisation 
programmes ‘unacceptable’.194 Sweden said the 
global security environment was the worst since the 
Cold War, and disarmament was being replaced by 
modernisation.195 Syria said the ‘world was facing 
increased dangers’ from the modernisation of nuclear 
weapons.196

Ireland said that modernisation programmes are 
a threat to the NPT and called for NWS to ‘engage 
constructively’ with the TPNW for a world without 
nuclear weapons.197 Finland also said that development 
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of new nuclear weapons represents a threat to the 
NPT.198 Switzerland said that the long-term success 
of the NPT was threatened by the development 
of new nuclear weapon capabilities.199 In a joint 
statement the sponsors of UN resolution 73/48 said 
that modernisation was overshadowing progress on 
disarmament and undermining the implementation 
of NPT Article 6.200 Niger argued that the efforts of the 
international community to ensure peace and security 
were undermined by modernisation programmes.201

Uruguay regretted the modernisation of nuclear 
weapons and their role in military doctrines.202 
Peru203, Chile204 and Moldova205 also criticised both 
modernisation and the role of nuclear weapons in 
security doctrines. South Africa said modernisation 
programmes indicate that some NWS intend to retain 
nuclear weapons indefinitely.206 

The Philippines207 and Guatemala208 criticised the 
sums spent on nuclear modernisation. Equatorial 
Guinea stated that the sums spent on modernisation 
is preventing money being spent on attaining the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals.209

Brazil said that significant reductions in nuclear 
weapons had been made since the Cold War peak, but 
since then the NWS have been reversing course by 
pursuing modernisation.210

Thailand also stated that ongoing modernisation 
programmes were a concerning aspect of the 
international security context.211 Côte d’Ivoire said that 
the ongoing modernisation programmes, tensions 
between NWS and stagnation in disarmament efforts 
were worrying.212 Kuwait called on the Preparatory 
Committee to take a strong stance on the development 
and modernisation of nuclear weapons.213

Open Ended Working Group
The OEWG was set up by United Nations General 
Assembly resolution 70/33, entitled ‘Taking Forward 
Multilateral Nuclear Disarmament Negotiations’. 
The OEWG had a mandate to consider ‘effective legal 

measures, provisions and norms that would need to 
be concluded to attain and maintain a world without 
nuclear weapons’.214 Two groups and four individual 
states, representing 15 states in total, made critical 
statements about modernisation during the OEWG. 
The OEWG met in February and May 2016.215 The UN 
hasn’t published an official record of the proceedings, 
but Reaching Critical Will (RCW) produced detailed 
daily reports of proceedings.

In written reports to the OEWG Fiji, Nauru, Palau, 
Samoa and Tuvalu categorised ‘contributing funds 
for modernisation of nuclear weapons and their 
delivery vehicles’ as a problematic policy area that 
should be prohibited by a ban treaty.216 Costa Rica and 
Malaysia cited the modernisation programmes of the 
five NWS as evidence that stockpile reductions were 
unlikely to take place and therefore other measures, 
including a ban treaty, would be more fruitful.217 In 
similar language to their 2015 NPT RevCon report, 
the De-Alerting Group cited vertical proliferation 
and modernisation as being among the negative 
consequences of nuclear forces beng kept at high alert 
levels.218

Ireland argued that OEWG was timely, in the light 
of the fact that many countries include nuclear 
weapons in their security doctrines and make efforts 
to modernise them.219 Iran, in its report to the OEWG, 
argued that nuclear-armed countries should publish 

The Open Ended Working Group vote on a report 
recommending negotiations begin on a treaty to prohibit 
nuclear weapons. Geneva, August 2016.
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information about their nuclear weapons, including 
their modernisation plans, expenditure and related 
facilities.220

During the meetings Malaysia asked whether 
modernisation programmes might increase the risks 
of accidental nuclear weapons use.221

Nicaragua suggested that prohibitions of 
modernisation and subcritical testing could be features 
of a treaty, as well as prohibitions on possession 
and use.222 Mexico also argued that prohibitions on 
financing and modernisation should be included.223

Although the total numbers of states recorded as 
making statements discussing modernisation 
during the OEWG was lower than in the NPT fora, 
concerns about modernisation were cited in its final 
report and sharing information about or cancelling 
modernisation programmes were both suggested 
as a possible way to take forward multilateral 
disarmament.

TPNW negotiations
On the recommendation of the OEWG, the UN 
convened a conference to negotiate a treaty for the 
complete elimination of nuclear weapons in 2017.224 
The negotiations led to the TPNW, which entered into 
force on January 22nd 2021.

