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Inis Claude once wrote that the secretariat is “the most valuable product to date of 

the historical process of international organization.”2 At the UN, Claude added, 

the secretary-general has the role of “international statesman” or, as Trygve Lie 

once put it, “the spokesman for the world interest.”3 

 Claude identified three basic problems facing any such secretariat. It must 

perform its mandates in an objective and cost-effective manner, maintain its 

international status, and, if possible, demonstrate some political leadership.  For 

Dag Hammarskjöld, the fundamental choice facing the UN organization was 

whether it should function as “static conference machinery” or serve as a 

“dynamic instrument” to achieve specific political objectives.4 

 All of these observations very much apply to the work of the UN and its 

secretaries-general in dealing with nuclear weapons challenges.  While member 

states make the most fundamental decisions, the secretary-general and secretariat 

have all made their own unique contributions in addressing such challenges.  

These contributions merit close attention by all who are concerned about the 

process of international organization, in particular as it applies to multilateral 

efforts to address challenges relating to nuclear weapons, the most dangerous of 

all weapons of mass destruction (WMDs).  
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Since there is little scholarly literature on the role of the secretary-general 

and secretariat in this field, this chapter seeks to fill that gap. In light of growing 

concerns in the world over the magnitude of the threats posed by such weapons, 

this chapter will address four questions:  What have the eight secretaries-general 

and secretariat sought to achieve in this field? How has this work changed? Why,? 

And to what effect? It begins by briefly outlining the origin and evolution of the 

secretariat’s and secretary-general’s disarmament mandate, followed by a look at 

the UN machinery designed to fulfill this charge. Next, the chapter turns its 

attention to various structural changes within the secretariat for addressing nuclear 

weapons issues that reflect the different priorities of successive secretaries-

general.  Following this examination secretariat’s institutional change, the chapter 

focuses on some specific approaches to disarmament offered by each of the  

secretaries-general.  Finally, the chapter closes with some preliminary conclusions 

and offers a look ahead at three possible futures for the secretariat in the field of 

disarmament.   

 

Origin and Evolution of the Disarmament Mandate 

The mandates of the secretary-general and the secretariat derive first of all from 

the UN Charter.  The Charter was adopted just weeks before the world’s first 

nuclear test.  Not surprisingly, the Charter does not contain the term “nuclear 

weapon” nor does it assign any specific mandate to the secretary-general or the 
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secretariat for either “disarmament” or the “regulation of armaments”—both goals 

that are found in the Charter, but which specifically apply to other UN organs.5   

The five articles of Chapter XV relate to the work of the secretariat.  

Under Article 97, the secretary-general serves as the “chief administrative officer” 

of the UN organization. Article 98 acknowledges the need for a more flexible 

mandate by providing that he or she “shall perform such other functions” as the 

other UN organs may entrust to that office. Article 99 also authorizes the 

secretary-general “to bring to the attention of the Security Council any matter 

which in his opinion may threaten the maintenance of international peace and 

security.” Article 100 establishes the institutional independence of the secretary-

general and secretariat and obliges each member state to respect their “exclusively 

international character.”   Article 101 pertains to the recruitment of staff, 

including the criteria of “efficiency, competence, and integrity” and geographic 

diversity. 

Although the Charter does not define the terms “disarmament” and 

“regulation of armaments,” their meanings have evolved through practice and 

customary use in the UN system.  Disarmament refers to the elimination of an 

agreed class of weapon—a goal that the UN has specifically applied to all 

WMDs—while “regulation of armaments” has evolved to encompass limits on the 

production, trade, or use of other types of weaponry. 
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Virtually throughout its existence, the UN has sought to eliminate nuclear 

weapons, not just to regulate them.   The very first resolution adopted by the 

General Assembly on 24 January 1946 established a commission to “deal with the 

problems raised by the discovery of atomic energy and related matters,” which 

would be accountable to the Security Council.  The resolution identified the goal 

of eliminating all “weapons adaptable to mass destruction,” a term covering 

nuclear, biological, and chemical weapons.  The council later adopted resolution 

18 (13 February 1947), which established a UN Commission for Conventional 

Armaments, with a regulatory focus. 

After neither commission, working in the early years of the Cold War, was 

able to arrive at a consensus, the General Assembly combined them (by adopting 

resolution 502(VI) on 11 January 1952) into the UN Disarmament Commission, 

also under the Security Council. This commission had the mandate to prepare a 

draft treaty to eliminate WMDs, to regulate and reduce other armaments, and to 

ensure the peaceful use of atomic energy.  Following extensive but unsuccessful 

diplomatic efforts throughout the 1950s to achieve these goals—both within the 

commission and separately among the great powers—the assembly adopted a 

Soviet proposal (in resolution 1378, 20 November 1959) to combine the WMD 

disarmament and conventional arms regulation goals into a joint term—“general 

and complete disarmament under effective international control”—which has 

remained ever since the ultimate goal of the UN in this field. 
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The UN Disarmament Machinery and its Mandates 

 The institutional structures of the UN have varied widely over the years.  The 

current arrangement was largely a product of the General Assembly’s first Special 

Session on disarmament (SSOD-I) in 1978.  Its final document (in General 

Assembly resolution S-10/2, 30 June 1978, referenced below by paragraph 

number) set forth a declaration of principles, a “programme of action,” and a 

description of the relevant institutional machinery.  While the “ultimate objective” 

was “general and complete disarmament under effective international control,” 

(19) the document identified nuclear weapons as the first priority in disarmament 

negotiations. (45) 

  A key paragraph declared that the UN has “a central role and primary 

responsibility in the sphere of disarmament” and that it “should play a more active 

role in this field.” (114) The final document reasoned that since “little progress 

has been made since the end of the Second World War,” especially in nuclear 

disarmament, the solution lay in the following: 

In addition to the need to exercise political will, the international 

machinery should be utilized more effectively and also improved to enable 

implementation of the Programme of Action and help the United Nations 

to fulfil its role in the field of disarmament. …There is … an urgent need 

that existing disarmament machinery be revitalized and forums 
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appropriately constituted for disarmament deliberations and negotiations 

with a better representative character. (113) 

The new disarmament machinery would have its own division of labor, 

with the UN Disarmament Commission performing a purely deliberative role, the 

First Committee being responsible for preparing resolutions for adoption by the 

General Assembly, and the Committee [later “Conference”] on Disarmament 

serving as the world’s “single multilateral disarmament negotiating forum.” (120)  

 While the final document never referred explicitly to the “secretariat” per 

se, it did identify many roles for the secretary-general and the “centre for 

disarmament.”  It stated that the secretary-general “shall furnish such experts, 

staff and services as are necessary for the effective accomplishment of the 

Commission’s functions.” (118d) It requested the secretary-general “to appoint 

the Secretary of the Committee [on Disarmament], who shall also act as his 

personal representative, to assist the Committee and its Chairman in organizing 

the business and time-tables of the Committee.” (120c)  It also requested the 

secretary-general “to set up an advisory board of eminent persons” to advise that 

office on UN studies on disarmament and arms regulation.6 (124) 

The Programme of Action also addressed the role of the secretary-general 

in generating studies and reports, and in preparing guidelines for the UN’s 

programme of fellowships on disarmament, which was created to train 

government officials, especially from developing countries. The final document 
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stressed the roles of the centre for disarmament in gathering information and 

performing research, and in coordinating with other offices in the UN system, as 

well as with intergovernmental and non-governmental organizations (NGOs).  

 Also considered at SSOD-I was a French proposal to establish an 

international institute for research on disarmament, which later evolved into the 

autonomous UN Institute for Disarmament Research based in Geneva.    

