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Abstract
For decades, arms control has constituted one of the cornerstone frameworks for global gover-
nance and served as a critical tool for bolstering international security and stability. The global 
arms control regime is now under unprecedented pressure, due to heightened competition be-
tween major powers, a rapidly deteriorating security environment, and emerging technologies. 
Nevertheless, cooperation on arms control is important in today’s contested geopolitical envi-
ronment as it can encourage responsible competition broadly between great powers, avoid the 
proliferation of advanced weaponry, and reduce the risk of unintended military escalation. This 
paper recommends three measures to reinvigorate arms control: sustaining long-term engagement 
between major powers; adopting a multi-stakeholder approach by including smaller states and 
non-government entities in the process; and reconceptualizing the fundamentals of arms control.

Introduction
For much of the last seventy years, arms control has been a vital strand in the web of international 
institutions, bilateral and multilateral treaties, and other arrangements constituting the global gov-
ernance framework and a critical tool for bolstering international security and stability. Thomas 
Schelling and Morton Halperin offered the most widely accepted characterization of arms control 
in their seminal 1961 work, Strategy and Arms Control. Arms control, they argued,

rests essentially on the recognition that our military relation with potential enemies is 
not one of pure conflict and opposition, but involves strong elements of mutual interest 
in the avoidance of a war…, in minimizing the costs and risks of the arms competition, 
and in curtailing the scope and violence of war in the event it occurs.1

During the Cold War, arms control became a central political tool for managing the security 
relationship between the United States and the Soviet Union. Although their most important bi-
lateral agreements focused on nuclear issues, a variety of multilateral agreements addressed other 
security concerns, including chemical and biological weapons, conventional weapons balances 
and deployments, confidence and security building measures, special weapons (e.g., lasers), arms 
transfers and many other factors. More recently, states have explored arms control approaches for 
dealing with newer issues, such as regulating weapons that incorporate disruptive technologies 
(e.g., artificial intelligence) and ensuring the continued demilitarization of space. In a number 
of cases, states created multilateral institutions to facilitate implementation of their agreements. 
Arms control, then, represented a significant example of cooperation that lies at the core of effec-
tive global governance and manifested the mutual interests of which Schelling and Halperin spoke.

For more than a decade, however, arms control has been under stiff pressure. The challenges of 
successfully implementing existing agreements, the barriers to securing effective new ones, and 
the questions about the erosion of the shared norms and values that serve as the foundation of suc-
cessful arms control have all intensified in the face of profound changes arising from the evolving 
geostrategic environment. The Geneva-based Conference on Disarmament, for example, has been 
unable to reach a single meaningful new agreement in more than twenty years. In the last years, 
the United States and/or Russia have ceased implementation of the Treaty on Conventional Forces 
in Europe and withdrawn from the Treaty on Intermediate Nuclear Forces and the Treaty on Open 
Skies. Russia’s shocking invasion of Ukraine has further cast a dark shadow over the future of arms 
control. The Kremlin has made explicit nuclear threats following the invasion. And the negotiation 
for a successor agreement to the New START treaty, one of the last remaining strategic arms control 
agreements between the United States and Russia has been suspended and set to expire in 2026.
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In a report published in March 2021, the U.S. National Intelligence Council (NIC) describes an 
international environment that is at greater risk of conflict as states and non-state actors “exploit 
new sources of power and erode longstanding norms and institutions that have provided some 
stability in past decades.”2 This has been the fate of the arms control regime as well: As arms 
control faced unprecedented pressure, the threat of a global arms race has waxed. Even before 
the war in Ukraine and despite the pandemic-induced economic downturn, military expenditure 
across the world rose to U.S. $1,981 billion in 2020—the highest level since 1988.3 

Arms control, thus, constitutes an important case through which to examine strategies for bol-
stering global governance. In the UN Secretary General’s recent “New Agenda for Peace,” he 
argues that the global vision must include seeking broader support for non-proliferation, a world 
free of nuclear weapons and other weapons of mass destruction, effective control of conventional 
weapons, and regulation of new weapons technology.4 These issues have all been part of the arms 
control agenda for a long time. Clearly, arms control must play a key role if these global objectives 
are to be achieved. 

