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In this monograph Dr John J. Weltman examines the problems raised 
for Australian foreign and strategic policies by the prospect of the further 
spread of nuclear weapons.

Australia has had an extensive historical involvement with nuclear energy, 
an involvement which considerably antedates the contemporary domestic 
debate over the mining and export of Australian uranium ores.

The author finds that the spread of nuclear weapons to new states, 
especially in the Third World, is likely in spite of efforts to prevent it. This 
conclusion is due, not only to the world-wide diffusion of the civil nuclear 
power industry. It follows also from the reemergence of indigenous regional 
conflict patterns throughout the world, as superpower dominance over 
the foreign and strategic policies of new states recedes.

Proliferation of nuclear weapons in Australia’s immediate neighbourhood 
presents major dangers to Australian security, but dangers which can be 
minimized by well-considered Australian policies. Dr Weltman examines these 
policies in detail. He touches upon technical, economic, political and military 
considerations, as well as on the relationship between the Australian - 
American alliance and the spreading of nuclear weapons in the region. His 
work should be of interest to all readers concerned with Australia’s foreign 
and national security policy.

Robert O’Neill 
Editor, Canberra Papers 
and Head, SDSC

Author’s Note: I am grateful to the Australian Institute for International 
Affairs for permission to use here material first published in my article, 
‘Toward a Regional Antiproliferation Policy for Australia’, Australian Out
look, v. 33, No. 3 (December, 1979), pp. 281-295.
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INTRODUCTION

The realisation, early in the decade just passed, that among her mineral 
resources were vast reserves of uranium, presented Australia with a set of 
hopes, fears, and problems for policy in many ways not essentially dissimilar 
from those presented to her by the new-found importance of her other 
minerals. Since the recent discovery of the massive level of her uranium 
reserves the question of whether to mine and export them — and if so under 
what conditions— has increasingly become the focus of debate. (See Ranger 
1976, 1977.)

But it is well to bear in mind that Australian involvement with atomic 
energy goes back well before this. (See Bellany 1972.) During the Second 
World War, and in the years immediately following it, world reserves of 
uranium seemed to be very small, and necessarily devoted in large part to 
military purposes. Australia was one of the few places where any deposits 
at all were to be found, and it is probable that Australian uranium 
contributed to the early American and British bomb development and pro
duction programmes. It is certain that Australian scientists participated in 
these projects from their earliest stages. After the war Australian governments 
consented to British nuclear weapons tests on Australian territory.

The expertise which Australian personnel had thus garnered put this 
country in an excellent position to create an indigenous nuclear establish
ment. This was done in 1953 with the founding by act of Parliament of 
the Australian Atomic Energy Commission, whose brief was two-fold: the 
encouragement of exploration looking toward the discovery of new uranium 
resources, and research into civil uses of atomic energy. There followed 
a period in which uranium figured in public policy issues, in three fashions.

First, the extent to which—if at all—Australia should employ nuclear 
power for the generation of her domestic electricity requirements, became 
a matter for public debate. This debate led to the decision in 1969 by the 
Liberal-Country party government of John Gorton to build Australia’s 
first nuclear power reactor at Jervis Bay, a coastal enclave under Federal 
government jurisdiction about 200 kilometres south of Sydney. This plan 
was later suspended by William McMahon who displaced Gorton as Liberal 
leader and Prime Minister in 1971. When a Labor government took office
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in 1972 under E. G. Whitlam, the proposal was shelved. It is unlikely that 
similar proposals are likely to surface in the eastern states for some time, 
owing to the controversy such proposals are likely to arouse, the costly 
nature at present of nuclear power stations compared to those driven by 
other means, and the abundance of fossil fuel sources and hydroelectric 
energy found in the eastern states or on the continental shelf adjoining 
them. In Western Australia, however, the Liberal government of Sir Charles 
Court has recently announced that it proposes to build a nuclear power 
station on the Indian Ocean Coast north of Perth, a station which would 
begin generating in the 1990’s. (Western Australian Parliament 1979:4261.)

A second area of controversy related to matters strategic. Should Australia 
herself acquire nuclear weapons? What should be her attitude toward the 
growing international movement to prevent new states from acquiring nuclear 
weapons, a movement which culminated in the Non-Proliferation Treaty 
of 1968? Those who argued in the ‘sixties’ for an Australian nuclear force 
proposed scenarios in which Australia might face attack by one of the states 
then possessing nuclear weapons, or by one of those states in alliance with 
a local non-nuclear power. These scenarios further presumed that Australia 
could not confidently rely upon an American nuclear response to deter 
such an attack, because the US would itself fear nuclear destruction of 
its own territory by the forces of the attacker. Those who argued against 
the acquisisition of nuclear weapons suggested that these scenarios were 
highly implausible. Australia did not face any appreciable danger of attack 
involving a nuclear weapons state. Furthermore certain types of conventional 
response would be far more effective than nuclear weapons against the 
local lower-order threats Australia was more likely to face. The opponents 
of nuclear weapons carried the day, and it seems unlikely now that Australia 
will again seriously contemplate acquiring them, short of sudden and cat
astrophic change in the general international situation. (United Services 
Institution 1974; Millar 1969.)

Australia symbolized her decision not to acquire national nuclear weapons 
by her decisions, after long debate, to sign the Non-Proliferation Treaty in 
1970, and to ratify it in 1973. This treaty’s object was to prevent the 
emergence of additional nuclear weapons powers. To this end, those 
signatories who were not themselves already nuclear weapons states for
swore their rights to acquire such weapons in the future. (Millar 1974; 
Richardson 1968.)
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Another area of public policy which exercised Australian opinion related 
to the testing of nuclear weapons. In 1973 Australia and New Zealand joined 
in submitting to the International Court of Justice a case against French 
testing of nuclear weapons in French Polynesia. While the case was decided 
inconclusively in 1974, the experience dramatised the extent to which public, 
as well as governmental, opinion in both countries was disturbed at the 
health and environmental implications of nuclear testing relatively close to 
their national territories. Nor was public opposition to testing confined to 
testing by France. Chinese tests evoked public and governmental statements 
of disapproval. (Millar 1978: 334-5;416-7.)

All of this is to suggest that questions related to nuclear energy and its 
uses have been of concern to the Australian public and governments in a 
variety of ways, and for a considerable period of time. These questions did not 
emerge newly-born when the controversy over uranium mining and export 
began in earnest in the early 1970’s. (Richardson 1975; Bull 1975; Collins 
1976.)

This controversy is a complex one, fought over a wide variety of issues, 
and between a wide variety of interests, domestic and foreign. (Smith 1979.) 
The issues involved range into broad questions of energy supply, safety, 
and ultimately into social organization and collective life-style.

Suspicion of a policy of allowing the exploration for export of Australian 
uranium resources brings together a broad coalition. No one can evade the 
connection which exists between the military and civil uses of atomic energy. 
The impetus to the practical development of this energy source was the re
quirements of war; historically, civil atomic energy programs have been a by
product of the technology and skills first developed for the production 
of weapons. The general association, in the public mind, between atomic 
energy and atomic weapons, creates a climate of unease regarding this energy 
source, a psychological disposition not found in attitudes toward other 
energy sources.

Concern with the safety of the civil nuclear power cycle is a basic 
motivation for most of those opposing uranium mining in Australia. This 
concern takes two forms: that uranium destined for civil use may at some 
point be diverted to the production of weapons; and that the civil cycle 
itself is unsafe. The latter view involves the fear that there might be a 
catastrophic accident involving a civil nuclear power plant, placing the lives
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of thousands or millions in immediate jeopardy, as well as the fear that 
less dramatic but nevertheless serious long-term dangers to public health 
follow from various points in the normal operation of the cycle. (Indyk 
1977; Ball 1980.)

In addition to these fears about the effects of the nuclear power cycle 
itself, there are a variety of concerns about the effects on the human and 
physical environment, of the mining process and associated activities. In 
addition to the degrading effects on the physical environment which are 
potentially the case with mining in any location, a number of uranium 
mining projects carry the implication of interfering with the lives and liveli
hoods of Aboriginal communities, as well as with their sacred sites.

Those who support uranium mining in Australia argue that these concerns 
are blown up out of their proper proportion. In spite of catastrophes 
existing in the imagination, world-wide experience with the operation of 
nuclear power plants suggests that their safety records compare favourably 
with other forms of energy generation. The diversion of uranium from 
civil to military purposes is essentially a political decision which governments 
might make. Safeguard procedures exist which serve to make such diversion 
more difficult. In any case governments will not acquire nuclear weapons 
merely because they have a civil atomic capability. They will do so if they 
come to the conclusion that their national interests require such weapons. 
If they come to such conclusions the weapons can be acquired by means 
other than diversion from civil atomic programs. In any case, policies designed 
to discourage further nuclear weapons spread, must concentrate upon a 
variety of measures to remove the incentives for new states to acquire the 
weapons, rather than on the vain hope of shutting off their technological 
capacity to do so. While mining in any form does threaten to degrade the 
physical and human environment, it is nevertheless possible to manage 
these activities in such a way as to minimize these effects, with uranium 
mining as with other sorts of extractive operations.

