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A MAKE OR BREAK REVIEW 
CONFERENCE 

On paper, the NPT institutionalized a “grand bargain”: non-
nuclear-weapon States commit to non-proliferation, nuclear-
weapon States commit to eventual disarmament, and all parties 
recognize the right to peaceful use of energy (Reaching Critical 
Will, 2026). In the past, the review cycles of the Treaty did achieve 
some successes. In 1995, States parties agreed to indefinitely 
extend its implementation beyond the initial 25 years period, in 
2000, they agreed on 13 practical steps to implement nuclear 
disarmament obligations, and in 2010, they adopted a 64-point 
action plan for comprehensive implementation of the Treaty. 
However, those plans remain largely unimplemented, in particular 
concerning disarmament, and member States have failed to 
recommit to support them during the following review cycles 
(Reaching Critical Will, 2026).  

Since then, States parties have not been able to agree on 
another consensual outcome document. In 2015, the United 
States, the United Kingdom and Canada could not agree on the 
conditions to negotiate a Middle East Nuclear Weapons Free 
Zone, whereas in 2022, the Russian Federation opposed a 
reference of the draft document to the security threats posed to 
the Zaporizhzya nuclear power plant in Ukraine.  

The 11th Review Conference thus opened under extreme 
pressure. In its opening address,  the Secretary-General of the 
United Nations, Antonio Guterres, gravely took stock of this 
situation by declaring that “a state of collective amnesia has 
taken hold. Nuclear sabers rattle once more. Mistrust rules the 
day. Hard-won norms are eroding. Arms control is dying”. 
Subsequently, the President of the Review Conference and 
Permanent Representative of Vietnam to the United Nations, Do 
Hung Viet, noted with gravity that “it has now been fifteen years 
since we – collectively as NPT States Parties – pronounced our 
commitment to and vision for the NPT regime in the form of a 

 
SUMMARY 
Between April 27 and May 22, 189 States parties to the Non-
Proliferation Treaty (NPT) convened in New York City to discuss 
the oldest and most universal non-proliferation and disarmament 
tool. This 11th Review Conference deepened further the fragile 
position of the Treaty. States have not been able to agree on an 
outcome document for a third time in a row, arms control 
measures are at their weakest point since the end of the Cold 
War, nuclear-weapon States are adopting increasingly 
aggressive nuclear postures, and some non-nuclear-weapon 
States are discussing acquiring or welcoming nuclear weapons 
on their territory. The objective of this policy brief is to take stock 
of this fragile disarmament and non-proliferation instrument, 
and issue recommendations to civil society actors campaigning 
for nuclear disarmament on the position to adopt ahead of the 
next review cycle of the NPT. 
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consensus substantive outcome”. The risk of a third failure in a 
row to agree on an outcome document was unanimously seen as 
a threat to the credibility and effectiveness of the Treaty. 

BROKEN MECHANICS 
Nevertheless, the high level of tension and the politicization 

of the conference rendered a consensus unreachable. No State 
can be identified as having blocked the consensus, as the 
President of the Conference eventually decided not to put 
forward the final draft document for a vote, noting that last-
minute efforts to reach an agreement have not been successful. 
However, the most challenging issue has been, unsurprisingly, the 
ongoing war between the United States, Israel and Iran. An 
important number of Western States, but also Gulf and Arab 
States, used their national statements to call out Iran’s behaviour 
as destabilizing the Middle East, or to identify its nuclear program 
as a threat to the Treaty. They were met with strong words from 
Iran, which denounced a “Nazi propaganda technique” led by the 
United States. Concurrently, the final draft document contained a 
bracketed provision that stated that “Iran can never seek, develop 
or acquire any nuclear weapons”. This was understood as the main 
reason why consensus could not be reached. 

Additional points of tensions included the ongoing war 
between Russia and Ukraine, NATO’s nuclear sharing 
arrangements, and France’s new advanced deterrence doctrine. 
Globally, the debates revealed an increased polarization in the 
framing of nuclear security, between the reliance on nuclear 
deterrence, and the emphasis on the humanitarian consequences 
of nuclear weapons. As an example, NATO’s statement insisted 
that “NATO’s nuclear deterrence and nuclear sharing 
arrangements play an important role in [...] preserv[ing] peace, 
prevent[ing] coercion, and deter[ing] aggression”,  while South 
Africa, on behalf of the member States of the Treaty on the 
Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons (TPNW), declared that “nuclear 
weapons and nuclear deterrence entail significant, even 
potentially existential risks to humanity”, and that “the 
catastrophic humanitarian consequences and risks associated 
with nuclear weapons underpin the moral and ethical imperatives 
for nuclear disarmament”.  All in all, the conference has been yet 
another materialization of the growing frustration of non-nuclear 
weapons States on the realization of obligations embodied in 
Article VI of the NPT. 