This paper first examines the increasingly confrontational global geopolitical environment and 
explores the potential of arms control to enhance security and stability. It then assesses critical 
challenges arms control must confront if it is to continue to play such a role. Finally, it recommends 
some measures for addressing those challenges and strategies for implementing them.  

The return of great power politics
Since the turn of the century, the most significant change in the geostrategic environment is the 
rise of China. As a consequence of China’s military spending, the Chinese People’s Liberation Army 
(PLA) has emerged as Asia’s leading military force. At about U.S. $240 billion in 2019, China’s 
military spending, though well below that of the United States, is the world’s second-largest.5 It 
now boasts the world’s largest maritime fleet,6 a sophisticated missile arsenal,7 and a cutting-edge 
and expanding strategic nuclear force.8, 9

Chinese foreign policy has also become more assertive through the regular use of coercive mea-
sures to secure national interests:10 China, for example, has intensified territorial disputes with 
neighboring countries; PLA forces have engaged in a brief but deadly border clash with their 
Indian counterparts; and China has constructed military facilities in the disputed South China 
Sea. Beijing has also reiterated its wish to reclaim Taiwan—with force if necessary—and has 
stepped up its military and political pressure against the self-governing democracy.11 In response 
to U.S. House Speaker Nancy Pelosi’s early August visit to Taiwan, the PLA has conducted large-
scale military drills in the Taiwan strait and launched missiles over the island.12 Some American 
officials argue that these measures suggest a Chinese strategy to displace the U.S. as the preem-
inent power in Asia, and, ultimately perhaps, the world.13 

Concerned by the rise of China, Washington has sought to adapt its diplomatic, military, and 
economic behaviors.14 President Obama first proposed the ‘Pivot to Asia’’ although his effort was 
marred by entanglement in the Middle East. Both the Trump15 and the Biden Administrations pro-
claimed Great Power Competition as the primary focus of U.S. national security.16 One important 
difference, however, has been the Biden Administration’s emphasis on allies as a core of its foreign 
policy, embracing new Asia-Pacific security arrangements such as the Quad (U.S., Japan, Australia, 
and India) and the Australian-UK-U.S. nuclear-powered submarine agreement (AUKUS).17 U.S. 
armed forces are also retooling from counter-terrorism to conflict with peer competitors.18 

Giving a consistent priority to China in U.S. policy, however, has been made enormously more dif-
ficult by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. For years, Russia has also engaged in increasingly aggressive 
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and adversarial policies. The Kremlin doubled military expenditure between 2005 and 2018 and 
significantly upgraded its strategic forces.19 Russian military influence has been evident in Syria, 
Libya, the Central African Republic, Venezuela, and elsewhere. Moreover, Moscow interfered in 
elections in the United States and various European countries and engaged in massive disinfor-
mation campaigns and cyberattacks.20 

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 is only the latest—albeit the most savage and 
shocking—example in this litany of assertive action. The invasion is a break with more recent 
history; it is the most significant military action in Europe since the end of World War II, and 
the first time since the 1991 Gulf War that military force has been used in an attempt to seize 
the sovereign territory of another state. Many expert commentators are calling it the ‘end of 
the post-Cold War era’ or ‘a new Cold War,’ with impacts on the future global order that cannot 
yet be determined but must await the outcome of Moscow’s action and the global community’s 
robust response. 