The secretariat has acquired many additional mandates pursuant to 

General Assembly resolutions and requests by states parties to multilateral 

disarmament and arms control treaties.  Each year, the secretary-general presents 

numerous reports to the assembly on various disarmament issues, including 

reports of groups of governmental experts, statistical information, and most 

commonly, reports conveying the views of member states, as requested by the 

General Assembly.  In recent years, the secretariat has launched a program on 

disarmament and non-proliferation education, which addresses a wide variety of 

issues relating to nuclear weapons (disarmament, non-proliferation, and counter-

terrorism).  It has for over three decades served as the de facto secretariat for the 

states parties to the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT) 

and has for over a decade promoted the entry into force of the Comprehensive 

Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty (CTBT).   

In summary, the secretariat handles all administrative issues relating to 

disarmament in the UN organization.  It serves an advisory function—primarily 
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through the provision of information and advice to the secretary-general and by 

assisting missions of the member states. It undertakes research and performs 

substantive analyses of policy issues, publishes reports and papers, and monitors 

worldwide developments.  It also performs advocacy and educational functions.   

 

Organizational Change within the Secretariat  

Just as the UN’s mandates have varied over the years, so too have the structures 

of the secretariat for addressing nuclear-weapons issues.  As the “chief 

administrative officer” of the UN under the Charter, the secretary-general has 

some flexibility in organizing the secretariat, and in fact, the organization of the 

secretariat in disarmament often has reflected the personal priorities of the 

secretary-general.  Yet other organizational changes have been affected by the 

general climate of international relations outside the UN, including the status of 

relations between the great powers, especially the United States and Russian 

Federation, which have the largest nuclear arsenals.  There have also been 

organizational changes due more to purely internal administrative factors.  In 

short, organizational change in the UN is multi-causal—and determining the 

source of a specific institutional change often involves some educated guesses, as 

the full circumstances behind such changes are not always well documented.  

 The pattern of organizational change in the secretariat in the field of 

disarmament does not fully conform to either of Hammarskjöld’s classic models 
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of “static conference machinery” or “dynamic instrument” of political initiative. 

One could say it has even merged these categories, reflecting at times a kind of 

“dynamic conference machinery” or a “static instrument.”  Beyond question, both 

the structures and mandates have undergone some significant changes over the 

years and will likely continue to do so.  

 The secretariat has undergone at least nine reorganizations in 

disarmament, under each secretary-general with the exception of Hammarskjöld. 

 The first office in the secretariat to handle nuclear weapons issues was the 

“Atomic Energy Commission group,” located in the Department for Security 

Council Affairs, which was established in 1946. This group became the 

“disarmament affairs group” in 1952 after the commission was abolished, and 

remained in the newly named Department for Political and Security Council 

Affairs (DPSCA).  The group’s small staff of about 10 was organized into an 

“atomic energy section” and a conventional arms office. 

  Though this section was eliminated in 1964, the disarmament affairs 

group remained responsible for handling nuclear weapons issues.  This group 

became the “disarmament affairs division” in 1966, though its staff remained 

quite small.  From 1946 to 1976, the disarmament office staffed between ten and 

fifteen people, typically about a third of which were clerical.  
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In his report to the General Assembly on the work of the organization in 

1975, Secretary-General Kurt Waldheim stressed the importance that the UN 

organization attaches to progress in disarmament: 

The long-term reason for the necessity of disarmament … is that without it 

our Organization will not be able effectively to play its primary role—a 

role which in the present circumstances is vital to the survival of organized 

life on our planet.7 

 In that report, Waldheim concluded “the role which the United Nations is 

playing in disarmament is far from adequate” and called upon the assembly to 

“consider a basic review of the role of the United Nations in disarmament.”8  On 

12 December 1975, the General Assembly established an “Ad Hoc Committee on 

the Review of the Role of the United Nations in the Field of Disarmament,” with 

a focus on organizational issues, improvements in “the collection, the compilation 

and dissemination of information,” and assistance to states in ensuring the 

effective functioning of relevant multilateral agreements.9 In June 1976, 

Waldheim issued a report elaborating on the need for reform, stressing the UN’s 

need to improve its collection and use of information.10   

The report of the Ad Hoc Committee, chaired by Inga Thorsson of 

Sweden, identified many proposed reforms, including several applying to the 

secretariat.11  It urged states participating in disarmament negotiations to “give 

serious consideration” to seeking assistance from the United Nations.  It urged the 
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General Assembly to call upon the secretary-general to undertake “in-depth 

studies of the arms race, disarmament and related matters,” with the assistance of 

governmental experts and other sources.  It called for the publication of a “United 

Nations Disarmament Yearbook” and a “disarmament periodical” reporting 

“current facts and developments” in the field, as well as “annotated 

bibliographies” and brief summaries of relevant books and articles.12   

The report also recommended transforming the disarmament affairs 

division into a “centre” for disarmament, endowed with these new or strengthened 

mandates.  On 14 December 1976, the General Assembly adopted Sweden’s 

resolution 31/90, which endorsed these proposals. For the first time, the 

secretariat’s top official handling disarmament held the rank of assistant 

secretary-general.13 

 The process of organizational reform continued over the years to follow, 

further raising the profile and status of disarmament in the secretariat.  As noted 

earlier, the SSOD-I assigned in 1978 a wide variety of responsibilities to the 

centre, especially in terms of the public advocacy of disarmament.  In 1979, the 

General Assembly adopted another Swedish resolution, this time requesting the 

secretary-general to carry out a “comprehensive study assessing current 

institutional requirements and future estimated needs in the United Nations 

management of disarmament affairs.”14  The preamble provided the rationale for 

the new resolution, noting “the growing disarmament agenda,” the “complexity of 
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the issues involved,” and the greater participation of states, which was creating 

“increasing demands” on the UN “for purposes such as the promotion, substantive 

preparation, implementation and control of the process of disarmament.” 

 The study was prepared with the assistance of a group of experts chaired 

by Argentine Ambassador Carlos Ortiz de Rozas (who presided over SSOD-I).15  

Among other proposals, it supported a stronger role for the assistant secretary-

general in coordinating disarmament activities in the UN system.  It called upon 

the secretary-general to consider “possibilities to strengthen” the centre by giving 

it additional staff (“within the existing over-all resources” of the UN).  It also 

cautiously proposed a possible UN role in verifying disarmament agreements. The 

group discussed restructuring proposals—including the options of creating a 

“department for disarmament affairs” or a “world disarmament agency”—but 

“did not take a position of its own” on these proposals.16 

 The study cautioned, “whatever the adequacy of the means provided by 

the United Nations in the service of the task of disarmament, it was ultimately the 

will of States to make the best use of them and their political readiness to 

negotiate which would determine how much progress was made in that regard.”17   

In 1982, the year Javier Pérez de Cuéllar became secretary-general, the 

General Assembly made a new effort to advance organizational reforms in 

disarmament and raise its priority.  The first event was the convening of the 

second General Assembly Special Session on disarmament (SSOD-II), which was 
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held from 7 June to 10 July.  The session opened with several speeches about the 

dismal global situation for disarmament following  SSOD-I, with many references 

to the nuclear arms race, rising military expenditures, and the failure to have 

achieved much progress on the goals of the earlier special session.   

While the session did not achieve its primary purpose—to elaborate a 

“comprehensive programme for disarmament” for implementing the 

recommendations of SSOD-I—it did launch a “World Disarmament Campaign” 

to “inform, to educate and to generate public understanding and support” for the 

goals agreed at SSOD-I.18  While the session’s concluding document requested 

the secretary-general “to make every effort” to promote these goals, it provided 

no funds and instead urged the secretary-general “to explore the possibilities of 

redeploying existing resources.”19  

With respect to the secretariat, the annex of the concluding document 

contained several relevant—though not agreed upon—paragraphs that Working 

Group I had proposed for inclusion in the draft Comprehensive Programme of 

Disarmament.  These included proposals for:  a “department for disarmament 

Affairs”; an “international disarmament organization” under UN auspices with 

responsibilities that include verification of arms control and disarmament 

agreements; and a “United Nations disarmament agency.”  