Even if taking a step back will be needed to assess the 
effects of this failure on the nuclear weapons regime, the gravity 
of the situation was felt immediately in the room. In his closing 
statement, the President declared about the NPT that “its 
mechanics have not been updated in 26 years. At that age, even 
the loudest machines can start to crick”. 

THE NPT STRUCTURAL DEADLOCK  
A long-established default of the NPT relies on the fact that 

its “grand bargain” is inherently inequitable. While non-
proliferation obligations are precise, enforceable, and verifiable 
through the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), the 

disarmament obligations set out in its Article VI remain imprecise, 
aspirational, and lack a verification mechanism. Indeed, the latter 
obliges States to “pursue negotiations in good faith on effective 
measures relating to the cessation of the nuclear arms race [...], 
and on a treaty on general and complete disarmament [...]”. While 
the International Court of Justice has ruled in its 1996 advisory 
opinion on the legality of the threat or use of nuclear weapons 
that this article includes an obligation to achieve substantial 
results, some observers continue to maintain that the Treaty only 
requires good faith pursuit of negotiations, regardless of their 
outcome (Persbo and Pirnavskaia, 2026).  

This has made frustration grow among some non-nuclear-
weapon States and civil society organizations on the pace of 
disarmament negotiations. From the 2010s, some of those actors 
formed the “Humanitarian Initiative”, which worked to center the 
debate on nuclear security on the humanitarian impacts of 
nuclear weapons. It resulted in the adoption of the TPNW in 2017, 
which entered into force in 2021. This Treaty, signed or ratified by 
99 States, explicitly prohibits developing, testing, acquiring, 
transferring or stationing any nuclear weapons.  

While its supporters have highlighted its complementarity 
with the NPT, and framed it as a possible solution to its deadlock, 
nuclear-weapon States coldly welcomed it and labeled it as an 
unrealistic solution to nuclear disarmament. During the 11th 
Review Conference, the TPNW was an object of this growing 
polarization. Russia said the TPNW States have 
“instrumentalized” the humanitarian discourse to ban nuclear 
weapons, and opposed any reference to it in the draft document, 
alongside other nuclear-weapon States and nuclear-umbrella 
States such as Denmark, France, Latvia, and Lithuania. In return, 
many TPNW States expressed deep concerns about the attempts 
to weaken the language on the humanitarian consequences of 
nuclear weapons, and invoked the TPNW as a useful tool in 
addressing this issue (Acheson, 2026). 

CONJECTURAL PRESSURES ON THE 
NUCLEAR WEAPONS REGIME 

The NPT also faces severe conjunctural difficulties, namely 
the erosion of arms control agreements, renewed proliferation, 
and increasingly aggressive nuclear postures.  

Since the last Review Conference, two major arms control 
treaties collapsed that were in force between the United States 
and Russia, the two States possessing 90% of the existing nuclear 
warheads. The Intermediate-range Nuclear Forces Treaty was 
terminated after the withdrawal from both the US in 2019 and 
Russia in 2025, and the New START Treaty expired in February 
2026, without any negotiations engaged to extend or replace it. 
It is now the first time since 1972 that no legal limit on the 
deployment of strategic nuclear warheads is in force. 

Four out of the five nuclear-weapon States parties have also 
announced or have been reported to expand their nuclear 
arsenals, including China, France, the United Kingdom and Russia 
(Federation of American Scientists, 2025). In particular, France’s 
new “advanced deterrence” doctrine envisioned the 
dissemination of strategic elements of nuclear deterrence in 

“[The NPT] mechanics have not been 
updated in 26 years. At that age, even 
the loudest machines can start to 
crick.” (Do Hung Viet, President of 
the 11th Review Conference) 

“A long-established default of the 
NPT relies on the fact that its “grand 
bargain” is inherently inequitable.” 



Europe, with many European countries, such as Poland and 
Sweden, newly considering being part of new nuclear cooperation 
agreements. Other non-nuclear-weapon States have also 
discussed the potential benefits of acquiring or hosting nuclear 
weapons for their national security, including Turkey and Finland. 