Underlying this debate are alternative images of the global energy future, 
and the place of civil nuclear fission programmes in that future. The pro-, 
ponents of uranium mining and export argue, ultimately, that it is in 
Australia’s interest to do so, as an economic proposition, to fulfill a world
wide demand for a product, a demand which can be expected to grow in 
the future. Their opponents indicate that the world market for uranium
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has recently grown slack, and conclude from this that it has peaked. They 
attribute this to a growing realisation of the high costs of producing elec
tricity by atomic power, and to changes in public opinion brought about by 
the widespread ‘anti-nuclear’ agitation in many countries. They expect 
that this form of power generation will fulfull a progressively lower fraction 
of global energy requirements in coming years. They assert, therefore, that 
if massive investment is made in the uranium extractive process in Australia, 
economic pressures will force the Australian Government to relax its require
ments for safeguards against diversion to military use, in order to sell the 
uranium abroad in what will be a buyers’ market, with a large excess of 
supply over demand. (Indyk 1977.)

The proponents of uranium mining suggest that their opposition mistake 
a momentary dip in demand for a long-term secular trend. While projections 
of future demand for civil atomic power have been scaled down they still 
suggest that the industry, and the demand for fuel to supply it, will continue 
to expand until well into the next century. If this is to be the case, not only 
may we expect that uranium extraction and export will be profitable in 
economic terms, it will also be a necessary component of attemps to retard 
the spread of nuclear weapons to new states. If governments conclude that 
atomic fission must form an important part of their endeavors to ensure 
the security of their energy supplies, difficulties or lack of reliability in the 
supply of natural uranium for nuclear fuel will not induce them to turn 
away from atomic power. Rather these difficulties are likely instead to make 
those governments turn to technologies which promise to lessen their de
pendence on external sources of nuclear fuel. Notable among these are 
the ‘fast-breeder’ reactor and plutonium recycling. These methods not only 
reduce the necessity for foreign imports, they also produce quantities of 
weapons-grade fissionable material, thus reducing the additional effort 
and investment necessary if a decision to acquire nuclear weapons is made. 
It is notable, furthermore, that many governments, of various ideological 
persuasions, many of them in the Third World, have come to the view that 
nuclear power is necessary for their energy security, and indeed interpret 
Western restrictions on the export to them of nuclear fuels and technologies, 
as representing continuing Western efforts to keep the Third World dependent 
on the West.
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The domestic debate over these questions within Australia, pits small 
coalitions of activists against one another, leaving large elements of the 
community still uncommitted. Various environmental groups, groups con
cerned with Aboriginal rights, some scientific opinion, consumer groups, 
and sections of the trade unions and the Labor party oppose uranium mining. 
The official positions of both the Australian Council of Trade Unions and 
the Australian Labor Party oppose the mining and export of uranium at 
present.

In addition to those companies with a direct interest in uranium mining, 
and the present Liberal-Country party government, proponents of mining 
include the Australian Atomic Energy Commission and a substantial body 
of scientific opinion. Furthermore, the formal position of the ACTU against 
uranium mining and export conceals a substantial split within its ranks. 
Substantial elements in the trade union movement favour an activity which 
they forsee providing employment to their members. This split in the trade 
union movement reflects a split in the Labor party itself. The ALP’s official 
position indicates that the party will not approve mining and export until 
such time as it is satisfied that safety problems regarding nuclear waste 
storage have been solved, and until such time as it has been satisfied that 
safeguards against Australian uranium being diverted to military purposes 
are adequate. The ALP’s position is that a future Labor Government will 
refuse to honor any contracts for export entered into under the favorable 
regime for such exports now maintained by the present Government. 
(Australia. Parliament 25 August 1977.) The likelihood that a future Labor 
government would in fact act in this fashion is a subject for considerable spec
ulation. One is led to the conclusion that the extent of future Australian 
uranium exports, under governments of either political persuasion, will, 
more than on any other factor, turn upon the condition of the world 
uranium market. The perceived prospects for tax revenues, profits and 
jobs will decide the issue.

One can only adopt a posture of diffidence with regard to any pre
dictions about these prospects, given the volatility and inaccuracy of 
predictions about the uranium market which have been made in the past. 
But the most recent analyses do not give comfort to those who predict a 
collapse in the world uranium market, such that Australian exports would 
never achieve economic viability. (The Nuclear Proliferation Factbook 
1977: 127-68\ Strategic Survey 1977- 108-113.)
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The International Nuclear Fuel Cycle Evaluation (INFCE) was a major 
international study of nuclear energy and its implications. It was begun ir. 
1977 at the behest of the new Carter administration in Washington, and 
grew to involve representatives of 56 countries. The objective of this ex
tensive operation was both technical and political: to attempt to provide 
something like an agreed assessment of the role of nuclear energy in meeting 
world energy needs, as well the ways in which the risks of this type of energy 
production could be minimized. In February of 1980 the final conference 
of INFCE at Vienna adopted a report, which was summarized by the Aust
ralian Foreign Minister in Parliament on 19 March 1980 in a ministerial 
statement. In its discussion of the future of the uranium market, the 
Minister’s statement indicated that, *... nuclear power can be expected to 
make an increased contribution to the world’s energy needs over the next 
half century’. Furthermore, the statement predicts that, assuming the 
exploitation of all presently known uranium resources...further sources 
of production, which will have to be supported by new discoveries, are 
likely to be needed before the end of the century’. (Australia. Parliament 
1980:914)

We need not, of course, regard this set of predictions about the future 
of the civil uranium industry as carrying any more authority than those 
often contradictory predictions which preceded it, but it provides little 
basis for the belief that civil nuclear energy, with all the problems and con
troversies associated with it, will simply go away. Certainly, if economic 
considerations should prove to make this form of energy production 
irrelevant over the next few years, Australian policy will be moot, and the 
internal debate on these matters will subside into insignificance. It is prudent, 
however, to assume that Australia will, for the forseeable future, exist in a 
world in which nuclear energy for civil purposes is widespread and growing, 
at whatever rate. It becomes important, therefore, to assess the implications 
which such a situation will have. Furthermore, since there are routes to the 
acquisition of nuclear weapons which do not first require civil atomic energy 
programmes, even the sudden demise of such programmes would not 
eliminate dangers.

Whatever the outcome of the domestic debate over uranium mining and 
export, the problem of the existence of nuclear weapons and the possibility 
that new states will acquire them will remain. The remainder of the essay
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has as its purpose an examination of Australia’s position in such a context. 
What dangers will flow for Australia from this situation? What external 
policies should Australia pursue to meet those dangers? What effect on her 
situation can we expect Australian national policies to have, and what are 
the limits on the range within which such policies may be expected to have an 
effect?
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GLOBAL PROSPECTS FOR NUCLEAR PROLIFERATION

Contrary to the optimistic expectations which some might have 
maintained when the regime of the Non-Proliferation Treaty of 1968 came 
into force, it is becoming increasingly obvious to most observers that the 
proliferation of nuclear weapons has not been checked.* It is likely that 
the coming decades will see many new nuclear weapons powers, most of 
them probably states in the Third World. Few would care to welcome this 
prospect and a good deal of attention continues to be devoted to dis
couraging governments from acquiring the weapons and to placing technical 
obstacles in the way of acquisition. But these measures are no longer looked 
to as having the capacity to stop nuclear spread; at best they serve to retard 
it. The focus of concern for many analysts has now become how best nuclear 
weapons spread may be managed so as to reduce the incidence of nuclear 
wars in its train.

Why have these conclusions been reached? (See Weltman 1980.) The 
spread of facilities and expertise which can be applied toward weapons 
production, and which is a consequence of the world-wide spread of civil 
atomic energy programmes, is only part of the reason. More important 
perhaps have been major changes in the political structure of the inter
national system which have been taking shape since the end of the Second 
World War, and whose effects are now becoming increasingly apparent.

Immediately after the Second World War the world seemed to coalesce 
into two tightly structured camps. The Soviet-American conflict dominated 
international politics, almost to the exclusion of other concerns, or so it 
seemed. The superpowers dominated the other states in the system, and those 
states found that their foreign and national security policy decisions were 
powerfully constrained by the imperatives of the central/East-West’ conflict.

* There is an immense literature on general problems of nuclear proliferation. For 
recent surveys of note, see American Academy of Political and Social Science 1977; 
Wohlstetter 1976; Maddox 1975; Greenwood 1977; Quester 1973; Gompert 1977; 
Marwali 1975; Lawrence 1974; Lefever 1979. The Nuclear Proliferation Factbook 
1977 contains an encyclopaedic collection of data and documents. Also see Waltz 1979.
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While this picture may never have been an accurate one, its irrelevance has 
become apparent in the last two decades. The end of the European colonial 
systems produced a host of new actors on the international scene, making 
foreign and defense policy decisions in the light of their own dominant 
interests and concerns. As the former European imperial powers withdrew 
from the scene conflict patterns based upon indigenous regional patterns 
asserted themsleves. In some cases these conflicts simply represented the 
continuation of historical developments well in train before the entry of 
the Europeans; these developments were simply interrupted and frozen by 
the European presence, and one might argue that contemporary events 
broadly take up matters where they were left off when the Europeans 
arrived. (See, e.g., Osborne 1979.)