Even before the Russian invasion, Western European countries were gearing up for a more hostile 
geopolitical environment. Both the United Kingdom21 and the European Union announced new 
Indo-Pacific strategies, promising deeper trade and defense ties with the region.22 European allies 
also began to reverse years of plummeting defense spending, a trend that Russia’s action has only 
intensified. Britain has acquired two new aircraft carriers and plans to expand its nuclear arsenal.23 
France is repurposing its armed forces from counterinsurgency to high-intensity war.24 Germany 
had already promised to raise its relatively low defense spending, but even more striking was its 
pledge to provide military support and heavy equipment to Ukraine, smashing a decades-long 
policy of refraining from offering such support to any country.25 

The evolving global environment, then, is almost certain to be more contentious, perhaps dan-
gerously so, with nations locked in heated rivalries over trade, technology, diplomatic influence, 
and competing national security interests, to say nothing of potential military confrontations. A 
military conflict between China and the U.S. over Taiwan, for example, is no longer an unthink-
able scenario.26 This more adversarial geostrategic environment brings the world to the brink of a 
destabilizing arms race and complicates the prospect of multilateral cooperation on arms control. 
Coming under such severe pressure, global arms control will be challenged significantly to play 
its traditional role as a crucial contributor to global governance.

The need for global arms control
In this environment, arms control could become a crucial tool for promoting global security and 
stability. Successful cooperation in arms control is not only in the long-term economic and strate-
gic interests of leading countries, but it can also serve to strengthen global governance. By contrast, 
the failure to reinvigorate arms control might only intensify competitive stresses with potential 
implications for the norms and institutions that are core components of the international system. 

First, arms control can contribute to a more stable and predictable relationship between the great 
powers. While arms control will not halt U.S. strategic competition with Russia, China, or others, 
it could dampen its most dangerous aspects. Historically, U.S.-Soviet arms control arrangements, 
such as the Strategic Arms Limitation Talks (1969-1979) or the Intermediate-range Nuclear Force 
Treaty (1987), helped to foster détente and a modus vivendi in their relations. Arms control pro-
vided a mechanism for confidence-building and crisis-management by creating valuable personal 
and organizational relationships and helping officials better understand each other’s approaches. 
This was the case not only bilaterally but multilaterally through entities like the Conference (now 
Organization) for Security and Cooperation in Europe (C/OSCE).27 
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Second, arms control can strengthen strategic stability by avoiding an intensifying arms race 
that locks rivals into an indefinite cycle of arms expansion and fosters greater insecurity with 
increased chances for miscalculation.  Arms races, moreover, are expensive, absorbing immense 
financial, technological, and human resources. Keeping military expenditure under control is in 
the economic interests of every party, whether their economies have been hurt by the pandemic 
as in the U.S., or they have noticeably slowed in recent years as in China.28 One reason that arms 
control garners support among politicians and the public is that resources spent on an arms race 
could have been devoted to other efforts such as fighting climate change or helping post-pandemic 
reconstruction in the developing world. 

Third, arms control can also mitigate the negative impacts of the proliferation of advanced weaponry. 
As emerging technologies become more accessible, the risk also grows that they will fall into the 
hands of terrorists, criminals, warlords, or other malign actors —“vertical proliferation” in arms 
control parlance.29 In the conventional weapons sphere, drones, which used to be state-of-the-art, 
are now being used not just by military forces but by non-state actors in such places as Syria, Libya, 
and Yemen.30 The failure to create a multilateral arms control regime that addresses and regulates 
the acquisition and use of weapons incorporating advanced and emerging technologies, such as 
lethal autonomous weapons, could exacerbate competition and make conflicts more destructive.

Finally, arms control can diminish the risks of war through accident and miscalculation. The 
Cold War witnessed a number of close calls, be it the Cuban Missile Crisis or the war scare over 
the 1983 Able Archer exercise. Although the world has escaped the catastrophe of an unintended 
nuclear war thus far, in the future nothing is guaranteed. The advance in disruptive technology 
further increases such a risk: cyber-attacks might escalate into a nuclear exchange, and plausible 
scenarios can be conceived in which the possible exploitation of artificial intelligence in future 
chains of command plunges the world into a devastating war by error.31

The challenges of global arms control
The return of great power rivalry gives little incentive to countries to reduce arms; in particular, 
countries have stepped up investment in emerging and disruptive technologies with innovative 
military applications, such as drones, autonomous weapons, hypersonics, quantum computing, bio-
technology, artificial intelligence, and additive manufacturing. Rapid advances in these technologies 
contrast starkly with the slow pace at which arms control efforts usually progress.32 Moreover, they 
have complicated arms control especially since they are often integrated with existing capabilities. 
Lethal autonomous weapons, for example, incorporate artificial intelligence, nanotechnology, and 
highly advanced sensors. Hypersonic missiles significantly reduce an opponents’ reaction time; that 
such missiles can carry both conventional and nuclear warheads also means that a conventional 
conflict could inadvertently transform into a nuclear one.33 For any future arms control regime to be 
successful, policy-makers must take these new advanced and emerging technologies into account.