In the written reports submitted by states, 
modernisation was only directly referenced by 
Papua New Guinea, which suggested the treaty 
preamble should call for the redirection of funds 
spent on modernisation towards social and 
economic development and for States parties to be 
prohibited from investing in companies involved in 
modernisation programmes.225

During the negotiations on the Treaty text nine 
countries expressed concern about nuclear 
modernisation. Ethiopia said modernisation 
programmes increased the risk from nuclear 
weapons.226 Ecuador and Cuba spoke about the cost of 

modernisation programmes and asked for a paragraph 
in the treaty preamble calling for the economic 
resources spent on nuclear arsenals to be devoted to 
social and economic development. This suggestion 
was supported by Brazil, South Africa, Venezuela, 
Mexico and Austria.227 Similarly, Sweden criticised the 
large amount of resources spent by the NWS on their 
production and modernisation of nuclear weapons.228

In the final text of the TPNW modernisation 
programmes are prohibited under Article 1 (a), which 
forbids the development, testing and manufacturing of 
nuclear weapons.229
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Statements by nuclear-weapon 
states

Although the focus of this briefing is the positions 
of NNWS, most of the NWS have also discussed 
modernisation at one or more of the fora. The majority 
of the interventions portray modernisation as a 
problem, taking the form of criticisms of each other or 
of the four nuclear possessor states who are not NPT 
members. There are also instances where they try to 
justify their own modernisation programmes.

In 2017 the United States (US) warned that several 
countries were ‘expanding their nuclear arsenals or 
developing new nuclear capabilities’.230 In 2018 the 
US said the bleak prospects for disarmament were in 
part due to states expanding and modernising their 
stockpiles,231 singling out Russia,232 China and North 
Korea for criticism.233 In 2018 the United Kingdom 
(UK) said that the development of new missile systems 
would undermine strategic stability and called for 
Russia to engage in constructive dialogue regarding 
the Intermediate-range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty.234

In 2019 China said NWS should refrain from developing 
new types of nuclear weapons,235 and Russia proposed 
‘comprehensive discussions’ on international security 
issues including the ‘improvement of existing types of 
weapons and the emergence of new ones’, though this 
appears to refer more to US missile defence systems and 
the imbalance of conventional forces between the US 
and Russia, rather than nuclear modernisation.236

At the 2015 RevCon the US justified its modernisation 
programmes on the basis that they were only intended 
to increase ‘safety, improve security and use control 
features’,237 and would enable further reductions in its 
arsenal.238 In 2015 China stated that its modernisation 
programme is only to ensure ‘safety, security, 
reliability and effectiveness’ of its nuclear stockpile.239 
This language was repeated in its statement to the 
2019 PrepCom.240 In 2017 UK said that its nuclear 
modernisation was not an upgrade in capabilities.241

US Assistant Secretary for International Security, Christopher A. Ford, speaking at the 2017 PrepCom.
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Findings

The statements summarised in this briefing show there 
is significant concern about nuclear modernisation 
within the NPT. In NPT meetings from 2015 onwards, 
the states behind statements expressing concerns 
about modernisation programmes number more than 
130 at each meeting.242 The 162 NNWS at the 2015 
RevCon dropped to 134 at the 2017 PrepCom and 133 in 
2018, then rose to 145 in 2019. The group statements of 
the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM), which includes 
117 NPT member states, accounts for a significant 
proportion of these totals. The number of individual 
NNWS raising the issue has been rising over the three 
recent PrepComs. Having dropped from 22 at the 
2015 RevCon to 18 in 2017, the number of individual 
interventions rose to 27 in 2018 and 31 in 2019.

Iran is the state which has most consistently objected 
to modernisation during this time period, no doubt 
in part in response to the level of scrutiny given to its 
own nuclear activities. However Iran’s record of both 
written reports and verbal contributions at all four of 
the NPT fora covered by this briefing is matched by 
both the NAM and the New Agenda Coalition (NAC).

The numbers of states raising the issue during the 
OEWG and the TPNW negotiations was smaller than 
in the NPT meetings, but the two are not directly 
comparable due to the different scope and purpose of 
those events. The references to modernisation in the 
OEWG outcome document and concerns raised by the 
TPNW core states243 both suggest that modernisation 
was one of the motivating factors in the push for the 
TPNW.

Concerns about nuclear modernisation are nearly 
universal. In total 172 UN member states, out of a total 
of 193, were party to statements that treated the issue 
as a problem during the four year period covered by 
this briefing. These included NWS and many of their 
allies.

The scale of concern about modernisation 
programmes voiced in the NPT RevCon and PrepComs 
indicates that this issue is likely to be a cause of 
friction at the postponed 2020 RevCon. There is no 
indication so far that NWS are willing to alter their 
modernisation plans in light of the concerns of 
NNWS, but it does not seem likely that they will be 
able to ignore the clamour indefinitely if faith in the 
global arms control regime is to be sustained.

“Concerns about nuclear modernisation are nearly universal. In 
total 172 UN member states, out of a total of 193, were party to 
statements that treated the issue as a problem during the four year 
period covered by this briefing.”
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