Superpower interests and policies did not become irrelevant to an under
standing of the politics of what was to become known as the ‘Third-World’. 
Furthermore the complexities of this arena of politics are so immense as to 
render all but the broadest generalisation difficult. But it can be said that 
the governments of the ‘Third-World’ made their decisions in foreign and 
defence policy primarily on the basis of their most immediate problems 
and goals. The superpowers continued to seek influence in the ‘Third- 
World’ with a view to enhancing their positions relative to one another. 
Third World governments increasingly came to regard arrangements of various 
kinds with superpowers primarily in terms of the effects of those arrange
ments on the evolution of those regional patterns which were those govern
ments’ principal external policy concerns. Furthermore in a number of cases 
Third World governments have demonstrated ample capacity to throw over 
with impunity regional access arrangements involving the investment by 
a superpower ‘patron’ of considerable prestige and economic resources. 
Egypt and Somalia have both provided well-known examples of this cap
acity in recent years.

If we understand policy decisions in the Third World as taken by autono
mous actors largely in terms of their perceived requirements in their 
immediate environment, we should hardly be surprised to note that such 
decisions include matters relating to weapons. While nuclear weapons may 
appear to be instruments of an especially horrendous character, they remain 
weapons. The dominance of local concerns in security decisions, and the 
constraints which make it difficult for the superpowers to compel compliance
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with their desires-- even when they have desires in common-- are illustrated 
if we turn to recent events in south Asia.

Opposition to the further spread of nuclear weapons is the stated policy 
of both the United States and the Soviet Union, and there is no reason to 
believe that this does not remain an important goal of each government. 
However each government also has other goals, many of which are in con
flict with the purposes of the other government, or with the requirements 
of a policy directed solely toward the prevention of further nuclear spread. 
In south Asia it has become apparent that American opposition to further 
nuclear proliferation can be sustained only at the risk of reducing its regional 
influence and cutting across the imperatives of its competitive relationship 
with the USSR.

While the superpowers may perceive the states of south Asia primarily 
within the context of the central balance, the picture is different when 
viewed from the subcontinent. Since the war of 1962 if not before, India 
has conceived that her primary security threat was China; no doubt the 
Indian ‘peaceful’ nuclear explosion of 1974 was intended at least to symboli
cally redress the nuclear balance with China. Yet Pakistan since her birth 
in 1947 has seen India as the major threat. Thus whatever New Delhi’s 
intentions in 1974, Islamabad could not but react to the explosion as rep
resenting a threat to itself, creating an incentive to attempt a response in 
kind.

This meant that American policy became caught in a dilemma, once 
Western intelligence began to receive reports that Pakistan was surreptitiously 
acquiring the components of an uranium enrichment plant and other 
facilities which would give her the capacity to construct a nuclear explosive. 
(E.g., International Herald Tribune 18 April 1979, 3 May 1979.) The first 
reaction in Washington was a threat to cut off military assistance. The 
Afghanistan crisis intervened, however, and Washington became concerned 
primarily to enlist governments in opposition to Soviet actions. Because 
of her geographical position Pakistan was conceived to have an important 
role to play in this regard. American policy toward Islamabad swiftly reversed 
itself. Military assistance offers to Pakistan now took precedence over efforts 
to impose sanctions against the continuation of the Pakistani nuclear weapons 
programme. Yet offers of greater military assistance to Pakistan threatened 
to arouse the ire of India for whom Pakistan represents a long-standing, 
if now secondary, threat. Furthermore the aftermath of the Indian nuclear
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explosion itself created difficulties for Washington. Antiproliferation advo
cates, including powerful Congressional circles as well as elements in the State 
Department and the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency, advocated 
rigorous application of statutory provisions for the complete cessation of 
all shipments of further civil nuclear fuel supplies to India, unless New Delhi 
forthwith accepted full-scope international safeguards on all her nuclear 
facilities.

This was a request which the Indian government was most reluctant to 
accept, no doubt in part because of the strategic importance attached by 
them to the maintenance of an option to acquire a more extensive nuclear 
force against China at some future juncture. Furthermore India was not her
self without leverage in this situation. The US was anxious to avoid further 
strain in relations with India and the possibility of a closer alignment on 
her part with the USSR consequent upon the military assistance to be 
offered to Pakistan. Furthermore those familiar with the Indian nuclear 
programme felt that, if the US insisted on full-scope safeguards the Indians 
could find an alternative source of fuels in Russia or elsewhere, or could 
indeed simply move to greater reliance on their own capabilities, thus 
distancing themselves even further than before from the NPT regime. These 
latter arguments prevailed within the administration. The view finally 
prevailed there that a cessation of delivery of promised nuclear fuels would 
have undesirable consequences for the American position on the subcontinent 
generally, and indeed for hopes of retarding further Indian progress toward 
nuclear autarchy. The President decided to allow the sales; at the time of 
writing Congressional attempts to override him have been beaten back. 
{InternationalHerald Tribune 25 September 1980: 1; 26 September 1980: 2)

Whatever the outcome of the American domestic debate on this matter, 
these events in south Asia should suggest the complexity and intractability 
of the conflicts which might give rise elsewhere to the potential for nuclear 
weapons spread and the difficulties which outside agents might face in 
preventing it. To be sure, all of the new states are hardly likely to decide 
to acquire those nuclear armaments which they are capable of acquiring. 
But we should understand that these governments will be guided in such 
matters, as in the remainder of their foreign and defence policy decisions, 
by their interests as they see them, not by some ‘common interest’ pro
pounded for their instruction by others.
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Much discussion of the prospects for nuclear proliferation centres upon 
the elaborate mechanisms, known as ‘safeguards’, against the surreptitious 
diversion of nuclear materials and facilities from civil to military purposes. 
The term ‘safeguards’ encompasses a variety of surveillance devices, account
ing procedures, and physical security measures at sensitive points in the 
civil nuclear cycle. Safeguards measures were a feature of early American 
bilateral nuclear export programmes beginning in the mid 1960’s. Multi
lateral safeguards have been continuously elaborated, expanded and refined 
under the administration of the International Atomic Energy Agency since 
1961. Under Article III of the Non-Proliferation Treaty of 1968 all non
nuclear weapons states parties to the Treaty are required to accept complete 
IAEA safeguards coverage of their nuclear facilities.

A great deal of the public analysis of the ‘safeguards’ system is directed 
to the question whether it is ‘foolproof ’, whether the system can ‘prevent’ 
the diversion of nuclear fuels to military purposes. This analysis largely 
misses the purpose of the safeguards system, and its capability. The object 
of the system is to make any such diversion slower, more costly, to make 
it probable that any such attempt might become known to the IAEA, and 
thence to other states which might be disposed to indicate their displeasure 
by a variety of measures. (See Maddox 1975; Sipri 1975.) A certain amount 
of inaccuracy is present inevitably in any system which attempts to monitor 
large quantities of material. There is normally no reason to attribute such 
an anomaly to sinister motives. The decision to suspect such motives must 
flow from political judgment rather than from any technical signal. A govern
ment so disposed might thus still be physically capable of organizing surrept
itious diversion of nuclear materials from facilities operating under safe
guards. It might also choose to secretly create additional facilities expressly 
designed for the production of weapons-grade material, separate from those 
facilities under safeguards. This would of course be illegal, but it would 
not be impossible. Finally the NPT regime does not restrict non-nuclear 
weapons states from engaging in a variety of research and production 
operations necessary for the construction of nuclear explosives, activities 
which do not involve fissile materials. Thus activities could be undertaken 
which might bring a government quite close to the complete manufacture 
of weapons without violation of its international legal undertakings. Finally 
a government has the right, under Article X of the NPT, to withdraw on 
three months’ notice, ‘....  if it decides that extraordinary events, related to
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the subject matter of this Treaty, have jeopardized the supreme interests 
of its country’. While a state exercising this right is required to inform the 
other signatories as well as the UN Security Council of its reasons for with
drawing, the right is an absolute one, not dependent on any other parties’ 
acceptance of those reasons.

This discussion of the ‘safeguards’ system should have served to highlight 
the character of that system. As with other measures of international coll
aboration the degree of success which the safeguards system may enjoy 
depends upon the extent to which the states within the system are disposed 
politically to continue to accept their legal obligations. If they are no longer 
so disposed we should not expect that technical hurdles will be capable of 
preventing them from achieving their objectives.

While the safeguards system can thus never be expected to serve as more 
than a retardant to the acquisition of nuclear weapons by governments which 
might desire to do so, it can be considerably more effective against the possi
bility that non-governmental actors might acquire such weapons or other 
highly dangerous nuclear materials. While the acquisition of nuclear weapons 
of some sort is now not beyond the means of many states in the Third World, 
we should not underestimate the scale of the resources necessary. Contrary to 
some popular notions, nuclear weapons cannot be constructed by a couple 
of engineering students in a garage over the school holidays. While the general 
outlines of nuclear weapons explosive mechanisms may be easily under
stood by those with a modicum of technical training, this knowledge does 
not go very far toward the actual construction of the devices. For this a 
major industrial plant is necessary, with hundreds or thousands of personnel 
highly proficient in a variety of technical skills. No organization without 
a territorial base would be in a position to undertake such an operation. Non- 
territorially based terrorist groups might conceivably mount operations 
to steal weapons once constructed, or radioactive materials at various points 
in the civil atomic cycle. While the latter could not produce nuclear ex
plosions they might be used to contaminate large areas with highly toxic 
substances. While these are serious dangers there is no reason to believe 
that they cannot be effectively countered by appropriately designed physical 
security measures. The problem here is no different from that of maintaining 
the security of other sorts of conventional weaponry, or of the wide variety 
of highly toxic substances produced by modern industry. Indeed the problem 
of maintaining the physical security of nuclear substances may be easier
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than that of keeping dangerous conventional substances out of unauthorised 
hands. Since the former are concentrated at far fewer locations, a system 
which aims to prevent theft could be more easily designed, would require less 
resources, and would be more likely to achieve success, than a system for the 
physical security of dangerous substances of all sorts in modern society. If 
there is a consensus that theft of nuclear materials represents a danger of a 
special kind, concentrating resources to meet it represents only a technical 
problem which is clearly within the resources of governments to solve. It 
is not a political problem, as is the problem of dissuading governments 
from acquiring nuclear weapons, or managing their behaviour if they should 
do so.