Some degree of cooperation among great powers must be a central feature of all successful global 
arms reduction efforts, and a constructive working relationship between the United States, Russia, 
China, and others is a necessary, if not sufficient condition for any major future arms control success. 
With respect to nuclear weapons and intermediate-range ballistic missiles (IRBM), the United States 
did reach out to China over the possibility of either bilateral talks or trilateral ones involving Russia. 
China has so far rejected these proposals, although it was reported after the Biden-Xi 2021 summit 
that Washington and Beijing would pursue “conversations’’ on arms control and “discussions on 
strategic stability.”34 To be clear, it does not seem that Beijing is fundamentally uninterested in arms 
control; like any other state, however, most experts see China as willing to engage in arms control 
only when it judges that the benefits outweigh the costs and serves the national interest.35
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It is also not clear how much China or Russia is willing to compromise in order to secure its 
objectives. China regards U.S. arms control proposals as unfair since its nuclear arsenal is still 
much smaller than that of the United States. Beijing is also concerned about U.S. missile defense 
systems, conventional precision strike capability, and space-based military assets that further 
enlarge the disparity between the two sides. Suspecting that Washington is only interested in 
arms control to secure its own competitive advantage, Beijing is unlikely to concede its advantage 
in intermediate-range ballistic missiles.36

With respect to Russia, as a consequence of its actions in Ukraine, it is hard not to conclude that 
arms control involving the Kremlin has been thrust into a very deep freeze for the foreseeable 
future, particularly given the intense uncertainty regarding the war’s ultimate outcome. President 
Putin and other Russian officials have repeatedly made nuclear threats against the West and 
raised concerns that Russia might use tactical nuclear weapons in Ukraine to reverse its military 
setbacks—eroding the decades-long taboo against nuclear use.37 It is hard to see that President 
Putin will be in any mood to engage with other leading states in any situation that would involve 
making concessions of any kind.

Examining the record
Prior to the devastating consequences for arms control flowing from the Ukraine invasion, the 
gap between the United States, Russia, China (and others) on arms control was highlighted by 
several developments. Prior to convening the UN General Assembly (UNGA) in September each 
year, every member state can participate in each of the UNGA’s six committees, where they con-
sider proposals relevant to the committee’s specific responsibility and recommend resolutions 
for adoption by the General Assembly. While these resolutions are not legally binding, they can 
indicate guidelines for appropriate behavior. 

The First Committee on Disarmament and International Security deliberates on resolutions re-
lated to arms control, disarmament, and security. In the First Committee session that ran from 
October 4 until November 4, 2021, the committee considered 61 such resolutions. Of these, 33 
(54.1%) were subject to a vote. In these votes, the United States and China highlighted their dis-
agreements by voting differently on 26 resolutions (78.9%), while they agreed on only 7 (21.1%). 
In comparison, Russia voted with the United States on 15 resolutions (45.4%) and differently on 
18 (54.6%), while it voted with China on 16 resolutions (48.4%) and differently on 17 (51.6%).38

Another UN locale where competition and its negative impact has been manifest is the Security 
Council. There Russia has used its veto to quash a resolution condemning its invasion of Ukraine. 
It also has cast a series of vetoes to block attempts to hold the Syrian government accountable 
for a number of chemical weapons attacks during its ongoing civil war.39 Another issue can 
be seen in votes of the Organization for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons (OPCW); one 
assessment contends that in voting on Syria-related matters, two key groups emerged that do 
not seem to consider it important to hold Syria accountable nor offer an effective response to 
its non-compliance: “first, U.S. adversaries and the lesser powers in their orbit, which actively 
side with Russia in OPCW voting, and second, member states that frequently abstain, thereby 
making it harder to reach the two-thirds threshold needed to pass decisions…stifling decisive 
action…”40 The analysis identifies 27 states in the first category and 38 in the second. China is 
included in the first category.41