On 13 December 1982, the General Assembly adopted resolution 37/99 K, 

which requested the secretary-general to transform the centre for disarmament 
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into a “department for disarmament affairs” that would be “appropriately 

strengthened with the existing overall resources of the United Nations” and 

headed by an under-secretary-general.20  This was the highest level that 

disarmament had ever been handled within the secretariat.  The resolution was 

introduced by Norway on behalf of forty-two delegations and was adopted 

without a vote, with the Soviet Union cautioning “against losing sight of the fact 

that the real reasons for the lack of progress in disarmament lay not in the 

organization of the work of the United Nations bodies, but in the willingness of 

certain major States to stop the arms race.”21  The department for disarmament 

affairs (DDA) was officially established on 1 January 1983.22  

The Secretary-General’s Bulletin of 1 June 1983 spelled out the specific 

functions and structure of the new department.23  Its functions were to assist and 

advise the secretary-general on disarmament issues; provide administrative and 

substantive services to the various parts of the UN disarmament machinery and to 

facilitate coordination of activities therein; maintain liaison with other 

international organizations; coordinate the World Disarmament Campaign; 

administer the UN’s program of fellowships on disarmament; and carry out any 

other tasks that may be assigned by the secretary-general.  Structurally, the 

department had an office of the under-secretary-general—with formal 

management, policy advice, coordinating, liaison, and analytic responsibilities—
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as well as three branches:  the committee and conference services branch; 

information and studies branch; and the Geneva branch. 

This structure would soon expand, especially to focus on regional issues.  

In 1984, the General Assembly asked the secretary-general to assist member 

states in the various regions to participate in the World Disarmament Campaign 

(resolution 39/63 J, 12 December 1984). A year later, the assembly established 

the UN Regional Centre for Peace and Disarmament in Africa (resolution 40/151 

G, 16 December 1985), and in 1986,  created the UN Regional Centre for Peace, 

Disarmament and Development in Latin America, later expanded to include the 

Caribbean.24 The following year, the General Assembly established the UN 

Regional Centre for Peace and Disarmament in Asia, later expanded to include 

the Pacific.25   

All these resolutions provided, however, that their funds would have to 

come from “existing resources” and “voluntary contributions.”  In practical terms, 

this required DDA and the centres to devote considerable effort to fund-raising 

activities. Although none of these resolutions specifically put these centres in 

DDA, they provided the secretary-general flexibility to do so and this is where 

they were placed.   

By 1988, DDA had four branches—the committee and conference services 

branch; the publications and World Disarmament Campaign branch; the 

monitoring, analysis and studies branch; and the Geneva branch, in addition to the 
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three regional centres.26  It was still, however, the smallest department in the 

secretariat.  

Coinciding with these developments were growing concerns of member 

states with the growth and effectiveness of the UN bureaucracy in general.  In 

1986, a high-level group of governmental experts issued a report that included 

recommendations for a “substantial reduction in the number of staff members” as 

well as for the merger of “departments, offices and other units” when 

consolidation would improve the efficiency of the organization.27 

There was little apparent desire among member states, however, to reduce 

or eliminate DDA on grounds of inefficiency or over-growth.  In June 1990, the 

Disarmament Commission completed a review of the role of the UN in 

disarmament and concluded that the secretary-general “should be assisted by an 

adequately staffed and funded” DDA.28  The report said that DDA’s resources 

should be “commensurate with” its mandated tasks “in so far as” UN budget 

restraints would permit.  It also called for the coordinating role of DDA vis-á-vis 

other UN activities and relevant specialized agencies to “be strengthened.”  

By 1991, DDA had 30 staff members at the professional level or higher 

and an annual regular budget of just over $5 million.29 It continued to acquire new 

missions and mandates, without additional funding.  Following the war in 1991 to 

expel Iraq from Kuwait, the Security Council established the United Nations 

Special Commission (UNSCOM) on Iraq, pursuant to resolution 687.30 This 
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resolution required the secretary-general to develop and submit to the council a 

plan to accomplish several tasks, including:  the creation of the special 

commission to carry out on-site inspection of prohibited weapon capabilities in 

Iraq; the development of measures by which Iraq would turn over to the 

commission prohibited items “for destruction, removal or rendering harmless”;  

and assistance and cooperation between the commission and the International 

Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) in accomplishing the nuclear disarmament of 

Iraq.31   

The secretariat played a significant role in the planning and setting up of 

UNSCOM—and while UNSCOM (and its successor, the United Nations 

Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission, or UNMOVIC) were 

almost entirely staffed by personnel recruited by the respective commissions from 

outside the secretariat, the latter did provide the commissions with several 

professional and general service staff members to assist their work.32  A member 

of the secretariat also served as a member of UNMOVIC’s “college of 

commissioners,” which was appointed by the secretary-general after consultations 

with the Security Council.33 Both commissions were funded by Iraq, not the 

regular UN budget. 

The arrival of Boutros Boutros-Ghali as secretary-general in January 1992 

began a period of decline for disarmament in the secretariat.  His new spokesman 

announced on 7 February that the new secretary-general would soon be 
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implementing a major organizational reform of the secretariat, one that would 

abolish several high-level posts and eliminate several departments, including 

DDA, whose staff and mandates would merge into a new Department for Political 

Affairs (DPA).34  The spokesman said the intent was to “streamline” the 

secretariat and make it “more efficient and more economical.”  Yet on the cost 

issue, he also said “I don’t know about savings,” adding that the purpose of the 

reform was not to save money but to “improve the bureaucracy.”35   

The announcement came on 21 February, when Boutros-Ghali issued a 

Note expressing his intention “to consolidate and streamline” the UN in an effort 

that would include moving DDA into the new DPA.36  He pointed to the summit 

meeting of the Security Council on 31 January 1992, where the members at the 

level of heads of state and government issued a presidential statement stressing 

the importance of enhancing the UN’s capacity for preventive diplomacy, 

peacemaking and peacekeeping.  Implicitly, the Note viewed the function of 

disarmament as belonging in a department with a mandate in such fields as 

conflict resolution and the peaceful settlement of disputes.  The first phase of the 

reform would be effective from 1 March 1992.37  On 2 March, the General 

Assembly adopted a resolution approving the secretary-general’s proposal, which 

it called “a vital part of the reform and revitalization" of the United Nations.”38 

NGOs appeared to be somewhat surprised by the reform, but initially at 

least did not vigorously oppose it.  In May, the newspaper Disarmament Times—
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issued by the NGO Committee on Disarmament—published an interview with 

former veteran Soviet diplomat Vladimir Petrovsky, DPA’s new under-secretary-

general with the dossier for disarmament.  He said the new “Disarmament Office” 

occupied a “prominent place” in DPA and that it “has become a part of the 

political work of the UN Secretariat,” adding that the reform “helps to make the 

work of the Office much more action-oriented and synchronized with the 

activities of the UN in other areas, especially preventive diplomacy and 

peacemaking.”39  

In June 1992, Boutros-Ghali issued a report requested that January just 

after he assumed his position by the Security Council—An Agenda for Peace—

which focused at length on preventive diplomacy, peacemaking, and 

peacekeeping, but which made only a brief passing reference to disarmament.40  

In July, the secretary-general issued his programme budget for the biennium 

1992-1993, which indicated a budget reduction of over $600,000 for disarmament 

and a reduction of two high-level posts in this area.41 

Disarmament Times later asked Petrovsky to comment on the treatment of 

disarmament in An Agenda for Peace.  His response was that disarmament was 

outside the mandate of the report, and that it was an issue that “should be treated 

as a kind of associated measure with preventive diplomacy, peace-making, and 

peace-keeping.”42  The newspaper also noted that the secretary-general’s 1992 
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report on the work of the organization, departing from tradition, failed to make 

any reference to disarmament.43 

In October 1992, Boutros-Ghali issued New Dimensions of Arms 

Regulation and Disarmament in the Post-Cold War Era, which addressed 

disarmament issues.44  The report’s preface called disarmament “an inherent part 

of preventive diplomacy, peacemaking, peace-keeping and peace-building.”  It 

added that the end of strategic bipolarity “has not diminished the need for 

disarmament; if anything, it has increased it.”   