This is not to rule out the possibility that a terrorist organisation might 
attempt the theft of nuclear weapons or other materials with the conni
vance of a government. In such a case, however, the terrorist organisation 
would in effect function as an agent of a government. The government’s 
attitude would be crucial in this respect; the problems involved would be 
political in nature and not essentially different from those posed by a govern
ment acting on its own behalf.

If the acquisition of dangerous nuclear materials by non-governmental 
entities is preventable, we have seen that further spread of nuclear weapons 
to governments is not. What sort of a world does this suggest for the next 
few decades? The conventional wisdom on this score is clear enough. The 
more nuclear powers, the more likely nuclear wars will be. Not only can 
we expect a host of conflicts in the Third World to erupt into nuclear cat
astrophe; an increase in the number of nuclear weapons states will also 
render the strategic balance between the superpowers unstable, increasing 
the likelihood of the ultimate horror of general nuclear war.

These apocalyptic assumptions are, fortunately, unjustified, unless we 
presume that rationality and prudence are qualities confined to governments 
in the ‘advanced’ ‘First’ and ‘Second’ worlds. The dangers represented by 
nuclear weapons are stark, simple, and easy to comprehend. No great 
sophistication in analysis is necessary in order to deduce the necessity for 
caution in dealing with them. Far from causing existing conflicts in the 
Third World to erupt into nuclear violence, the spread of nuclear arsenals 
is likely to make the resort to local wars less likely, as governments come 
to appreciate the risks of imprudence. Nor is it likely that an increase in 
the number of nuclear weapons states will have a destabilising effect on
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the central strategic balance. Few if any potential new nuclear weapons 
powers can present threats to superpower arsenals sufficient to appreciably 
erode the vulnerability of those arsenals. In the absence of such threats the 
stability of the superpower balance will remain a function of the deployment 
and plans of the ‘big two’, and not of any actions by third parties. (For full 
analysis along these lines, see Weltman 1980.)

While nuclear weapons spread will not adversely effect the strategic 
balance and will tend to produce increased caution by governments in their 
conduct of local conflict, certain dangers nevertheless remain. Sudden or 
asymmetrical introduction of nuclear weapons into already tense local 
conflict situations might well result in crises involving local nuclear weapons 
use. While there is no more danger that such events would involve an 
escalation to confrontation between the superpowers than already exists, 
the local consequences would certainly be catastrophic. There are grounds 
for belief that superpower policy-makers should begin to consider what 
means they may have at their disposal to manage such situations with a 
view to minimizing the probability of such consequences.

Whatever view we might take of the consequences of nuclear spread; 
indigenous conflicts in today’s world are pervasive. In none of these 
situations is a temptation or felt necessity to acquire nuclear weapons 
absent from the calculations of the participants. We will take up the pattern 
of conflict and potential conflict in Australia’s region in the following 
section. Here we will highlight some of the potentially explosive conflicts 
embedded in the international politics of regions further afield.

The pattern of conflict on the Indian subcontinent has already been out
lined as has the movement which this pattern has already induced toward 
nuclear weapons by both India and Pakistan. Further west the international 
politics of the middle east is riven by a host of conflicts. The Arab-Israeli 
conflict is the most dramatic political and military fissure in the region 
but by no means is it the only one. Conflict among the Arab states of the 
region has historic roots going back well beyond the birth of Israel, and 
becomes salient during periods of relative quiescence in the Arab-Israeli 
relationship. These conflicts involve not only territorial disputes but also 
disputes between regimes bearing differing ideological coloration. Arab 
governments of differing ideological persuasion employ both conventional 
military means and attempts at internal subversion as means to enhance their
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relative influence. In the Persian Gulf region hostility and intermittent 
conflict between Arab and Persian governments is a recurrent feature of 
modern and pre-modern history. It need hardly be said that this pattern of 
conflict has survived undiminished in the contemporary period in spite 
of recent major change in regime in both Iran and Iraq, two of the most 
important participants. The wealth or technological capacity of many 
governments in the Middle East and Persian Gulf make nuclear weapons 
programmes, of some sort, feasible for them.

The politics of southern Africa today is of immense complexity. Over
shadowing the potential for conflict which exists between and within the 
African states, black and white, however, is the hostility between the white 
bastion in South Africa and her black neighbours. While the technological 
situation of the black states makes any thought of indigenous production 
of advanced weapons by them illusory for the forseeable future, the tech
nological sophistication of South Africa makes nuclear weapons production 
feasible for her, even if the most security-minded South African analyst 
would be hard-pressed to develop a rationale for such weapons’ necessity 
or utility to meet the security problems that regime is likely to face between 
now and the end of the century. (See Betts 1979.)

The international politics of Latin America has been characterised in 
recent years by relatively few inter-state wars. However, such encounters 
have not by any means been totally lacking in that region’s historical ex
perience. Latin American international politics has been primarily charac
terised by rivalry and conflict carried out through the means of arms races 
and various types of measures short of war. An important and continuing 
conflict has been that between Argentina and Brazil, the two largest, most 
populous and generally most powerful states in South America. Both of 
these societies are wealthy and technologically sophisticated, with sub
stantial cadres of scientific and engineering personnel. Interest in civil atomic 
power is widespread in both. (Also see Quester 1979).

We have deliberately refrained, in this brief and impressionistic tour 
of indigenous regional conflict patterns, from making any predictions about 
specific governmental decisions relating to the acquisition of nuclear 
weapons. But the tour should have been sufficient to suggest that, if indeed 
the central relationship between the superpowers is declining in salience, 
such a decline is not without its disturbing implications. Local conflicts 
are endemic in most regions of the world. In many cases these conflicts
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have long historic roots, persisting in spite of extensive changes in domestic 
regimes and ideologies. As local patterns of conflict, hostility, and insecurity 
reassert tltemselves, states respond in the classic manner forced upon them by 
the anarchic order within which they exist. In the absence of reliable external 
sources of support to retain what they have, or gain what they desire, states 
look to their own capabilities to use or threaten war as the ultimate tool of 
foreign policy. If many states have the means to acquire nuclear weapons, 
and if plausible short-term arguments can be made for the advantages flowing 
from such acquisitions (whatever the long-term consequences) one must 
be a Polyanna to assume that none of them will accept those arguments. 
Prudence suggests that we should expect some spread of nuclear weapons 
to states not now having them over the next few decades. The most that 
can be hoped for is that this spread will be slow, and so managed as to keep 
the use of these weapons to a minimum.
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THE AUSTRALIAN REGIONAL STRATEGIC ENVIRONMENT 
AND AUSTRALIAN INTERESTS

Global analysis tells us little about Australia’s immediate situation, her 
interests, or policies which she might adopt to serve those interests. There 
is no reason to presume that regional trends will merely reproduce global 
ones. Nuclear proliferation in other regions need not be followed by nuclear 
spread closer to home. Conversely any success which might be enjoyed in 
the effort to retard nuclear spread in other parts of the world need give no 
assurance that such success would be enjoyed also in Australia’s immediate 
neighbourhood. Furthermore the burden of the argument in this essay thus 
far has been to suggest that nuclear proliferation in a given locale is in great 
measure a function of the intensity and state of play of the international 
politics of that area. To assess Australia’s immediate problems with regard 
to nuclear spread, as well as her capacity to deal with those problems, it is 
necessary to put them within the context of Australia’s regional strategic 
environment.

What is meant by Australia’s regional strategic environment? While 
developments anywhere in the world have the potential to affect Australian 
security, in special cases directly and immediately, one can expect that events 
physically closer to her shores will carry this potential as a usual and normal 
feature. A strategic region should not be understood as a concrete entity with 
hard ‘borders’, beyond which events undergo a rapid devaluation in import
ance; rather one has the notion of a gradual decline in potential significance 
as one moves outward, with few if any concrete boundaries which mark 
dramatic change.

With these necessary ambiguities in mind it becomes possible to define 
Australia’s strategic region in geographic terms. I shall centre my analysis 
in this paper upon East Asia, the Western Pacific, and the Eastern littoral 
of the Indian Ocean. It is difficult to conceive of any non-superpower threat 
to Australian security at a level greater than individual acts of terrorism which 
might emanate from outside the region thus defined. What does the structure 
of Australia’s regional strategic environment imply for further proliferation 
here? What are the incentives and disincentives to potential new nuclear
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powers in the area? What are Australia’s essential interests regarding these 
problems?

Australia’s strategic environment can conveniently be divided into three 
sub-regions for purposes of analysis: Southeast Asia, South Asia and East 
(or Northeast) Asia. The dangers in each sub-region differ, as do the capa
bilities of the states in the sub-region and Australia’s capacity to influence 
events.

