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In 1945 a New Zealand serviceman Hone Tuwhare, who was stationed in Japan, experienced a Hiroshima destroyed by the atom bomb, and wrote the following lament to humankind's powerlessness in the face of the new nuclear danger.
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Tree let your arms fall Raise them not sharply in supplication to the bright enhaloed cloud Let your arms lack toughness and resilience For this is no mere axe to blunt, nor fire to smother... For this is no ordinary sun.
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In the infancy of the new millennium, the nuclear threat remains as real as ever, with 30,000 nuclear weapons stockpiled, new nuclear weapons being developed, and the threat of their use becoming more real with proliferation to more states and possibly even the terrorist acquisition of the bomb.

So are we as powerless in opposing the bomb as Tuwhare's tree, or can we engage in disarmament to successfully abolish and eliminate nuclear weapons?
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Tuwhare likened nuclear weapons to the sun - both powerful and seemingly uncontrollable and fueled by nuclear reactions. In the mythology of my country Aotearoa - New Zealand, the sun used to travel to fast across the sky leaving no time for the tasks of life such as food gathering and shelter building. Most people accepted this as fate and that they could do nothing about it. However, Maui refused to accept it, and with his brothers went to the mountain behind which the sun slept at night. In the morning they threw ropes over the sun and snared it - only releasing it when it promised to move slowly across the sky with enough time for humans to do what they needed to do.

This myth implies that we are not powerless flotsam in the ocean of life, but can indeed summon the power to address even the most powerful of forces.

And nuclear weapons are indeed a powerful force. The power to completely destroy one's enemies - and even the world - can be very seductive, and continues to warp the thinking of political leaders of nuclear weapons states and aspiring nuclear states.
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Today there are eight states with nuclear weapons, China, France, India, Israel, Pakistan, Russia, United Kingdom and the United States.
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The combined firepower of their nuclear arsenals is the equivalent of 8000 megatons of TNT or the same as 200,000 Hiroshima sized bombs.
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The nuclear weapon states show no signs of eliminating their nuclear arsenals. On the contrary, the latest United States nuclear posture review, for example, indicated that the US is extending the role of nuclear weapons, developing new weapons systems and is preparing the capability to resume nuclear testing. In addition the US is planning to deploy anti-ballistic missile systems.
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The ABM systems are part of plans to weaponise outer space, in violation of the Outer Space Treaty.

In the 1980s, huge demonstrations including one of one million people in New York, failed to stop the nuclear juggernaut. However, in the last decade, small groups of anti-nuclear activists, working in collaboration with supportive governments, have used new techniques to engage in nuclear disarmament with considerable success and much promise that the abolition of nuclear weapons could be possible in the near future.
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One of these initiatives, the World Court Project, aimed to challenge the legality of nuclear weapons policies in the International Court of Justice, otherwise known as the World Court. This was the first time a citizens' initiative managed to reach the court, and it did so in the face of powerful opposition from the nuclear weapon states.
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The result was an historic opinion by the World Court that the threat or use of nuclear weapons was generally illegal and that states have an obligation to negotiate for complete nuclear disarmament.
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It is unrealistic to expect that the Court's opinion will be implemented by the Nuclear Weapons States immediately. However, the opinion has opened doors for further engagement in nuclear disarmament at a number of levels.
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While the Security Council of the United Nations is not acting to implement the law, some anti-nuclear activists are attempting to do it themselves. Inspired by the former UN weapons inspection teams in Iraq, some are requesting to enter nuclear weapons facilities to `inspect' them for illegal nuclear weapons. Others, knowing that such weapons are held or supported by specific facilities, conduct `disarmament' actions within the facilities. These are symbolic actions demonstrating the illegality of the weapons, and the anti-nuclear activists conduct such actions openly and wait to confront the authorities and usually be arrested) afterwards. While some protestors are convicted and jailed for such charges as trespass, damage to property, sabotage or conspiracy, others have been acquitted on the basis of the World Court opinion.
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In the Trident Ploughshares case, for example, the judge Sheriff Gimblet concluded that:

"...the threat or use of Trident ... is an infringement of international and customary law. If Trident is illegal... they (the protestors) had the obligation in terms of international law to do whatever little they could to stop the deployment and use of nuclear weapons. "
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At the international level, NGOs have been working with states to increase support for the elimination of nuclear weapons through a nuclear weapons treaty. Following the ICJ opinion, for example, Malaysia introduced a resolution calling for negotiations leading to the conclusion of a nuclear weapons convention which would prohibit the development, production, testing, deployment, stockpiling, transfer, threat or use of nuclear weapons and provide for their elimination. The resolution is supported by an overwhelming majority of states, including India, Pakistan and China, three countries possessing nuclear weapons. It is repeated annually in order to build more support.
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Popular opinion supports a nuclear weapons convention even in those countries which do not support the UN resolution.
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Abolition 2000, an international network of over 2000 organisations has been formed to campaign for a nuclear weapons convention.
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In order to answer outstanding questions about the feasibility of abolishing nuclear weapons, including, questions of enforcement and verification, a consortium of lawyers, scientists and

disarmament experts in 1997 drafted a Model Nuclear Weapons Convention, based very much on the treaty abolishing chemical weapons. The Model NWC has now been circulated by the United Nations Secretary-General as a discussion document.

The Model NWC provides a way of engaging in dialogue with nuclear weapon states and their allies on aspects of nuclear disarmament. Following the release of the Model NWC, the United Kingdom, for example, which was previously opposed to the idea of a nuclear weapons convention, conducted a study on verification of the elimination of nuclear weapons and agreed that a NWC would be required in the long-term. Canada no longer votes against the UN resolution calling for a NWC and has hosted a roundtable meeting to discuss it.

Another way of engaging in nuclear disarmament is to establish nuclear weapon free zones.
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An example of their success is in Aotearoa-New Zealand, where nuclear armed ships used to visit despite considerable protest. The peace movement started a campaign to declare places symbolically nuclear weapon free - homes, schools, workplaces, churches, cities . . . were declared nuclear free. This influenced the government to declare New Zealand a nuclear free zone in 1984.
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Now over half the globe is covered by nuclear weapon free zones.
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Another important method of engagement is through parliamentarians. UN Under-Secretary General Jayantha Dhanapala, has said that "the parliaments of the world are the bridges between government and civil society. They help to give disarmament not only vision, but also some backbone, muscle, and teeth."

Thus a Parliamentary Network for Nuclear Disarmament has now been formed. Civil society can encourage their parliamentarians to become more active in nuclear disarmament with the help of this network.

Conclusion:

The World Court Project, the campaign to achieve a nuclear weapons convention, and the campaign for nuclear weapon free zones indicate that when NGOs work strategically, using a variety of disarmament approaches, including collaboration with supportive states and parliamentarians, it is possible to make considerable progress on nuclear disarmament. Working together I believe we can abolish nuclear weapons in our lifetimes and herald a new era of peace and security.
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