At the General Assembly’s First Committee’s special meeting on the 

secretary-general’s new report on 11 November, under-secretary-general 

Petrovsky stated that to achieve “genuine disarmament,” it must be integrated into 

the “broader structure of an international system of peace and security, along with 

economic and social concerns.”45  He admitted “quite frankly” that “we do not 

have any ready-made recipes for the reorganization of the multilateral machinery 

for disarmament” and that our “only strong intention … is to strengthen the Office 

for Disarmament Affairs [ODA]… as a focal point of the Secretariat in this field.”  

On 9 December, the General Assembly decided to convene a special 

meeting of the First Committee from 8-12 March 1993 to reassess the multilateral 

arms control and disarmament machinery.46  The secretary-general addressed the 

First Committee at its meeting on 9 March 1993 and drew upon the themes of his 

New Dimensions report, stressing that the “Secretariat’s capabilities are being 
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strengthened,” adding that he was also “considering a proposal to relocate units of 

the Office of Disarmament Affairs to Geneva.”47 On 8 April, the assembly 

adopted a resolution urging the secretary-general “to take concrete steps to 

strengthen the Office for Disarmament Affairs in order to ensure that it has the 

necessary means to carry out its mandated tasks.”48 During the debate, the NGO 

Committee on Disarmament sent a letter to the secretary-general opposing any 

move of ODA to Geneva, calling for greater NGO participation in the UN 

disarmament machinery, and supporting “an over all strengthening of the UN 

secretariat resources devoted to disarmament.”49  Many member states also 

opposed this restructuring.   

On 20 September 1993, the secretary-general informed the General 

Assembly that ODA would remain in New York and the office would be renamed 

the “centre for disarmament affairs” headed by a director at an upgraded D-2 

level.50  He also indicated that he would be adding to his budget proposal for the 

biennium 1994-1995 additions to cover two new posts in the conventional arms 

area, and one additional general service staff for the new centre. 

The secretary-general issued a formal amendment to the UN’s 

Organization Manual on 15 February 1996 to describe the new centre’s functions 

and structure.51  In this scheme, “the Centre, reporting directly to the Under-

Secretary-General for Political Affairs, is responsible for the provision of advice 
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to the Secretary-General” on disarmament issues.  The centre’s key functions 

largely reflected those of the department that preceded it. 

Less than a year later, in January 1997, Kofi Annan became secretary-

general and soon indicated his intention to re-organize the Secretariat once again 

in the field of disarmament. His initial proposal appeared in a lengthy report—

Renewing the United Nations—which identified broader reforms in the 

organization of the secretariat.52  He indicated his intention to create a 

“Department for Disarmament and Arms Regulation, headed by an under-

secretary-general.”  He reasoned that disarmament “is a central issue on the global 

agenda” and that, in the post-Cold War era, the UN “has taken centre stage in the 

worldwide effort to limit both weapons and conflict.”  He underlined some new or 

growing threats, including the proliferation of “nuclear weapons technology and 

material” and the interest of “criminal syndicates and various terrorist groups” in 

acquiring weapons of mass destruction.  On 11 September, he submitted a budget 

report on his reforms, which included the creation of a new disarmament 

department with forty-one employees and a proposed 1998-1999 biennum budget 

of just over $12 million, an increase over the $10.8 million spent in the 1996-1997 

biennium.53   

Later that month, the NGO Committee on Disarmament—then 

representing some 250 NGOs worldwide—circulated their own resolution that 

welcomed the creation of the new department and strongly urged all member 
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states to support it.54  The US ambassador to the UN at the time, Bill Richardson, 

had circulated a memo on 25 August stating the following about re-establishing 

DDA:  “While our opposition to this step was conveyed to the secretary-general, 

we recognize the decision was within his prerogatives and will work with him to 

ensure the Department will function effectively and efficiently.”55 

In October, Annan issued an “addendum” to Renewing the United Nations, 

focusing specifically on disarmament.56  He said that nuclear disarmament must 

“be pursued more vigorously” and that WMD issues “continue to be of primary 

importance.” In November, the General Assembly adopted a resolution that 

welcomed and commended the secretary-general’s reform initiative (resolution 

52/12, 12 November 1997). 

At a press briefing on 14 January 1998, the secretary-general announced 

the appointment of Jayantha Dhanapala, the Sri Lankan diplomat who had served 

as president of the 1995 NPT Review and Extension Conference as the new 

under-secretary-general for disarmament affairs. In May, Annan issued the formal 

description of the functions and structure of DDA, having dropped “and Arms 

Regulation” from its original title.57  The new department would have seventeen 

enumerated functions, which resembled many of those performed by the previous 

department and centre.  The functions included promoting “the goal of nuclear 

disarmament with a view to progressive reductions in nuclear weapons and their 

complete elimination at the earliest possible date.”  In addition to the office of the 
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under-secretary-general, there were to be five branches: weapons of mass 

destruction; conventional arms; monitoring, database, and information; regional 

disarmament; and the Conference on Disarmament (the Geneva branch)—plus the 

three regional centres. Annan informed the General Assembly in 1998 that “my 

vision of the Organization places disarmament near the centre of its mission of 

peace and development.”58 He later added that “Disarmament is a critical element 

of the United Nations strategy for peace and security.”59 

In March 1999, the secretariat’s Office of Internal Oversight Services 

issued the results of an “in-depth evaluation” of the UN’s disarmament program.60  

It found that while delegations were “generally satisfied” with DDA’s support to 

multilateral bodies, the department had various “shortcomings” that were “partly, 

but not entirely” due to a 22 percent decrease in regular budget funds since 1992 

(when DDA was moved into DPA), and a significant drop in extra-budgetary 

funds (from $6.3 million in 1990-1991 to $1.4 million in 1996-1997).61 

The secretary-general issued a new Bulletin describing the functions and 

structure of ODA in 2004, with the structure of the department remaining 

unchanged from the last Bulletin issued in 1998.62  Its norm creation function in 

disarmament was somewhat expanded to cover “promoting, strengthening and 

consolidation such norms and agreements in all the fields of disarmament.” Its 

role vis-à-vis nuclear weapons moved slightly from a specific function concerning 

the promotion of nuclear disarmament (1998) to promoting multilateral 
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disarmament efforts and the non-proliferation of all WMDs and “in particular 

nuclear weapons.”  A new function was added:  promoting gender-related 

policies—a role stemming from the department’s “gender mainstreaming action 

plan” launched by Dhanapala in 2003.   

The office of the under-secretary-general, instead of “preparing reports 

and notes,” would henceforth provide “authoritative analysis and assessment” of 

disarmament issues. The WMD branch was also given the responsibility to handle 

the issue of WMD delivery systems.63  

DDA worked hard to promote the negotiation of a nuclear-weapon-free 

zone in Central Asia, the first such zone entirely north of the equator.  In 2002, 

Dhanapala visited all five states—meeting with all five foreign ministers and 

three presidents—to promote such a zone. DDA’s Asia Pacific Regional Centre 

worked for many years to promote the negotiation of a treaty.  In their press 

release issued upon signing the treaty in September 2006, the Central Asian states 

thanked the UN, “which has directly participated, for the first time ever, in 

drawing up and agreeing on a draft treaty on a nuclear-weapon-free zone.”64  

DDA’s mandates and responsibilities in the field of nuclear non-

proliferation have long been focused on its role as the de facto secretariat of the 

NPT.  DDA’s role expanded after the Security Council’s adoption of resolution 

1540 on 28 April 2004, which required all states to prohibit the proliferation or 

terrorist acquisition of any weapons mass destruction.65 Yet DDA has had 
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essentially no direct involvement in handling either the Iran or North Korean 

nuclear issues in the last several years—these issues have been handled by small 

groups of states working outside the United Nations, with the exception of the 

Security Council in terms of its role in adopting sanctions resolutions. 