The states of Southeast Asia possess a low level of capabilities in nuclear 
energy. Any inclination to acquire weapons would require lead-times 
measured in decades to produce results, and little sign of such inclination 
is apparent now. Governments in this sub-region are conscious of a variety 
of potential security problems, but there is no sign that nuclear weapons 
are perceived as means to deal with them. Of the three sub-regions 
Australia’s capacity to influence events is greatest here.

South Asia and East Asia each presents a significantly different picture. 
Nuclear capabilities in these regions are orders of magnitude greater than 
they are in Southeast Asia. India has one of the world’s largest civil nuclear 
industries and has produced an explosion, although she denies her explosive 
device was a weapon. China is an acknowledged nuclear weapons state with 
missile and bomber delivery capabilities. Japan has formally eschewed nuclear 
weapons, but her postition as a major advanced industrial society gives her 
the capability to produce sophisticated weapons in quantity and on short 
notice. The industrial strength and technological sophistication of Taiwan 
and South Korea give them a similar capability to produce more modest 
forces quickly.

Such levels of capability in South Asia and East Asia combine with serious 
and unresolved security problems in these locales to produce an environ
ment in which nuclear weapons options will intermittently be canvassed. 
The Australian capacity to influence the outcome of such processes in 
these areas of greatest potential danger will be limited. National security 
decisions by governments in these sub-regions will turn instead largely 
upon local developments, and superpower relationships and policies.

Australia’s regional strategic environment may thus be characterised 
at present as one of superficial stability masking potential great and disrup
tive change. At the moment the incentive to acquire nuclear weapons — or 
to acquire the capability to construct them in a short period of time — is
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low for most governments in the region. For a small number incentives are 
greater, but balanced by disincentives, and are thus not overwhelming in any 
immediate sense. For governments in Taipei and Seoul, withdrawal of the 
American security and nuclear umbrella must appear as a very real possibility 
in the near future. The temptation to acquire a nuclear weapons capability 
to deal with the great threats which would form up after such a withdrawal 
must be intense indeed — as must be the realisation that premature acquisi
tion might serve to hasten the very withdrawal which is feared. If Pakistan 
proves capable shortly of matching India’s 1974 nuclear explosion, internal 
pressures on the Indian government to respond by moving closer to the 
acquisition of a nuclear weapons force will increase, although the outcome 
of such pressures cannot be predicted.

With these exceptions, however, the near-time picture looks brighter. 
Barring major changes in the structure of global international and regional 
politics — changes so dramatic that they would be apparent to all — no other 
government in the region must feel tempted — or constrained — to undertake 
a nuclear weapons program in the immediate future.

If one indulges in speculation as to events beyond the next few years, 
however, there is considerable cause for disquiet. A variety of events can be 
envisioned which, if they came to pass, would introduce major elements of 
insecurity into the calculations of governments in the region, and thus 
dramatically alter the balance of their incentives and disincentives on the 
question of the acquisition of nuclear weapons capabilities. I will not attempt 
to be more than suggestive in detailing these events, nor will I attempt to 
predict the likelihood that specific events will occur. Merely surveying them, 
however, should serve to suggest the potential for dramatic change in the 
region.

Any change in the political orientation of China or Japan would have 
extensive ramifications throughout the region. Japanese loss of confidence 
in the credibility of the American commitment to her defence might cause 
her to adopt any of a variety of possible responses. Japan might seek new 
assurances for her security in rapprochement with China or the Soviet Union, 
or she might seek them directly in an expanded and possibly nuclear national 
defence establishment. The last option would revive fears by other states 
in the region of a Japan with renewed hegemonic ambitions, and thus might 
stimulate many to respond in kind in their own defence procurements.
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Nor is it likely that a Japanese alignment with the Soviet Union or China 
would be without effects on the other actors in the region. Such an align
ment would doubtless appear threatening to others, not only to the power 
left out. The pressure to seek national means to meet such threats, as a 
replacement for the discredited American connection, would be consider
able. A Sino-Soviet rapprochement — unlikely as that appears now to most 
observers — would convey a widespread sense of threat and would almost 
certainly trigger that expanded Japanese defence role already suggested. 
Innumerable scenarios can in fact be imagined. What characterises them all 
is the likelihood that any major change in the posture of China or Japan 
will create a general climate of uncertainty and insecurity, a climate in 
which the option to acquire nuclear weapons will, for many decision-makers, 
seem more to be mandated than it is now by the requirements of prudence.

Change in the international position of China or Japan would create 
extensive shock waves in the region. But these possibilities do not exhaust 
the list of those not implausible future events which could set the stage 
for nuclear spread in the region.

The positions of South Korea and Taiwan have already been alluded to. 
It is difficult to imagine circumstances under which Seoul might be pre
sumed to have conclusively foresworn the nuclear option, as long as the 
peninsula remains divided. The imagination is similarly hard-pressed in con
sidering Taiwan’s position, as long as an autonomous regime, which had not 
somehow come to terms with Peking, continues to survive on the island. 
Any decision to give way to nuclear temptations by either state would be 
unlikely to remain localised, owing to the ‘nuclear chain’ effect, by which 
the tendency to follow suit would be transmitted to neighbours who might 
feel their security — or their status — threatened by new arrivals. Thus 
acquisition of nuclear weapons by either Korea or Taiwan could produce 
a general pressure toward nuclear acquisition, with incalculable ramifi
cations.

Still other relationships of insecurity could produce incentives for the 
acquisition of nuclear weapons which, while of lower order and more dis
tant than the possibilities we have discussed here, should not be overlooked 
in any attempt to set out the long term dangers. Relations among the 
states of Indochina, between Vietnam and China, and between Vietnam 
and Thailand may be expected to continue as they have in the past — periods 
of overt conflict punctuating continuing relations of mutual fear and distrust.
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A variety of contentious issues divide Indonesia and her neighbours. These 
have led to conflict in the past and we should not assume that they could 
not do so again in the future. Any evolution of relations on the Indian sub
continent, or of relations between India and China, the effect of which is 
to induce the Indian Government to proceed further on the path of ac
quisition of a nuclear weapons force, would have widespread consequences — 
especially if the circumstances are such as to suggest that India had derived — 
or was motivated by the desire to acquire — demonstrable political or 
strategic advantage from her nuclear status. Such events would erode even 
further any sense of illegitimacy still attached to nuclear weapons possession 
in the Third World. In particular, Jakarta might grow receptive to arguments 
that Indonesia’s status of parity with India as regional powers in the Indian 
Ocean littoral could not be sustained without the former entering the nuclear 
club also.

No doubt this string of horrific ‘worst-case’ possibilities may appear fan
ciful and highly unlikely to come to pass. Furthermore, in discussing these 
scenarios I have not taken up the considerable difficulties many of these 
states would encounter in creating even the most primitive nuclear weapons 
force. Other than the extensive civil nuclear industries in India and Japan, 
and China’s nuclear weapons armory, nuclear capabilities in the region are 
currently quite limited. Thus only Australia, Indonesia, South Korea, the 
Philippines, Taiwan, and Thailand in the region currently possess research 
reactors. (Nuclear Proliferation Factbook 1977: 234.) Only Taiwan and 
South Korea have operating nuclear power plants, {Nuclear Proliferation 
Factbook 1977: 239-248.) Vehicles capable of being converted to the delivery 
of nuclear weapons are found in the arsenals of a number of states in the 
region. In particular, they are found in the arsenals of Taiwan and South 
Korea, as well as Australia. (See Military Balance 1980-1.) The effective
ness of such delivery systems depends of course on the defence capabili
ties of the presumed target. A more difficult problem than the acquisition 
of suitable delivery vehicles in many cases will be that of designing a device 
transportable in the vehicle. The engineering problems here become greater 
the more advanced (and thus more capable of penetrating defences) the 
delivery vehicle to be employed. These problems will prove difficult ones 
for potential proliferators in the region, unless we presume the provision 
of assistance in weapons design by an existing nuclear weapons power.
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Such assistance appears unlikely in the present state of international strategic 
relationships.

Any expansion of the nuclear club, however, must properly be regarded 
as a most serious matter, even if an unlikely one. If any danger at all exists 
in the foreseeable future of this occurring in Australia’s neighbourhood, its 
implications should be carefully considered. What is the nature of the Aust
ralian national interest regarding nuclear spread in her region? Australia’s 
interests here are quite clear. She has little to gain and much to lose by the 
emergence of more nuclear neighbours, and her policy must be to discourage 
such emergence to the limits of her capacity. There is little likelihood that 
any new nuclear weapons state would enhance Australia’s security; and there 
are quite a few powers whose emergence as nuclear weapons states would 
seriously complicate Australia’s security situation, and require her to devote 
a higher proportion of her own resources to defence. A nuclearised environ
ment cannot but raise the dangers consequent on any intentional or uninten
tional outbreak of violence in the region to new heights.

Nuclearisation need not be regarded as creating a wholly impossible 
situation for Australia. There are grounds for believing that nuclearised 
regional environments, while posing great risks, need not lead inexorably 
to holocausts, might be managed so as to avoid the worst results, and might 
even in some cases moderate intense conflicts which in a conventional 
weapons environment are subject to the outbreak of large-scale war. (See 
Weltman 1980.) If the effort to prevent regional nuclearisation should appear 
likely to fail Australia should be prepared to re-examine the requirements 
of her own military defence, as well as the policies which might be appro
priate for the successful management of such an environment. However, 
the level of risk of catastrophe in a nuclearised environment will certainly 
prove considerably greater than in an environment without such weapons; 
thus every effort should be bent in the near term to policies designed to 
prevent nuclear spread as long as that appears possible.