The UN Security Council and the UN system more generally highlight many analysts’ view that 
the effectiveness of international organizations is diminishing, including in arms control. In 
this view, these organizations are not “fit for purpose,” neither fast nor agile enough to cope 
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with the increasing complexity of global issues. National competition for leadership positions 
in these organizations is fierce as member states seek to gain an edge in tilting the organization 
in more favorable directions. They are also plagued by financial problems, with many members 
well in arrears. 

From this perspective, the multilateral organizations concerned with arms control have too often 
fallen short. As mentioned, the Conference on Disarmament (CD) in Geneva, formed in 1979 to be 
“the single multilateral disarmament and negotiations forum of the international community,”42 
has not successfully negotiated anything of significance for more than two decades. In the face of 
Iran’s assertive response to the Trump Administration’s withdrawal from the Joint Comprehensive 
Plan of Action agreement, the International Atomic Energy Agency has been notably hampered 
in conducting activities for which it is responsible under the agreement. In addition to Russia’s 
effort to undermine the OPCW’s work on chemical weapons in Syria, Moscow also attempted to 
hack into OPCW headquarters.43 

Recommendations
The international community must take a number of critical steps to reverse the negative trend 
lines of arms control. Some steps demand urgent action, such as dialogues between major powers 
on confidence-building and increasing the number of stakeholders involved in the process. Others 
will require more time given the need for a fundamental reconceptualization of at least some 
arms control paradigms. In short, policy-makers should make the arms control enterprise more 
multilateral and rethink some of the basic assumptions behind arms control.

Engaging major powers in arms control
Engagement and cooperation between major powers will be imperative for the success of any at-
tempt to reinvigorate multilateral arms control. In the short term, however, it is difficult to imagine 
that Moscow would have any interest in joining talks at which the Russians would be expected 
to give as well as to gain. Similarly, the Kremlin has made it quite clear through its actions that 
it views its military forces as the ultimate tool for securing its interests, which is hard to square 
with the logic of arms controls that military capabilities must be restricted or diminished in order 
to advance global peace and security. Before the invasion of Ukraine, Moscow may have been a 
reluctant participant in arms control; with the invasion and especially the strong global response 
in opposition to it, the Kremlin now is likely to be monumentally disinterested in such a process.

With China’s rise as a leading geopolitical power, securing Beijing’s involvement in arms control 
would also be important. Compared to other major powers, China has much less experience in 
arms control and has been reluctant—if not skeptical—towards binding agreements that would 
curb its strategic arsenal or limit other perceived critical components of its military power.44 
Nevertheless, it has participated in several multilateral arms control agreements and, more recent-
ly, it is a party to the joint UNSC statement on avoiding nuclear war and reducing strategic risks.45 

To secure Chinese engagement, Western countries should leverage China’s own self-interests as 
well as its self-perception as a vital player in global affairs. Avoiding a destabilizing arms race in 
the Asia-Pacific will create a more favorable strategic environment for Beijing and is also in its 
economic interests. Moreover, participating meaningfully in arms control could also contribute 
to China’s self-image as a responsible global power. 

Dissuading Chinese skepticism on arms control will require dedicated long-term U.S. engagement. 
In the shorter term, Washington should focus on crisis management and confidence-building to 
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reduce risks and lay favorable groundwork for eventual bilateral or multilateral treaties on strategic 
arms control and other issues.46 Rules of the road and codes of behavior for operations in contro-
versial areas such as the South China Sea would also make developments there more predictable 
and diminish prospects of costly mistakes.