While Ban Ki-moon rarely spoke on nuclear disarmament before 

becoming secretary-general in 2007, he came to office with more personal 

experience in dealing with nuclear weapons issues than any of his predecessors. 

He had participated in the Six-Party Talks over the North Korea’s nuclear 

weapons program, and had served in 1999 as Chairman of the Preparatory 

Commission for the CTBT Organization. He had also been vice chair of the 

South-North Joint Nuclear Control Commission following the Joint Declaration 

on the Denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula in 1992. 

In an interview shortly before being elected secretary-general, he said his 

“highest priority” would be reforms of the UN, adding that “I will try to change 

the whole mind-set of the United Nations secretariat.”66 Citing UN sources, 

Reuters reported that one reform under consideration would be to “combine the 

existing disarmament and political affairs departments and put them under one 

undersecretary-general who would also be responsible for leading anti-terrorism 

programs.”67  

On 16 January 2007, the first press reports appeared that the secretary-

general intended to “downgrade” disarmament in the secretariat by moving it 
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back into DPA.68  Representatives of several NGOs—including the Lawyer’s 

Committee on Nuclear Policy, the International Peace Bureau, and Reaching 

Critical Will—immediately criticized the proposal.69  

These criticisms were joined by concerns from the UN diplomatic 

community.70  Noting that an American was likely to be the new head of DPA, 

one ambassador from the 166-member Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) said that 

“Having an American as head is like putting the fox in charge of the chicken 

coop.” An Asian diplomat called the move “a retrograde step” regardless of who 

will head DPA, adding that “We will only be repeating the blunder that Boutros 

Ghali made and which Kofi rectified.”  He also said that “Burying disarmament in 

the department of political affairs will kill it, and especially so under a US 

national as its head.” 

A proposal was reported on 18 January to keep DDA intact, but place it 

under the leadership of an assistant secretary-general, a rank lower than under-

secretary-general.71  The report noted that the proposal was “not likely to fly” 

given the NAM’s preference for leaving DDA “virtually untouched.” 

The concerns or outright opposition voiced by the NGOs, the NAM, the 

130-member Group of 77 (G-77), and several other delegations (including 

Austria, Denmark, Japan, New Zealand, Norway, and Sweden), indicated that the 

proposal was clearly in trouble. As early as 19 January, the Associated Press (AP) 

reported that the secretary-general had “dropped” the proposal to merge the two 
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departments “because of opposition from a powerful bloc of developing 

countries.”72   

The report described a meeting between Vijay Nambiar, the secretary-

general’s Chef de Cabinet, and the NAM’s “troika” (Malaysia, Cuba, and 

Egypt—NAM’s past, current, and future chairs, respectively), at which Nambiar 

proposed that DDA would keep its structure but become part of the office of the 

secretary-general, and be headed by an assistant secretary-general “who would be 

the special representative” for disarmament.  Ambassador Maged Abdelaziz of 

Egypt later warned that the merger would result in “overpoliticization … 

particularly if somebody from a nuclear weapons state will occupy the 

Department of Political Affairs”; he added that the move would “affect the 

balance between nuclear disarmament and non-proliferation.”  A representative of 

Zimbabwe later questioned the motivation for the proposal:  “was it a problem of 

structure which prevented us from making progress on disarmament or was it a 

more substantive problem?”73 

On 23 January, Terra Viva reported that the secretary-general was making 

the reform proposal because he wanted to keep disarmament “closer to him.”74  

The article quoted one NAM ambassador as saying the various non-papers were 

“still vague on details and on reporting lines”; he asked, “why not keep things as 

they are?”  Meanwhile, the article reported that several NGOs “have launched a 

campaign” against dismantling DDA. 
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Other concerns were registered from an unexpected quarter: US 

Congressmen Ed Markey and Christopher Shays, co-chairs of the Bipartisan Task 

Force on Nonproliferation in the US House of Representatives, sent the secretary-

general a letter voicing their concerns about reports that DDA would be 

“downgraded.”75  In a statement reminiscent of Hammarskjöld’s “dynamic 

instrument” metaphor, they called DDA “a crucial tool to help the world eliminate 

weapons of mass destruction and halt illegal arms trafficking.” 

On 26 January, Reuters reported that it had acquired a UN memo 

indicating that DDA would be reorganized into an “office” (which the article 

claimed “carries less weight”) that would be headed by a “high representative” 

reporting directly to the secretary-general.76  Included in the rationale for the 

change was the need for “a greater role and personal involvement” of the 

secretary-general in handling disarmament issues. 

Reuters reported on 29 January that another motive for the change was 

that it would enable the secretary-general “not to increase the number of 

undersecretaries-general.”77 The report also noted continuing concerns within the 

NAM, including South Africa’s UN Ambassador Dumisani Kumalo and Pakistani 

Ambassador Munir Akram, the chair of the G-77. One European diplomat later 

warned that the proposal faced a “death of 1,000 meetings.”78  At a closed-door 

meeting of the G-77 on 30 January, several states reportedly voiced their concerns 

over the proposal, including the lack of consultation.79   The report quoted one 
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South Asian ambassador as saying, “The secretary-general is not the King, and 

the Secretariat is not the King’s court.” 

The secretary-general addressed the General Assembly on 5 February and 

explained his proposal.  He highlighted “the need to revitalize the disarmament 

agenda, through a more focused effort.”80  This requires “sustained and 

determined leadership at the highest level” and the new office would therefore 

have a “direct line to me, thus ensuring access and more frequent interaction.”  He 

said that disarmament was “an integral part of the policy decision-making process 

at the highest level.”  The office would be headed “by an SRSG [special 

representative of the secretary-general] or High Representative” to “maximize the 

flexibility, agility, and proximity to the secretary-general” and to permit “a 

strengthened advocacy role.”  The office would keep DDA’s mandates.   

There were in this period some reports that the United States was behind 

the disarmament reform initiative.  Inter Press claimed that the United States 

provided the “strongest support” for the proposal.81  AP had earlier cited “UN 

diplomats” as claiming that “Washington has been lobbying for disarmament to 

be added to the job [at DPA].”82  These reports, however, did not provide any 

evidence to document such claims. 

On 6 February, UN spokesperson Michele Montas told reporters that the 

secretary-general “had adjusted his proposals in accordance with their concerns” 

and that “he does not want to downgrade disarmament.”83  The next day, twelve 
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NGOs addressed a joint letter to all 192 permanent missions to the UN in support 

of keeping an independent department with its own mandate and under-secretary-

general.84 

On 15 February, the secretary-general sent a letter to the president of the 

General Assembly containing a detailed description of the roles and structure of 

the new office for disarmament affairs, which indicated that there would no 

downgrading of either.85  The main change would be in the greater role and 

personal involvement of the secretary-general in revitalizing the international 

disarmament and non-proliferation agenda.  In his address the next day to the 

General Assembly, he stated that “having heard strong views from member 

states,” he was “ready to propose that the high representative would be appointed 

at the rank of under-secretary-general.”86  

The reform effort came to closure on 15 March, when the General 

Assembly formally endorsed the secretary-general’s plan to establish the office 

for disarmament affairs, headed by a high representative with the rank of under-

secretary-general, and maintaining the office’s “budgetary autonomy” and 

existing structures and functions (resolution 61/257, 15 March 2007). On 2 July, 

the secretary-general announced the appointment of Sergio de Queiros Duarte, a 

widely-respected Brazilian diplomat and former president of the 2005 NPT 

Review Conference, as the high representative for disarmament affairs.87 
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Some Specific Approaches to Disarmament Offered by the 

Secretaries-General 

The discussion thus far has focused on organizational mandates and structures.  

Yet there has also been some considerable variation in specific approaches 

offered by the secretaries-general to address nuclear challenges. 