My earlier discussion of regional security concerns suggested by impli
cation the variety of circumstances which might induce governments to 
consider the acquisition of nuclear weapons capabilities. They relate both to 
security concerns and to considerations of status or prestige. Concern with 
security or status might relate primarily to local circumstances, to great 
power relations, or to both. The context within which these concerns gain 
importance is the spread of nuclear technology and expertise, which has
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made acquisition of weapons easier and cheaper for any government tempted 
to take the step. It would be only prudent to assume that this technical trend 
to ease of acquisition will continue.

To meet a complex problem Australia must pursue a complex and many- 
sided policy, with technological, economic, political and military elements. 
This must continue to be aimed at maximising the technological constraints 
against diversion of civil nuclear facilities and materials to military purposes. 
It must aim at convincing others that Australian uranium supply, if under
taken, will be reliable and not subject to cut-off or threat of cut-off for 
political or extraneous economic purposes. Australia must attempt to mute 
the security and status concerns of regional governments and to impress 
upon them the notion that nuclear weapons will not prove productive in 
achieving political objectives. These goals will require the co-ordinated 
manipulation of Australian diplomacy, national security policy, foreign 
aid and military assistance programs. This must be Australia’s policy to 
deal with the possible emergence of local nuclear powers directly threat
ening her own security, as well as nuclear chains starting from local security 
or status concerns which might eventually culminate in such threats.

But direct threat or the onset of such nuclear chains may also flow from 
the great power relationships beyond the region. Australia’s principal means 
of meeting these dangers lies in the influence she may be able to exert on the 
policies of her American ally. Here a sober assessment of the present and 
future balance of leverage as between the partners in the alliance becomes 
necessary. Insofar as the Australian Government considers that the attempt 
to prevent the region from becoming more nuclearised is a principal goal of 
her foreign policy, what leverage Australia possesses must be directed to 
encouraging American policies consistent with that goal.

Australian Options: Technological Constraints and Supply Policy

The two-edged nature of the nuclear industry accounts for the emphasis 
on ‘safeguards’ means to prevent, retard, or at least give timely warning 
of, any diversion of nuclear materials from peaceful to war-like purposes. 
Much of the process of developing an effective safeguards system has been 
carried on within a global framework which is beyond the scope of this 
paper, although (as has been already noted) Australia’s potential as a major
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uranium supplier gives her views weight in this process.
The route to nuclear weapons acquisition through civil atomic power 

programs is not the only such route, although it is, for small weapons pro
grams, the cheapest route. Governments may, however, attempt to acquire 
weapons-grade material directly through reactors or enrichment plants 
designed and operated solely for that purpose. This is. reportedly, a route 
Pakistan has attempted to follow. (See, e.g., International Herald Tribune 
18 April and 3 May, 1979.) Obviously a safeguards regime directed to a 
civil atomic power industry would have little relevance in dealing with 
weapons-acquisition attempts via the direct route. Antiproliferation policy 
here must rely instead upon tools other than technological ones, tools 
which are dealt with elsewhere in this paper.

One element in an international safeguards regime has regional im
plications and will thus be of concern to us here, as well as soon requiring 
a major Australian policy decision. A substantial nuclear industry creates 
a need for a number of highly sensitive facilities. The nuclear by-products 
from fission reactors must be stored, or reprocessed into new fuel. Facili
ties for uranium enrichment must be created to provide fuel in suitable 
form for most types of reactors now operative. These facilities will provide 
points at which highly dangerous materials are concentrated and at which 
diversion of some of this to weapons-grade material would be relatively 
easy. Thus problems of physical protection and safeguards against 
diversion become especially acute at storage, reprocessing and enrichment 
facilities.

One means of managing these problems is the creation of regional facili
ties to perform these functions. A refinement of this idea is the multi
national facility in which ownership and management would be vested 
in a group of governments, or an international agency, or both. Either 
type of facility would simplify problems of physical protection and safe
guards by concentrating materials and facilities capable of being converted 
to military purposes. The multinational facility has a further advantage. 
With a staff made up in large part of nationals of neighbouring states — 
those presumably most directly concerned at the prospect that the govern
ment of one of their number might be surreptitiously diverting nuclear 
materials to explosive purposes — the efficacy of safeguards would be en
hanced by the self-interest of the parties.
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The virtues of regional facilities are not unalloyed, however. Participation 
in the running of multinational facilities might provide some states with a 
technological expertise which they would not otherwise have had. Yet 
some states might regard dependence on facilities which they did not have 
a hand in controlling as an unacceptable new form of crucial energy de
pendence on outsiders — a dependence which, it had been hoped, going to 
a nuclear energy program would have lifted. For such states, nationally 
controlled facilities would acquire an added importance.

Perhaps these difficulties might be relieved to some extent by vesting 
ownership and control in an international body. But even this would not 
go all the way to a solution, as it would merely shift the locus of concern 
onto questions of governance within the international body. A government 
which considered that its energy supplies were dependent on outsiders 
would not necessarily be relieved by those outsiders donning the uniforms 
of an international body. At whose behest, and under whose influence, the 
international body acted would be the crucial questions.

Quite obviously the question of the establishment of some type of 
regional facility in Australia’s neighbourhood is one which must be con
sidered shortly unless we assume a sudden halt to nuclear development in 
the region. Australia’s role as a potential supplier ensures both that she will 
have a major input into such decisions if she wishes, and that she will bear 
important moral responsibilities on the question, whether she wishes to 
accept this or not.

The Prime Minister has stated that ‘there is no intention of Australia 
storing other countries’ radioactive wastes’. (Australia. Parliament 1977: 
648.) One suspects, however, that this is not the end of the story. Oc
casional newspaper stories (See Australian Financial Review 31 May 1978: 
Australian Financial Review 9 October 1978.) relating to the question of 
regional facilities of one sort or another probably represent only the tip 
of an iceberg of extended and intense negotiations on these questions. 
Various notions have surfaced. The American Government is said to be 
considering the notion of an ‘energy island’, a regional facility to service 
the entire fuel cycle, to be located on a US-controlled island in the 
Western Pacific. (See, e.g., Sydney Morning Herald 4 September 1978.) 
Australia is said to be considering proposals by European and Japanese 
interests for the establishment of an uranium enrichment facility on Australian
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territory (Anthony 1979; See also Australian Financial Review 2 March 
1978; Australian Petroleum Exploration Association Weekly Report No. 
192 21-28 July 1978.) Presumably funding for these facilities would be 
predominantly foreign. The extent to which Australia would have access 
to the technology of enrichment under these proposals, as well as the division 
of responsibility and influence in management and control, is left vague 
in public accounts.

The American proposal — if it may be so characterised — has obvious 
advantages in terms of physical security and simplification of safeguards 
procedures. Whether an American facility will prove especially attractive 
to governments concerned to minimise dependence upon outsiders — and 
especially upon superpowers — is more questionable, however, unless the 
American Government shows a willingness significantly to dilute its un
ilateral control over such facilities in favour of other parties. Such a will
ingness would, to say the least, represent a major departure from the pre
vailing American approach on these matters.

The advisability of the establishment of facilities of one sort or another 
on Australian soil to serve the region is a complex question, as would be 
the effect of such facilities on a regional antiproliferation regime. Certainly 
pressures on Australia to accept responsibility for storage of nuclear wastes 
originating in her uranium exports would be great. If Australia were to allow 
nuclear waste storage sites on her territory, reprocessing on her territory 
might then appear to make economic and logistic sense. Similarly there 
would appear to be important economic and logistic arguments for an 
Australian capacity to enrich her uranium before export. In so far as 
regional governments regarded Australia as a reliable locus for these impor
tant activities, one not involving dependence upon a superpower, or merely 
as a useful bargaining alternative to such dependence, their inclination to 
establish national facilities would be reduced. If the alternative locus for 
such facilities were Japan, Australia would be preferred by many regional 
governments fearful of a renewed Japanese drive for hegemony. Given the 
underlying security problems of the region, circumstances which served to 
bring Japan technically closer to a weapons capability would certainly have 
extensive repercussions elsewhere in potential ‘nuclear chains’.

There are some important arguments against the establishment of regional 
nuclear facilities of the sort discussed here. Such establishment would prob
ably create a certain concern among Australia’s neighbours as to her own
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intentions with regard to nuclear armament and might induce some to accel
erate their own preparations. The manifest absence of security problems 
which would make Australian nuclear weapons a rational response would 
serve to keep these concerns at a low level, however. This effect would be 
reinforced by the adoption of a conventional continental defence capability 
adequate — and believed to be adequate here — to deter or defeat a wide 
range of conceivable threats. (For a discussion of the requirements of such 
a continental defence capability, see O’Neill 1977.) Projection abroad of 
this confidence in advanced conventional weaponry would add to the cred
ibility of Australian governments’ commitments to forswear nuclear weapons, 
thus demonstrated to be unnecessary. Furthermore, as will be seen below, 
a manifest Australian capability to match or outbuild a local opponent 
contemplating nuclear weapons acquisition would be a powerful tool in 
deterring any such attempt. An uranium enrichment plant sited in Australia 
would provide powerful evidence of such a capability in extremis. Properly 
safeguarded and given the national security policy premises noted above, it 
need not be significantly provocative.