Some nuclear-weapon States have also adopted more 
aggressive nuclear postures. In November 2024, Russia updated 
its official nuclear doctrine to lower the threshold for using 
nuclear weapons. In November 2025, the United States 
threatened to resume nuclear testing, which would put an end to 
a global moratorium observed by the P5 since 1996. The 
increased reliance on nuclear weapons and deterrence in national 
security policies has been a major point of concern for most non-
nuclear-weapon States during the Conference. Uganda, on behalf 
of the Non-Aligned Movement representing 121 States, identified 
the adoption of no-first-use policies and negative security 
assurances to never use or threaten to use nuclear weapons 
against non-nuclear-weapon states by nuclear-weapons States 
as a high priority.  

TOWARDS A FAIRER, MORE 
TRANSPARENT, AND INCLUSIVE 
PROCESS 

During a press conference following the conclusion of the 
conference, the United Nations High Representative for 
Disarmament Affairs Izumi Nakamitsu noted that despite the 
failure to adopt an outcome document, the 11th Review 
Conference was felt as the most “fair, transparent and inclusive 
process” the NPT has known. This is largely due to the efforts 
from the President of the Conference and the Secretariat, which 
sought to change methods by emphasizing on transparency and 
inclusivity. Moves such as the publication of the first draft 
outcome document as early as the beginning of the second week 
of the conference, the emphasis on the publication of all 
statements, and the opening of most meetings to civil society 
organizations enabled an engaging and constructive atmosphere. 

Civil society organizations also played an important role in 
promoting transparency. The relative openness of the sessions 
enabled very extensive reporting from the proceedings, with nine 
reports published in four weeks by the NGO Reaching Critical Will 
(RCW) that permitted the dissemination of the events of the 
Conference to multiple stakeholders and the public. Despite 
having only one dedicated session throughout the month to share 
statements, CSOs engaged actively in multiple informal meetings 
as well as official side events in partnership with some member 
States. RCW, for instance, organized seven civil society briefings 
between NGOs and State delegations to enable discussions on 
their priorities. 

The next review cycle of the NPT will begin in 2028, with the 
12th Review Conference expected to be held in 2031. Geopolitical 
tensions have sabered the last three review cycles, but 
substantive progress on the proceedings has been achieved, and 
can surely improve the chances of success in the future. Surfing 
on this momentum, civil society organizations should adopt the 
following recommendations in order to contribute to the renewed 
effort to reinvigorate negotiations to implement the NPT. 

 

 
 

RECOMMANDATIONS  
1. Advocate for the implementation of the measures on the 

strengthening of the review process contained in the final 
draft outcome document. Even if not adopted, those 
paragraphs were considered as consensual, and contained 
important measures on increasing transparency, such as the 
creation of a dedicated agenda item at the next Review 
Conference to allow the systematic discussions of national 
reports of implementation from all nuclear-weapon States; 

 

2. Continue monitoring work that provides complementary and 
independent reporting on the activities of member States 
linked to the Treaty. Documents such as the Hiroshima Report 
2026 on the evaluation of achievement in nuclear 
disarmament produced by the Hiroshima Organization for 
Global Peace (HOPe) and the Japan Institute for International 
Affairs enable the dissemination of extensive data on the 
implementation of the Treaty, that cannot always be found in 
the national reports of member States; 

 

3. Promote the methods of work from the 11th Review 
Conference to serve as a basis for the next presidency. During 
the next preparatory committees of the 2031 Review 
Conference, States will formally discuss the rules of 
procedures to adopt. The methods of work of the last 
presidency should be recognized as good practice, and some 
of them should eventually be institutionalized in the rules of 
procedures. 

 

4. Advocate for the 1st Review Conference of the TPNW to adopt 
strong wording on the legal obligations of NPT member 
States. The outcome document of the 2nd Meeting of State 
parties to the TPNW declared in 2023 that nuclear-weapon 
states “unquestionably” failed to meet their legally-binding 
obligations under Article VI of the NPT to engage in serious 
and good-faith negotiations towards the elimination of their 
nuclear arsenals. This wording was not maintained at the 3rd 
Meeting of State Parties in 2024, but building on the new 
failure of the NPT Review Conference, TPNW State parties, 
which are all also NPT State parties, should use this forum to 
diagnose the deadlock of the NPT. 
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