Trygve Lie 

 

 On 6 June 1950, days before the start of the Korean War, Lie sent a 

memorandum to all UN member states containing his “Twenty-Year Programme 

for Achieving Peace through the United Nations.”88  In this document, he 

suggested that the Security Council could “instruct” the secretary-general to “call 

a conference of scientists,” which would serve as a “reservoir of ideas” on the 

control of WMDs and the promotion of peaceful uses of atomic energy.  He called 

for an “interim agreement” to halt “an unlimited atomic arms race.”  

Dag Hammarskjöld 

“Negotiation on this problem [nuclear disarmament] should not be 
deferred until the other great political problems are solved, but should go 
hand-in-hand with any effort to reach political settlements.” 
 
Trygve Lie, “Twenty-Year Programme for Achieving Peace through the 
United Nations” (1950). 
 



 33 

 

 Hammarskjöld had a distinctly analytical approach to disarmament—he 

understood the value of breaking the disarmament challenge down into its 

components and making progress by working with these parts: 

[B]y isolating certain non-political, scientific elements from the politically 

controversial elements in the total problem of disarmament, the area of 

conflict has been somewhat reduced … [I]t may be worth considering 

whether those elements of the problem lending themselves to objective 

study by experts in science and technology, in military experience, and in 

law might not be singled out for separate treatment.89 

 He referred to disarmament as a “hardy perennial” at the United Nations, 

stressing its importance but recognizing that it would take time to achieve.90 

 During his tenure, he called upon the Security Council to request the 

secretary-general to prepare a “technical and scientific study of an international 

control system for the suspension of nuclear tests.”91  A conference of experts did 

in fact occur in July-August 1958 on this issue, which resulted in a consensus that 

 
Now there is, of course, a kind of shuttle traffic between the improvement 
in the international atmosphere and disarmament.  On the one hand … 
disarmament is not likely to come about in an efficient, effective way 
short of a further improvement in the international situation.  On the other 
hand, I do not think any single policy move will contribute more to an 
improvement in the international atmosphere than an agreement on even 
the most modest step in the direction of disarmament.  
 
Dag Hammarskjöld, Press Conference, Prague, 7 July 1956.  
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it was indeed possible to verify a test ban. He suggested that the council might 

sponsor the idea of “a summit meeting on disarmament,” a proposal not 

implemented.92 

 He viewed disarmament not as an issue exclusively for the attention of the 

great powers, but, as Brian Urquhart once put it, a “central preoccupation of the 

UN.”93  Speaking to both UK Houses of Parliament in 1958, Hammarskjöld said 

that “It is obvious that controlled disarmament will be possible only through the 

United Nations, because any disarmament system has to be adopted and 

administered by a world organization whose members include practically all 

nations of the world.”94 He was critical of the establishment in 1959 of the Ten 

Nation Disarmament Committee that was outside the UN and his criticisms led to 

a four-power communiqué stressing that the committee “in no way diminishes or 

encroaches upon the UN responsibilities in this field.”95  During the negotiations 

in 1955 to establish the IAEA, he sought to ensure that the new agency would be 

closely linked to the UN.96 

 He was the only secretary-general not to reorganize the Secretariat in the 

field of disarmament.  In his words, “Organizational arrangements … do not 

change realities … Essential difficulties encountered within the UN are based on 

realities and not on the specific constitution of the Organization.”97 
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 Ironically, three days after his death, the United States and Soviet Union 

issued a joint statement of agreed principles on general and complete 

disarmament.98 

U Thant 

 

 Like his predecessor, U Thant did not believe that nuclear disarmament 

was only the business of the nuclear powers.99  He once said that “The hydrogen 

bomb is a greater evil than any evil it is intended to meet.”100 Thant believed that 

the UN’s new majority of developing countries had an important role to play in 

promoting progress in disarmament. He featured disarmament issues prominently 

in virtually all of his Reports on the Work of the Organization, though he was 

never satisfied with the UN’s progress in the field, saying in his 1966 report that 

the UN “has devoted a great deal of time and discussion to disarmament.  The 

results so far are extremely meagre ….”101  

 Thant was perhaps the first secretary-general to call for the “reduction and 

elimination of vehicles for the delivery of nuclear weapons”102 and to call for 

steps to “halt the proliferation of nuclear Powers and weapons.”103  He 

It is not by force of nature but by his own will that man finds himself 
engaged in a race between building a better world and destroying an 
imperfect one. 
 
U Thant, Report of the Secretary-General on the Work of the Organization 
(1965). 
 



 36 

successfully proposed that the General Assembly declare the 1970s a 

“Disarmament Decade.”104 He asked the assembly to request “a comprehensive 

international expert study be undertaken of the economic and social consequences 

of the arms race and massive military expenditures.”105 He stated that “The time 

has come to inquire whether the United Nations should not be officially informed 

about the progress of the arms limitation discussions.”106 Before leaving office, he 

said he had “often felt the need for more scientific advice and assistance” on 

nuclear disarmament issues.107 

 Thant has received little credit for his contributions in helping to resolve 

the Cuban missile crisis. As documented by Walter Dorn, Thant advanced the 

idea of trading a US no-invasion pledge in exchange for the withdrawal of the 

Soviet missiles. Dorn argues persuasively that Thant “helped the superpowers to 

pull back from nuclear annihilation.”108 

Kurt Waldheim 

 

The long-term reason for the necessity of disarmament … is that without it 
our Organization will not be able effectively to play its primary role—a 
role which in the present circumstances is vital to the survival of 
organized life on our planet. 
 
Kurt Waldheim, Introduction to the Report of the Secretary-General on 
the Work of the Organization (1975). 
 



 37 

 Kurt Waldheim is seldom recognized for his efforts to promote 

disarmament, but he made many such efforts—it would scarcely be fair to blame 

the expansion of nuclear arsenals in the 1970s as somehow his fault.   

 Waldheim consistently devoted vast portions of his annual Reports on the 

Work of the Organization to disarmament.  He once observed that “Disarmament 

… has from the outset been a major objective of the United Nations and has 

represented, in terms of effort, perhaps the most continuous activity of the United 

Nations.”109  Waldheim believed that “The maintenance of international peace 

and security, which is the primary objective of the United Nations, depends to a 

great degree on major progress in the field of disarmament.”110  He said that “the 

United Nations cannot hope to function effectively on the basis of the Charter 

unless there is major progress in the field of disarmament.”111 He stressed that 

“the interest of the United Nations, and the international community as a whole, 

in these issues is not merely that of a passive spectator.”112 

He expanded the UN’s role in undertaking research, in providing 

information to the public on disarmament—including through publication of the 

United Nations Disarmament Yearbook and the periodical Disarmament, and in 

promoting public education in disarmament.113  He sent numerous reports to the 

General Assembly on many disarmament issues, ranging from the social and 

economic effects of the arms race, to weapons in outer space.  
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Waldheim also contributed to the institutional development of the UN in 

disarmament.  He persuaded the General Assembly to create an “advisory board” 

to provide counsel to the secretary-general. He elevated the status of the 

DPSCA’s disarmament affairs division to a centre for disarmament headed, for 

the first time, by an assistant secretary-general. Waldheim persistently advocated 

a comprehensive nuclear test ban,  was the first secretary-general to stress the 

dangers of plutonium recovered from power reactors.114  He was also the first to 

propose the establishment of regional or international fuel cycle centers.115 

By 1980, his concern grew over the lack of progress in disarmament after 

the historic SSOD-I in 1978—at the UN, he said, “disarmament activities seem to 

remain largely confined to organizational and procedural matters rather than 

substantive ones.”116  In his last year in office, he called for greater attention to 

the fears and suspicions that stand as obstacles to disarmament.117  He was one of 

the few secretaries-general to write at length on disarmament in his memoirs, 

devoting a chapter to the subject, which concluded: 

The lack of success in the disarmament process is not due to the 

occasionally cumbersome UN machinery or the often emotional and 

protracted debates in its fora. The United Nations is as good or bad as its 

members permit it to be.  The lack of success is due simply to the attitude 

of the major parties, which currently lack the political will to take 
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advantage of the international machinery at their disposal for the 

disarmament process.118 

Javier Pérez de Cuéllar 

 

 In the history of disarmament at the UN, Pérez de Cuéllar will perhaps be 

most remembered for his role in converting DPSCA’s centre for disarmament into 

the department for disarmament affairs.  He was secretary-general during two 

Special Sessions of the General Assembly on disarmament (in 1982 and 1988). 