Australia’s influence in antiproliferation endeavours flows primarily from 
her potential as a major supplier of uranium ores. Australia stands to be in 
a position to affect these endeavours in an important way, depending upon 
the policies regarding uranium supply which she pursues, if and when she does 
in fact become a major supplier of uranium on world markets. Some guide
lines for this export policy suggest themselves. Most crucially, all possible 
effort must be directed to the avoidance of any suggestion that uranium 
supplies, once a commitment to undertake them has been made, might be 
interrupted or made bargaining chips in order to obtain political or economic 
concessions in other areas. Potential customers must be given maximal 
assurance that supply will be steady, predictable and reliable. Any indications 
to the contrary would tend to raise fears of loss of autonomy on the part 
of consumers and encourage them to move more quickly toward a plutonium 
cycle with all its dangers. For these reasons, published reports that the present 
Government has considered the granting or withholding of contracts for 
future supply of Australian uranium to various European countries as a means 
to gain the lowering of EEC trade barriers against Australian products are 
especially disturbing. (See for example, Australian 20-21 May 1978; Canberra 
Times 12 June 1978; Sydney Morning Herald 12 June 1978; Australian 
12 June 1978; Age 5 May 1978; Australian Financial Review 31 May 1978.)



30

Even if the Government does not in fact have any such intentions, the mere 
suggestion of the possibility must have a negative effect on efforts to dis
courage the spread of technologies which bring states closer to nuclear 
weapons capabilities. If supply policy is to be an effective antiproliferation 
tool, Australia must be prepared to provide uranium to states pursuing 
political or economic policies which she considers anathema — provided 
those states are prepared to accept proper safeguards procedures, and that 
the motive for their desire to acquire the material relates to their legiti
mate civil energy needs.

Possible exceptions to this guideline flow from the purpose of the policy 
itself — to avoid or retard the emergence of a nuclearised environment in 
Australia’s neighbourhood. Thus if future demand for her uranium should 
ever exceed supply, Australian decisions as to priorities for deliveries among 
customers should be based on consideration of the dangers to immediate 
Australian security which might follow from failure to supply a given state. 
Such considerations should take precedence over strictly commercial criteria. 
It may be argued that such an excess of demand over supply is unlikely ever 
to prevail in the uranium market. If it should, however, Australia must be 
prepared to give precedence to states in her region over those further afield. 
A given movement closer to nuclear weapons capability in the region rep
resents a more direct threat to Australia’s interests than a parallel move else
where, and should thus be more strenuously resisted, if it should come to 
pass that such a choice must be made.

Supply policy as an antiproliferation tool in this sense may become 
irrelevant, of course, if Australian governments should be unwilling on 
principle, or unable — owing to domestic opposition or disruption — to 
allow exports to proceed. Unless it be assumed that refusal to supply will 
ipso facto eliminate the potential for nuclear weapons spread within the 
region, such refusal would of course reduce whatever leverage over events 
Australia might otherwise possess. That assumption, furthermore, would 
be of doubtful validity, owing to the existence both of alternative suppliers 
and of alternative routes to nuclear weapons not involving civil atomic 
power programmes. We cannot presume here to predict the outcome of the 
domestic debate; it is nevertheless only prudent to consider the criteria which 
should govern supply policy, i f  uranium mining and export is allowed to 
proceed.
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Australian Options: The Regional Politics of Antiproliferation

Not all potential new nuclear weapons states in the region would contem
plate such decisions primarily in the context of regional politics. Those 
that would not would be relatively unresponsive to Australian policies direct
ly. Policy toward such states must be indirect: through Australia’s influence 
on her superpower ally. Such questions will be addressed in the next section. 
Here we will confine ourselves to those circumstances — principally in South
east Asia — in which Australian policies in their own right might be expected 
to have a substantial influence on the nuclear decisions of her neighbours, 
and to those policies which might maximise that influence.

Within the region Australia must attempt to foster an environment in 
which national decision-makers will not perceive advantages, either to sec
urity or to status, in exercising a nuclear option or in moving significantly 
closer to the potential for such an exercise.

Australia’s own nuclear capabilities and how these are viewed by her 
neighbours would form important components of such an attempt. The 
most effective deterrent against an immediate neighbour’s temptations would 
be a demonstrable Australian capability to match or exceed any such neigh
bour’s efforts in the event of a local race for nuclear arms. If nuclear weapons 
acquisition can thus be seen by other powers as patently futile in terms 
of gaining advantage over Australia in any future confrontation or crisis 
situation, the effort and expenditure necessary for such acquisition will 
seem pointless. Still, the effect of such a superior Australian capability might 
be ambiguous and counter-productive unless carefully managed. The image 
to be projected is that of potential superiority combined with lack of in
centive to actually embark on a weapons program. Taken by itself superior 
capability might be as much provocative as deterrent, encouraging nuclear
isation elsewhere for reasons of status, if not security. Establishment of 
uranium enrichment and spent-fuel storage facilities in this country, if not 
undertaken as part of a broader national security policy design, would have 
this two-edged effect. To ensure that the net effect remains one of 
deterrence, it is necessary that Australia exhibit a conventional defence policy 
and program which can be shown to provide reliable continental security 
against a wide range of contingencies. The combination of a capacity to ‘win’
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any local nuclear arms race, combined with a confidence in the efficacy of 
conventional armaments, would provide the optimum mix to discourage local 
governments from toying seriously with nuclear armaments programs.

For most regional governments, however, the strategic nexus with 
Australia is not the dominant factor in national security decisions. To deal 
with these states, Australian policy should attempt by a variety of means 
to ameliorate those concerns with security or status which might induce move
ments toward nuclear weapons capabilities.On the diplomatic level Australia 
should become actively involved in attempts to moderate serious conflicts 
among Southeast Asian states. Australia cannot afford to adopt a posture of in
difference to others’ quarrels, but must assess the potential of each such 
quarrel to exacerbate the security concerns of the participants and others. 
Australia should be prepared to offer good offices, or to function as medi
ator, as circumstances warrant. It may also prove useful in specific circum
stances to offer Australian forces to perform various peace-keeping roles 
in regional conflicts. Australia’s diplomatic posture should be that of honest 
broker in the region.

Australia’s foreign aid and military assistance programs should be employ
ed to supplement these diplomatic efforts. Military assistance programs 
should be directed toward lessening security concerns by the creation of 
effective technologically-sophisticated conventional means of defence. 
Foreign aid generally should be directed toward consolidating national 
development and reducing external dependence. Consideration should be 
given to the question of whether changes in emphasis and increases in existing 
programs would be useful means toward the goal of reducing security 
concerns in the region. The question of the utility of funnelling aid programs 
through multilateral channels, such as ASEAN, should also be approached 
from the perspective of the utility of such devices for the lessening of 
security concerns in the region.

Various schemes have been adumbrated from time to time for the creation 
of zones in the region free from nuclear weapons. Both the practicability of 
such schemes, and their efficacy as antiproliferation devices, may be 
questioned. To have much meaning such a scheme must involve the elimina
tion of nuclear weapons stocks on land and sea in the region by existing 
nuclear powers, both intra-regional powers and extra-regional ones. Merely 
to state such a requirement is to suggest how unlikely it is to be met. Even
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if it could be met, however, its effects might prove undesirable. Superpower 
nuclear weapons withdrawal would lead to strategic instability in the central 
balance and an immensely increased consequent risk of nuclearisation of the 
region.

More limited measures of mutual nuclear self-denial by groups of regional 
powers should not be ruled out, however, and might prove useful supplemen
tary measures in a regional antiproliferation regime. It should be clearly 
understood that such measures can only be effective within the context 
of broader schemes to assuage the security concerns of the participants. If 
Australia becomes a large-scale exporter of uranium, and if the establish
ment within this country of regional facilities to service the nuclear fuel 
cycle are contemplated, such developments might usefully be accompanied 
by international agreements with other local powers to forswear nuclear 
armaments. Indeed a ‘package’ involving assurance of supply, regional fuel 
cycle servicing facilities, mutual inspection by potentially hostile neighbours, 
the coordination of foreign aid and military assistance through a regional 
body, and mutual nuclear self-denial, might prove to be a most effective 
regional antiproliferation instrument.

Australian Options: The American Connection and Antiproliferation

The efficacy of antiproliferation policies which Australia can pursue 
directly is limited by the extent to which the greatest potential security 
problems in the region are linked to superpower relationships and policies. 
Changes in relationships and policies in Northeast Asia would have immense 
and overriding effects elsewhere in the region. Yet Northeast Asia is an area 
in which the interests of the superpowers are intensely engaged. The situ
ation in Northeast Asia can be expected to remain primarily a function of 
superpower policies and relationships in their global context. Thus 
Australia faces the paradox that perhaps the greatest dangers to her interest 
in preventing further nuclearisation of the region are those over which she 
can exert little direct influence.

The effect of American policy on the situation in Northeast Asia is great. 
Unless radical change occurs in the bases of Australian foreign policy it is 
primarily through her influence on her American ally that Australia may
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affect the evolution of events in that locale. In order to best assess the cap
acity of Australia to bring influence to bear and the most effective way to 
proceed, it will become crucial to examine two questions. First, what is 
the relationship between the Australian and the American interest in non
proliferation? Second, in whose favour may we expect the balance of in
fluence within the alliance to run in coming years? (For some recent assess
ments of the Australian-American relationship, see Alb inski 1978; Collins 
1978.)

