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It was once said that the Comprehensive Nuclear Test Ban Treaty (CTBT) is the longest-sought and 
hardest-fought-for treaty in the history of arms control. It took a very long time to conceptualise, its 
negotiation process and birth was difficult, and it has yet to enter into adulthood and take its place 
alongside other treaties. 
 
As we have heard, the ratifications of nine further states are needed for this treaty to enter into force. Of 
those states, more than half have, or are suspected of having, nuclear weapons. As nuclear testing can be an 
important part of weapons development, these states’ interests are, to use a legal term, ‘specially affected’ 
by the treaty. The remaining governments are bound by their commitments under the 1968 Non-
Proliferation Treaty (NPT) not to develop nuclear weapons in the first instance. Those states that have 
already renounced nuclear weapons are, through their ratification of the CTBT, reiterating their pledge not 
to develop them in the first place. 
 
Now, Nikolai Sokov in his introduction asked about the relationship between nuclear disarmament and 
nuclear testing. Testing is no longer strictly necessary if you wish to develop weapons in the first place. 
This has been the case for some 40 years. Two countries did develop, or am widely assumed to have 
develop, nuclear weapons capability without conducting a single test. Therefore, some would say that 
ratification does not matter that much for disarmament. It imposes very few obligations on the non-nuclear 
weapon states, and as the nuclear weapon states can develop nuclear weapons without testing, it does not 
constrain their capabilities too much. 
 
However, this is not entirely true. Testing is still important if you want to have confirmation that your 
design works as you planned. That it delivers the yield that you want, and that it does so reliably. Someone 
once told me that nuclear weapons is like a car that you're not allowed to start, but that you nevertheless 
need to know that it will start when you turn the key. Every time, all the time. Only a test programme can 
give you that kind of assurance. From that perspective, the CTBT will have some practical implications for 
weapons development. 
 
What’s more, the treaty's entry into force would have important political consequences. It has been a while 
since the multilateral arms control and disarmament regime has scored a win. The treaties that we do have 
in effect have undeniably been effective. As Ed Levine said in his presentation a few moments ago, we 
would not be where we are in Syria if it had not been for the Chemical Weapons Convention and the 
Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons, and we would not know as much as we do about 
Iran if it were not for the NPT, the safeguards system and the International Atomic Energy Agency 
(IAEA). 
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In many ways, the CTBT is the benchmark treaty for multilateral verification so far. It is, in a way, difficult 
even to begin to describe the beautiful simplicity in which the CTBT is constructed—lost as it seems to 
have become amidst a clutter of associated documentation and jargon. A start, though, would be strip away 
all of that which spills out from and crowds in on its core purpose. Going through pages upon pages of 
legal language, hearing presentations on scientific aspects that appear arcane, trying to make sense of the 
details … all of this can make you feel overwhelmed and perhaps slightly confused. Don't be. 
 
The rule itself is exceptionally clear: the treaty outlaws all nuclear explosions, irrespective of yield, in all 
environments, for time eternal. It's difficult to interpret the rule any other way, although some may try. 
 
The verification system, for its part and for all its complexity, is also, at its core, a remarkably 
straightforward system of always-on, overlapping and mutually-reinforcing technologies—some of these 
technologies are well understood. The seismic system, for instance, is based on scientific principles that are 
very well known: something we understand well, something that is easy to demonstrate. We heard this very 
clearly from Paul Richard’s keynote presentation this morning. 
 
What’s really remarkable is the constant watchfulness of the CTBT stations and the speed with which they 
can send information from the farthest and most remote reaches of the globe to here, to Vienna—to this 
building. The concept of transmitting data in real time, over a dedicated network, must once have seemed 
like something out of a William Gibson novel. What twenty years ago sounded like science fiction—a 
globe-spanning network transmitting large amounts in data in real time—today sounds mundane. To 
paraphrase Mr Gibson, we sit here now, looking back at those times, trying to make sense of the fiction we 
have become. Have no doubt, the monitoring system is sharper and more precise than the scientists and 
diplomats that envisioned it could have expected. 
 
Can it serve as a model for future regimes? It depends on what the future verification mechanism is 
supposed to look at. The CTBT verification regime provides little guidance or inspiration when designing, 
for instance, a verification regime for warhead dismantlement or a ban on fissile material production. But I 
think here, detail is not the most important thing, but the broad design principles. Simplicity of structure is 
the overriding principle. The system has to be simple to be trusted—it needs to be intuitively 
understandable. Another important principle is accessibility. The data collected by the verification regime 
needs to be easy to retrieve—and, in addition, easy to analyse, understand and disseminate. I think the 
CTBT does this to great effect. 
 
Finally, a few short words about the CTBT’s relationships with other regimes. First, let us note that the 
IAEA administers the oldest and most established of the nuclear verification regimes. More work is 
required to make this established regime work in harmony with the CTBT. The two governing bodies, the 
Comprehensive Nuclear Test Ban Treaty Organisation (CTBTO) and the IAEA ought to work closer 
together than they presently are. 
 
The CTBT plays an active role in the maintenance and furtherance of global and regional peace and 
security even today. The treaty is not an irrelevance pending its entry into force. The verification system 
deters testing by its states parties and it has already played a role in detecting test explosions in North 
Korea on multiple occasions, leading to steps against North Korea to be taken in response. 
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Perhaps above all, the CTBT is a model for persevering with technical research at a time when political 
realities are not in favour of whatever is being researched. This should serve as an encouragement for those 
of us engaged with work on warhead dismantlement verification and the Fissile Material Cut-Off Treaty. 
That is, if you persevere and stay true to your commitment, one day, perhaps, your ambitions will become 
reality. 
 
I thank you for your attention. 