He stated in 1986 that “As long as they exist, nuclear weapons will entail the risk 

of totally unacceptable destruction to life and to human achievement.”119 In his 

first annual report to the General Assembly on the work of the organization, he 

said that the world is “perilously near to a new international anarchy,” and that “it 

is imperative for the United Nations to dispel that sense of insecurity through joint 

and agreed action in the field of disarmament, especially nuclear disarmament.”120  

 Like Thant and Waldheim, he often stressed the impact of arms races on 

social and economic development.  He opened SSOD-II by observing that “it is 

ironic that the accumulation of arms is one of the few expanding industries in a 

period of economic depression and gloom,” adding that “the arms race represents 

It is my belief that nothing poses a greater threat to the international 
community than the continuing arms race, above all, the nuclear arms 
race. 
Javier Pérez de Cuéllar, Address to the General Assembly, 12 December 
1984. 
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an abdication of our responsibilities for human welfare, a perversion of ingenuity 

and an offence against the dignity of man.”121 

 He often stressed the potential role of the UN in the field of verification.  

In his opening address to SSOD-III, he identified verification as “an area in which 

the United Nations might be able to make an important contribution”—he added 

that it might be “possible in the future to create, under its auspices, verification 

machinery.”122  In 1990, he submitted to the General Assembly a major study on 

verification.123 He also highlighted this issue in his reports on the work of the 

organization from 1985 through 1988. 

 Like Waldheim, he submitted many other studies to the assembly—all 

together, he submitted twenty-four such reports during his tenure, on nuclear-

related subjects ranging from issues in specific countries (e.g., Israel and South 

Africa) to options for unilateral nuclear disarmament. He stressed the importance 

of the World Disarmament Campaign in raising public awareness, and once 

proposed the establishment of a “multilateral nuclear alert centre.”124 

 Also like Waldheim, Pérez de Cuéllar believed that real progress on 

nuclear disarmament required progress in détente and nuclear reductions by the 

United States and the Soviet Union.  He said in his 1983 annual report on the 

work of the organization that “the key to its solution is in the hands of the two 

major nuclear Powers,” a theme repeated in his 1984 report.125  Yet he also said 
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that “a durable improvement in international relations depends on the success of 

the United Nations in discharging its mandate in this field [of disarmament].”126 

 In his last year, and anticipating changes to come during the tenure of 

Boutros-Ghali, he said the UN must “weave collective approaches in this field 

more tightly into the fabric of peace-making and conflict control.”127  He also 

noted the important role of the secretariat in organizing regional and interregional 

meetings on disarmament issues.128 

It is curious that, despite his great interest in the issue, he never discussed 

any disarmament issues in his memoirs.129 

Boutros Boutros-Ghali 

 

 Boutros-Ghali came to office in 1992 with two very distinct goals in mind 

with respect to disarmament, one organizational, the other substantive.  His 

organizational goal was achieved in 1992 when he downgraded the department 

for disarmament affairs to an office within DPA, as described earlier in this 

chapter. His substantive goal was essentially to re-conceptualize disarmament, by 

framing it as an issue that was subordinate to the larger problem of the peaceful 

It is my belief … that the full array of hazards posed to humanity by these 
weapons cannot be adequately dealt with until we have crossed the 
threshold of the post-nuclear-weapon age. 
 
Boutros Boutros-Ghali, New Dimensions of Arms Regulation and 
Disarmament in the Post-Cold War Era (1992). 
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resolution of disputes, which may help to explain why he failed to mention 

disarmament in his first annual report on the work of the organization.  

 His early focus was clearly on administrative reforms; as he said in his 

memoirs, the UN was in a “financial crisis” and that the secretariat was “bloated, 

slack, and out of touch.”130 

 He recognized, however, that arms have their own destabilizing effects.  In 

his New Dimensions report, he observed that “The relentless accumulation of 

armaments by States is not only a symptom of political tension; it can also cause 

and heighten such tensions and increase the risk of conflict.”131 He said that “the 

international community can aim for no less a goal than the complete elimination 

of nuclear weapons.”132 He also called for stronger nuclear non-proliferation 

efforts, and particularly for controls over “long-range delivery systems” and 

“dual-use technology.”133 He repeated this emphasis on non-proliferation in his 

1996 annual report on the work of the organization, saying that “efforts towards 

the ultimate goal of total nuclear disarmament go hand in hand with efforts to 

ensure the non-proliferation of other weapons of mass destruction.”134 

 His memoirs, however, scarcely mention disarmament. 

Kofi Annan 
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 Kofi Annan was certainly not the first secretary-general to emphasize the 

close relationship between disarmament and non-proliferation as multilateral 

policy objectives, but he devoted more effort than the others in elaborating on this 

theme.  

He also concluded that the NPT is facing a twin “crisis of confidence” 

stemming from insufficient progress on either disarmament or non-proliferation.  

More than any previous secretary-general, he framed the “compliance” issue as 

applying not just to non-proliferation, but also disarmament—the world was, he 

feared, “sleepwalking” toward a nuclear disaster.135 He warned that the chronic 

stalemate in multilateral nuclear diplomacy has resulted in “mutually assured 

paralysis.”136 Paralleling such concerns, a group of seven middle-power states 

called the “New Agenda Coalition” pressed forward in both NPT settings and the 

First Committee with specific disarmament proposals.137   

 Annan’s legacy in this field will also be shaped by his role in raising the 

priority of other related issues, most notably missile proliferation138 and WMD 

terrorism, especially in implementing the UN Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy 

The continued existence of nuclear stockpiles leaves the shadow of 
nuclear war hanging over our world—particularly given the existence of 
clandestine networks dealing in nuclear materials and the prospect of 
terrorists with extreme ambitions gaining access to these materials. 
 
Kofi Annan, Message presented at the Peace Memorial Ceremony in 
Hiroshima, 6 August 2004. 
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adopted by the General Assembly in 2006 (resolution 60/288, 8 September 2006) 

and in underscoring the reality of the threat of nuclear terrorism.139 

 Annan stressed the importance of the UN disarmament machinery, but 

warned that it was showing signs of “rust,” which he called “a problem due not to 

the machinery itself but to the apparent lack of political will to use it.”140 As for 

the secretariat, he defended his decision to re-establish the department for 

disarmament affairs, saying in 1997 that “I think it was a mistake to have 

downgraded disarmament. I think disarmament is one of the crucial issues of our 

day and I am correcting that mistake.”141 

Annan viewed the “essential role” of the UN in disarmament as “one of 

norm-setting and of strengthening and consolidating multilateral principles for 

disarmament.”142 His tenure reflected the intention to strengthen those norms and 

the role of the United Nations in advancing them. 

Ban Ki-moon 

  

 There is much continuity apparent in the approach to disarmament taken 

by Kofi Annan and his successor, Ban Ki-moon, as well as some nuances of 

change.  Annan’s valedictory speech on disarmament referred to nuclear weapons 

[R]evitalizing the international disarmament agenda, and the United 
Nations’ own effectiveness in this area, has been a personal priority of 
mine from my very first day in office. 
 
Ban Ki-moon, statement to the Advisory Board on Disarmament Matters, 
18 July 2007. 
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as presenting “a unique existential threat to all humanity,”143 while Ban stated in 

one of his inaugural addresses that “weapons of mass destruction” present “a 

unique existential threat to all humanity.”144  Both came to office intent on 

“revitalizing” the disarmament agenda and the UN’s role in advancing it.  Both 

voiced their concerns over the “crisis of confidence” facing the NPT. 