At the same time, the United States needs to redress the damage done to the global arms control 
system that has in part been Washington’s own doing. The previous administration, for example, 
pulled out of the Treaty on Intermediate-range Nuclear Forces, unilaterally withdrew from the 
2015 deal to limit Iran’s nuclear program, and threatened to let the New START treaty expire. 
Equally if not more important, as U.S. domestic politics become increasingly polarized, policymak-
ers must prioritize sustaining support for arms control at home. They need only look at the 1980s 
and 90s, a period when some of the most significant arms control breakthroughs were accom-
plished by successive Republican and Democratic presidents with significant bipartisan support.

A multistakeholder approach to arms control
Arms control has been traditionally a state-based process, dominated by a handful of great pow-
ers. This is incompatible with the multilateralist principles that leading countries of the world all 
claim to support. The consequences of any future armed conflict between major powers will be 
transnational and affect every nation of the world. Thus, a major requirement for the future suc-
cess of arms control is to involve more participants, not just governments but other stakeholders 
such as industry, the scientific community, and civil society.

Major powers should not only engage in arms control efforts among themselves or with regional 
powers reluctant to enter arms control commitments, such as India and Pakistan, but also more 
robustly involve smaller countries that do not possess nuclear weapons or a strong military. To 
make arms control less state-centric, civil society should also be represented in the arms control 
process. Smaller states and non-government entities have little direct influence over great powers’ 
disarmament policy. However, they have the power to set norms and expectations for the use of 
certain weapons. 

The Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons, which entered into force in 2021, offers one ex-
ample of how various stakeholders can shape the norms of state behavior. As the first international 
treaty to ban nuclear weapons comprehensively, it was adopted in the UN General Assembly with 
the support of 122 countries.47 While states retained the ultimate decisions regarding the treaty, 
it is not likely that an agreed text could have emerged without the contribution of civil society 
groups that worked ceaselessly for its development and adoption. Unfortunately, as an indication 
of the current problems besetting arms control, none of the nuclear weapons states—many of 
whom are permanent members of the UNSC—support the agreement. Nevertheless, non-nuclear 
weapons states working through the treaty with the strong support of civil society entities could, 
over time, foster change regarding nuclear weapons norms as they have done regarding such 
problems as landmines, blinding lasers, and cluster munitions.

As the sources of new technologies with potential military applications and the underlying science 
that make them possible, the scientific community and the business sector also have an important 
role to play. The global chemical industry, for example, worked closely with government negotiators 
on some aspects of the CWC, notably verification and confidentiality issues. By cooperating closely 
with governments and civil society, industries and the scientific community can help raise awareness 
of the risks associated with their activities, such as potential malevolent uses of new technologies.

In the context of enlarging the participants in the arms control process, one concept outlined in 
the UN Secretary General’s report, Our Common Agenda, has especially interesting implications 
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for the conduct of arms control. The Secretary-General calls it “networked multilateralism.”48 
As his report explains: 

Today, a broader range of State and non-State actors are participating in global affairs…This 
is a form of multilateralism that is more networked, more inclusive, and more effective…
Networks can be more flexible, allowing for variable participation by a wide range of actors 
and the possibility of open coalitions or small “mini-lateral” or even “micro-lateral” groups…

Networked multilateralism, in theory, could represent a new paradigm for arms control that 
might ameliorate many of its challenges. If the Secretary-General’s enterprise moves forward 
successfully, it could have profound implications not only for arms control’s future agenda, but 
also for shaping its approaches and the resulting policies, processes, and practices. Governments 
should already be preparing to offer new and innovative approaches in response to the Secretary 
General’s call.

The need to reconceptualize the arms control enterprise
While these steps are critical for moving forward, the concept of “networked multilateralism” 
suggests an argument can be made that for too long the international community has been work-
ing from an agenda and utilizing an intellectual infrastructure that has become too familiar and 
too comfortable in the face of major geopolitical changes. In the face of such changes, the need 
to reconceptualize arms control must be considered. Doing so, however, entails answering tough 
questions, both for today and the future. Even a few examples of such questions show how difficult 
this effort is likely to be: 

•	 Have states parties consistently demonstrated and promoted the responsible exercise 
of national sovereignty in terms of meeting their treaty obligations? It can be argued 
that abstaining on key votes, as many nations have done with respect to Syria’s chemical 
weapons attacks at both the UNSC and in arms control bodies, is an abrogation of that 
responsibility. Every country has some risk management responsibility. Not every country 
can do everything, but every nation can do something. It is time to stop standing on the 
sidelines doing nothing and to take action.

