
The Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty 
(NPT) of 1968 called on parties 
(signatory states) to consider “the 
devastation that would be visited 
upon all mankind by a nuclear 
war”. However, the catalyst for the 
Humanitarian Impact of Nuclear 
Weapons initiative was the 2010 NPT 
Review Conference. It expressed 
“deep concern at the catastrophic 
humanitarian consequences of any 
use of nuclear weapons and reaffirms 
the need for all States at all times to 
comply with applicable international 
law, including international 
humanitarian law.” 

Since 2010 the initiative has gained 
significant traction. The Humanitarian 
Dimension of Nuclear Disarmament 
statement by Switzerland to the 
2012 NPT Preparatory Committee 
was joined by 16 states. It now has 
the support of 155 states. When the 
67th session of the United Nations 
General Assembly (UNGA) First 
Committee convened in October of 
the same year, 34 states had joined 
the initiative.

The first Conference on the 
Humanitarian Impact of Nuclear 
Weapons, held in Norway in 2013, was 
joined by 128 states. Their conclusion 
raised three key points:

 ◊   It is unlikely that any state 
or international body could 
address the immediate 
humanitarian emergency 
caused by a nuclear 
weapon detonation in 
an adequate manner 
and provide sufficient 
assistance to those 
affected. Moreover, it 
might not be possible to 
establish such capacities, 
even if it were attempted.

 ◊   The historical experience 
from the use and testing 
of nuclear weapons 
has demonstrated 
their devastating 
immediate and long-term 
effects. While political 
circumstances have 
changed, the destructive 
potential of nuclear 
weapons remains. 

 ◊   The effects of a nuclear 
weapon detonation, 
irrespective of cause, will 
not be constrained by 
national borders, and will 
affect states and people in 
significant ways, regionally 
as well as globally. 

Most of these  states joined in support 
of the South African statement to the 
NPT Review Conference in April 2013, 
and nearly all joined the New Zealand  
statement to the UN’s 68th General 
Assembly of the same year. In 2014 
a second conference took place in 
Nayarit, Mexico, which enunciated the 
Norwegian outcomes in greater detail.

Over the past few years the initiative 
has gathered support and interest 
among states party to the nuclear 
disarmament agenda. In a significant 
turn of events, the United States of 
America has chosen to attend this 
year’s conference in Vienna, making 
it the first member of the P5 (China, 
France, the Russian Federation, the 
UK and the US) to take part. 
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