The Case for Risk Education and Dissemination
Provisions in the Nuclear Weapons Ban Treaty
Gathering in New York this year, the majority of the world’s countries will negotiate a treaty banning nuclear weapons
(meeting 27-31 March and 15 June to 7 July). Deeply concerned by the catastrophic humanitarian consequences of nuclear
detonations – whether intentional or accidental – the UN General Assembly called for a new, humanitarian approach to
nuclear disarmament. Humanitarian disarmament treaties (such as the 1907 Hague Conventions, Landmine and Cluster
Munition Bans, and Explosive Remnants of War Protocol) differ from other arms control and nonproliferation treaties. In
addition to having a humanitarian framing and strong prohibitions, they often include positive provisions such as educational
and awareness-raising measures that encourage states, civil society and international organizations to ensure respect for the
norms set by the treaties and limit harm caused by the weapons they address.

Why is there a need for educational provisions?





Citizens need information about the risks of nuclear weapons and radioactive sites in order to protect themselves
and their communities from potential harm.
Secrecy about the dangers of nuclear weapons has contributed to their humanitarian harm.
Education assists in diffusing and universalizing the norm against nuclear weapons, generating understanding of
why a ban is so important and maintaining momentum for nuclear disarmament.
Positive obligations like dissemination and education will put the prohibition against nuclear weapons into action,
ensuring that norm is reinforced regularly in a variety of settings.

What are the precedents and normative foundations?










Common Article 1 of the Geneva Conventions obligates states “to respect and ensure respect” for international
humanitarian law; according to custom and state practice this includes a duty to disseminate information about
humanitarian norms and cultivate respect for them.1
The 1980 Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons includes a provision on the wide “dissemination” of the
treaty, particularly to military personnel.2
The 1997 Antipersonnel Landmine Ban Treaty,3 2003 Explosive Remnants of War Protocol4 and 2008 Cluster
Munition Convention5 include awareness raising and risk education provisions.
There have been numerous UN General Assembly Resolutions (almost all passed unanimously)6 and a 2002 UN
Secretary-General study7 calling on states to implement “disarmament and non-proliferation education.” Its
“importance” was emphasized in the Report of the Open-Ended Working Group on Nuclear Disarmament in
2016, particularly regarding “the humanitarian consequences of nuclear weapons.”8 Disarmament education
was also endorsed by the 2010 Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty Review Conference Outcome Document9 and
the Final Document of the 1980 UNESCO World Congress on Disarmament Education.10
A 2016 UN Environmental Assembly Resolution emphasizes “raising greater international awareness of the
issue of environmental damage during armed conflicts and the need to adequately protect the environment
when it is affected by armed conflict.”11
The 2001 UN Programme of Action on Small Arms and Light Weapons12 endorses education for a “culture of
peace”, including public awareness of the illicit trade in small arms; similarly the 1999 Programme of Action on a
Culture of Peace13 calls for education to promote general and complete disarmament.

Recommendation
Diplomats and advocates must make sure that the eventual treaty meets the standards of a humanitarian disarmament
treaty. The treaty would thus benefit from positive harm-limiting educational provisions, including dissemination,
public awareness raising, risk education and/or disarmament education.
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