•	 Does an insistence on universal multilateralism governed by the principle of consensus 
become a recipe for gridlock? Operating solely on the basis of consensus leaves necessary 
action subject not just to the tyranny of the minority but to the possibility of a tyranny of 
a single opponent. The OPCW’s creation through a majority vote rather than consensus 
of an accountability mechanism to determine who is responsible for confirmed chemical 
attacks has demonstrated what might be accomplished.

•	 Is putting all of one’s eggs into the single basket of a commitment to legally-binding, 
formal treaties the best way forward to address multiple and diverse challenges? As the UN 
Secretary General has argued, arms control must become more flexible, creating situations 
in which those states parties who share an interest in a line of inquiry or in testing potential 
new transparency or information-sharing measures are able to try them and promote them 
if they are deemed to be valuable.

The horizon is not entirely bleak, and a number of near-term occasions may provide opportuni-
ties to begin to address such questions. One example is the recent U.S. proposal to engage with 
other states parties to the Biological Weapons Convention (BWC) to explore new approaches for 
enhancing confidence in treaty compliance. It is an issue that has plagued BWC implementation 
for most of the treaty’s 50-year existence, especially following the 2001 U.S. rejection of a draft 
“verification protocol.”  According to Bonnie Jenkins, the Biden Administration’s Under Secretary 



11

BOLSTERING ARMS CONTROL IN A CONTESTED GEOPOLITICAL ENVIRONMENT

of State for International Security and Arms Control, the United States now seeks to “examine 
possible measures to strengthen implementation of the Convention, increase transparency, and 
enhance assurance of compliance.”49 Jake Sullivan, President Biden’s National Security Advisor, 
commented further, “This will be challenging work; success will require delegations to break out of 
old all-or-nothing mindsets and build new habits of constructive cooperation.”50

The international community should seize any opportunity of giving new momentum to coop-
eration on arms control. Another means is offered by UN Secretary General Guterres’ plan to 
convene a “2023 Summit of the Future,” announced in his report Our Common Agenda.51 An im-
portant part of the summit will be consideration of his proposed “New Agenda for Peace,” which 
gives priority to “preventing war and strengthening global peace and security.”52 As mentioned, 
the Secretary General’s approach identifies a critical role for arms control in moving his agenda 
forward. What is clearly needed now is the refurbishment of the arms control enterprise to ensure 
that it is fit for the challenges of the 21st century.

Conclusion
Profound changes in the world’s geopolitical environment over the last several decades include 
political dynamics that have intensified competition among a much wider range of players than 
during the Cold War. Many of them, such as China, find themselves in new positions that could 
have major impacts not only on their interests and objectives, but on the roles they are determined 
to play in the world. Others, including Russia, have found their roles changed, while they contin-
ue aggressively to exert major international power and influence. The speed and scope at which 
science has advanced and disruptive technologies have emerged is a second dramatic change. A 
third is the sharpened competition among alternative models of governance, with authoritarian 
regimes exploiting an expanded set of tools not only to tighten their grip on their own populations 
but also to work with like-minded partners to redefine the foundations of the global order.

These are only some of the geostrategic changes posing major challenges to strengthening global 
governance and the tools through which that goal can be achieved. Arms control is one of those 
tools. Historically, it has demonstrated time and again how agreements that help define the 
“rules of the road” in the international system can contribute to peace, security, and stability for 
all members of the global community. Today, arms control is under unprecedented pressure and 
confronts enormous challenges in adapting to new realities and maintaining its contribution to 
global governance. But steps can be taken to ease those pressures and overcome those challenges 
if the commitment is strong enough, the innovations creative enough, and the participation deep 
and broad enough to break out of business as usual.
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