What is the relationship between Australian and American perspectives, 
interests and policies on the question of nuclear proliferation. Do they 
run in parallel? Are there present or potential conflicts of interest between 
the two states? While opposition to nuclear proliferation is loudly proclaimed 
by the Carter American Administration as a pre-eminent goal of its foreign 
policy, it should be recognised that American faces many pressures, some of 
which, if allowed to prevail, could in time induce her to take actions not 
totally consistent with this goal. Some governments may be tempted to 
acquire nuclear weapons out of a concern that external sources of support 
for their security are no longer credible. If governments so motivated are to 
be dissuaded, they must be convinced that American commitments remain 
viable. Yet for many Americans such commitments have come to seem 
both costly and dangerous. Beyond this they have come to seem quixotic, 
anachronistic, and unnecessary in an increasingly pluralistic world of many 
new centres of influence and power.

These contradictory pressures make American policy in Northeast Asia 
ambiguous, and predictions about its future course speculative. The Carter 
administration began its term proclaiming its intention to withdraw American 
ground forces from Korea. Any such plans now appear to have been post
poned indefinitely if not permanently. (Japan Times 22 July 1979.) The 
American approach to the prospect of Japan’s taking a more prominent 
and autonomous role in the region is uncertain. (For a recent American 
prediction and advocacy of a growing Japanese military autonomy and 
co-operation with China, see Pillsbury 1978-9.) The extent and implications 
of the much-vaunted American rapprochement with China have yet to 
be borne out.

American policy in the region, then, is not of necessity going to be con
gruent with Australian antiproliferation interests, but will be the resultant



35

of a mix of forces pulling in different directions favourable and unfavourable 
to Australian interests. The task for Australian policy makers is to investigate 
our second question: what is the nature and extent of the leverage within 
the alliance which Australia has now and may be expected to have in the 
immediate future? What is Australia’s capacity for influencing American 
policy in desired directions? How may such a capacity be most effectively 
utilised?

Cultivation of cordial diplomatic and personal relations is useful, but 
obviously limited. All alliances which continue to exist represent relation
ships in which the common interests of the parties are felt to outweigh 
those which conflict. The existence of an alliance does not imply either 
that no conflicting interests remain, or that the benefits of the relation
ship flow in equal measure to each of the parties to it. Indeed the balance 
of advantage in alliances is normally asymmetrical: a complex result at any 
moment of the mix of each party’s needs, wants, potential to assist and 
capacity to deny, against a multifaceted background of political, strategic, 
economic and technological realities, some with ambiguous implications, 
all changing at different rates. May we expect the balance of advantage in 
the Australian-American alliance to shift markedly in coming years, and 
if so, in whose favour?

A cursory glance at the question of intra-alliance leverage suggests 
widely divergent answers. It is plausible to argue that Australian leverage 
and potential influence have declined in recent years and will continue to 
do so. Australia’s importance to the US in 1942 came from the sudden
ness of a Japanese advance which left America few other substantial bases 
in the Western Pacific. In the years following the Second World War 
Australia’s importance in the alliance followed from an American perception 
of Southeast Asia as important, unstable, and subject to hostile threat. The 
Vietnam debacle and the reclassification of China from enemy to potential 
collaborator have been among those factors accounting for the reduction 
in the felt importance of American interests in Southeast Asia. If the region 
is no longer crucial, then neither is Australia as a bridge to it. Only a dramatic 
shift in these trends could once again make Australia of great importance 
to America. Since such a shift would doubtless threaten Australia’s interests 
even more directly than it would America’s, the balance of influence would 
remain with the ‘great and powerful friend’ in such a restored relationship.
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The direction and strength of currents is difficult to gauge, however, 
when one is immersed in them. Elements in the situation exist which suggest 
that Australia’s influence in the alliance relationship might come to increase 
relative to America’s. Technological change might well see America more 
dependent than she is now upon overseas-based communications facilities 
for the command and control of parts of her underwater strategic deterrent. 
An international politics of resource scarcity may make the anti-submarine 
protection of such shipping routes as the Malay-Indonesian straits and the 
southern ‘round-about’ route of ever-growing importance. (See, e.g., National 
Times, 6-11 March 1978.) In both cases Australia may be in a position to 
offer or deny vitally needed assistance or facilities. Astute use of these 
assests might give her an unprecedented leverage within the alliance.

Whatever the level of influence we can anticipate, the questions still 
remain: toward what ends and in what manner should the influence Australia 
possesses be employed? If the first assessment, that Australia’s influence 
is in decline, is borne out by events, and if in fact the US does contemplate 
policy lines at variance with Australian interests, Australia’s most effective 
course of action may lie in an attempt to form a regional grouping of states 
with similar interests. If the second assessment should prove valid, the bi
lateral relation should continue to prove the most effective.

Whatever the means employed, what should be the goals of such an 
attempt to influence American policy? Policy should be directed toward 
preventing any series of acts or omissions by the United States which would 
have the effect of encouraging moves toward greater military autonomy 
and self-sufficiency by two governments in the region: Japan and Taiwan. 
Of the two the uncertainties to be anticipated by such moves on the part 
of the Japanese are by far the greatest, yet both governments may still be 
usefully placed in the same category. Both are technologically sophisticated 
and economically advanced. The foreign and security policies of both are 
in great measure the object and resultant of superpower decisions and 
relationships. If moves toward military autonomy cannot be prevented, 
efforts must be directed toward encouraging the US to so manage them as 
to minimise their external ramifications.

The implications of this analysis could not be drawn out in any detail 
without extensive consideration of strategic interactions in East Asia against 
the background of world-wide superpower relationships. But the reasons
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for concern can be sketched here briefly. Impressed continuously since 
1973 with the vulnerability of her supply routes, and since the American 
debacle in Vietnam with her physical and political vulnerability, Japan has 
begun to see the necessity for an autonomy in military capabilities to match 
that in the realm of economics. Any diminution of the American presence 
and commitment in South Korea contributes strongly to this growing sense 
of vulnerability. Japan’s initial response has been political, a growing 
rapprochement with China culminating in a ‘Treaty of Peace and Friend
ship’ on 12 August 1978. Whether this will lead to Japanese nuclear weapons 
cannot be predicted. Even if it does not, the effect will be a general height
ening of security concerns in the region. American policy is caught between 
encouragement of a growing Japanese autonomy as a means of relieving 
burdens, and fear of the regional uncertainties this might bring in its wake. 
The ultimate direction of American policy is difficult to forsee, but it is 
difficult to imagine an American posture of strenuous opposition to a Japan 
bent on political and military autonomy, if this opposition should carry 
the risk of driving the Japanese out of alliance with the US. Thus it must 
be anticipated that Washington might come to regard even a nuclear Japan 
as a ‘lesser evil’, and might seek instead to minimise its ramifications.

Differences in perspective over the advantages of a more autonomous 
Japan have been an underlying feature of the post-war Australian-American 
relationship. Washington has been more impressed by the advantages of 
encouraging Japan to take a more influential role, while Canberra has been 
more fearful of the dangers to which this might lead. Indeed the ANZUS 
pact itself might be understood as a form of reinsurance demanded by 
Canberra in return for its agreement to Washington’s desire to facilitate a 
measure of Japanese rearmament through the 1951 peace treaty. (See Millar 
1978: 205-7.) These differences might well lead to major strains in the 
alliance relationship in coming years.

The implications for nuclearisation in the region of Taiwan’s situation 
are major, but of an order of magnitude lower than the implications of 
Japan’s situation. Yet Taiwan’s situation is, if anything, the more complex 
of the two. ‘Normalisation’ of Sino-American relations must be shown to be 
moving forward — at however slow and discontinuous a pace — if the cat
astrophe of a renversement des alliances by Peking is not to come to pass. 
Yet normalisation must eventually result in the amalgamation in some fashion
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of Taiwan into the Chinese political system. To expect that this can be de
ferred indefinitely is to expect a Chinese self-effacement unique in the 
behaviour of modern states. Yet as the American guarantee is withdrawn to 
facilitate this amalgamation the Taiwan Government will certainly — barring 
collapse or a bargain between Peking and some sections of the Taipei elite — 
look to its own technologically advanced and economically not inconsider
able resources to preserve itself. The potential for nuclear emulation by 
others, if only from motives of status, should be obvious.

Whatever might be said about these two problem areas, it is obvious that 
continued American commitment is the necessary, but not sufficient, con
dition for evading the worst dangers. Indeed the ebb-tide of American in
fluence varies directly with those dangers. In her own self-interest Australia 
must encourage America, not only to remain ‘a Pacific Power’, (See Brown 
1978: 81) but also to remain actively involved in the international politics 
of East Asia.
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CONCLUSIONS

The spectre of nuclear proliferation cannot be exorcised by rhetoric, by 
legal formulae, or by a technological ‘fix’. It is ultimately a political question, 
touching directly upon the most sensitive nerves of national security and 
autonomy. It is a question ultimately responsive only to political answers.

Australia faces major dangers in her own front garden. To meet them re
quires co-ordinated activity in many areas, domestic and external, political, 
technical, military and economic, as well as the willingness to pay substantial 
costs, if the avoidance of a nuclearised environment is in fact to be a prime 
goal of Australian policy. Uranium supply and export policy, regional dip
lomacy, and management of the American alliance are indispensable elements 
in a regional antiproliferation policy. If such a policy is thought to be 
necessary, and if it is to succeed, none of these elements can be neglected, or 
considered in isolation.
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