 In terms of their vision of the role of the secretariat, Ban is much closer to 

Annan than to Boutros-Ghali, who downgraded disarmament by cutting its staff 

and budget, ending its institutional autonomy, and even omitting the issue from 

key publications. By contrast, the present (2008) office for disarmament affairs 

had the same budget, personnel, mandates, and institutional autonomy as the 

former department; its high representative retained the rank of under-secretary-

general with a position on the UN’s high-level Policy Committee; and the 

secretary-general repeatedly voiced his personal determination to give 

disarmament a higher priority.  

 

Some Preliminary Conclusions and a Look Ahead 

The conclusions of this analysis are only preliminary, since the role of the UN in 

disarmament is continuing to evolve, virtually on a daily basis. 

There is clearly no single, dominant agent of change in the way the 

secretariat goes about addressing nuclear weapons issues.  There is an intuitively 

appealing argument that the great powers are in total control of the UN’s agenda 
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in disarmament, but surprisingly little corroborating evidence for this assumption, 

and many cases where other states (developing countries or middle powers) or 

even NGOs have had their own significant effects upon the work of the entire UN 

disarmament machinery.   

The “New Agenda Coalition” has played an important role in advancing 

the norms of nuclear disarmament and non-proliferation both in the NPT and First 

Committee.  The secretariat’s record of issuing publications, promoting 

disarmament and non-proliferation education, and expanding its networking with 

groups in civil society is due as much to the secretariat’s recognition of the value 

of such initiatives, as to rising demands from civil society for greater information 

and access.   

There is some reason to believe that administrative reforms in the 

secretariat are driven largely by parochial internal concerns over efficiency and 

effectiveness, rather than by power politics.  Every secretary-general has had to 

deal with the problem of setting priorities in an environment of limited resources. 

Sometimes strong personal policy preferences of the secretary-general can make a 

difference (e.g., Annan’s determination to re-establish DDA even over the 

opposition of the United States).  Yet there are enormous limitations in what the 

secretary-general or the secretariat can accomplish in disarmament, given that the 

most fundamental decisions are made by the UN’s sovereign member states.  
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Perhaps the secretariat’s greatest contributions for the cause of 

disarmament are in helping to raise it as an international priority, to sustain and 

strengthen its basic legitimacy, to explain it to the public, to provide a forum for 

the public to make its own contributions, to serve as a kind of global “town hall” 

for debating relevant initiatives, and—above  all—to create, build, sustain, and 

adjust international norms or standards of conduct concerning the possession, 

proliferation, or possible terrorist use of all weapons of mass destruction, in 

particular nuclear weapons.  The secretariat’s independent contribution to these 

abstract goals is of course difficult to measure, though the sheer persistence of the 

UN’s fundamental goals of WMD disarmament and conventional arms regulation 

owes a lot to the work of the secretariat, year after year. 

The tools used by the secretariat are quite familiar:  public statements, 

publications, assistance to delegations involved in the UN disarmament 

machinery and multilateral treaty conferences, research and analysis, and 

coordinating liaison relationships with other intergovernmental, regional, and 

non-governmental organizations.  The secretariat is more than just a document 

repository, but also the institutional memory of the United Nations in the field of 

disarmament. Its experts are careerists, not political dilettantes; their loyalties are 

to the global institution rather than the interests of only specific states. 

A disarmament function has continued in the secretariat since 1946 despite 

often strong resistance from the nuclear-weapon states.  It has survived varying 
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priorities of the secretaries-general.  Its work is influenced by broader trends in 

international relations—including the end of the Cold War, the age of 

decolonization, strains between the great powers, wars in the Middle East, and 

other such conditions.  Yet it has also made its own contributions in promoting 

deeper public understanding of disarmament issues, advancing its norms in 

multilateral settings, and in strengthening standards that constrain the behavior of 

states. 

All the secretaries-general recognized the importance of disarmament, yet 

each has had his own approach. Lie, Hammarsköld, and Thant drew attention to 

the role of science and technology in advancing disarmament. Thant and Pérez de 

Cuéllar stressed the social and economic costs of the arms race and rallied support 

for disarmament among developing countries.  Waldheim and Thant both 

presided over a wave of new disarmament-related publications by the secretariat.  

Pérez de Cuéllar often called for the UN to play a greater role in verification.  

Boutros-Ghali tried to integrate disarmament into the broader process of peace 

building.  Annan raised the priority of disarmament and added a new emphasis on 

non-proliferation and counter-terrorist themes. And Ban has indicated his 

intention to give the issue even a higher priority.   

The work of the secretariat in disarmament has also been influenced by 

influential, opinion-leading states and blocs of states. Sweden’s efforts to create a 

centre for disarmament affairs in 1976, and Norway’s 1982 resolution to elevate 
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the centre to a department are good examples, as was the role of the NAM and G-

77 states in the establishment of an independent office for disarmament affairs in 

2007, with help from NGOs. This history does not provide much evidence at all 

for any dominance of the secretariat’s work in disarmament by the great powers. 

It is fair to conclude that secretaries-general have found it easier to re-

organize the UN’s work in disarmament than actually to achieve this goal, which 

is not surprising, given the extent that progress in disarmament still depends on 

decisions by the member states. 

Moreover, the re-organizations that have occurred in disarmament have 

neither saved the UN much money nor significantly “streamlined” the secretariat. 

The issue is one of scale.  In 2007, for example, the UN spent more on 

procurements relating to “cleaning and waste disposal services” ($10.1 million) 

than it budgeted for disarmament (less than $9.9 million).  For decades, the  

secretariat only employed about a couple of dozen officials to work on 

disarmament issues and its current staff—consisting of about fifty employees—

still constitutes a miniscule part of the secretariat staff of 8,900. 

Although the work of the secretariat in disarmament is not a significant 

drain on UN resources, its work remains very important in the eyes of member 

states—both large and small—whose political and financial support will be 

crucial for the future of this work.  This support, combined with the leadership 
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and priorities of the secretary-general, will determine what the future will hold for 

disarmament in the secretariat. 

Looking ahead over the next few decades, this analysis points to at least 

three possible futures for the secretariat in the field of disarmament—revolution; 

evolution; and devolution. 

Revolution would entail a comprehensive reform of the structures and 

functions of the UN disarmament machinery.   If member states so desire, the 

secretariat could gradually acquire new mandates, as well as consolidate and 

integrate many of the diverse multilateral activities underway in disarmament.  

This could lead to the creation of new global institutions, including a disarmament 

organization, a verification agency, a disarmament academy, along with global 

organizations to deal with peaceful uses of outer space, to promote renewable 

energy and energy conservation, or to conduct various sensitive nuclear fuel-cycle 

activities.  Significant increases in budgets, staff, and the scope of mandates 

would provide some indicators of the emergence of a revolutionary course. 

Evolution suggests a future based on incrementalism. An evolutionary 

approach stresses the importance of doing existing tasks better—more effectively 

and efficiently—rather than overhauling existing institutions or mandates.  

Budgets would remain largely flat.  Priorities would essentially remain 

unchanged, or evolve slowly in response to international events and shifting 

coalitions of political support.  While a tendency to incremental evolution is easy 
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to predict, its consequences are not, especially if the evolution is away from 

disarmament toward more regulatory approaches to dealing with nuclear 

weapons.  Evolutionary change has its highest potential when nuclear 

disarmament and non-proliferation progress together, rather than at each other’s 

expense. 

Devolution encompasses a future in which global norms and institutions 

lose their relevance in the day-to-day activities of states. In this vision, global 

institutional structures and functions would increasingly operate on regional, sub-

regional, or local levels.  The creation and enforcement of the global norms of 

nuclear disarmament and non-proliferation would increasingly emerge as 

activities undertaken by coalitions of states, rather than institutions of universal 

membership.  Devolution could occur as a result of public and governmental 

frustrations with the slow rate of progress in existing multilateral institutions, or 

from growing perceptions of the limitations of global norms and institutions in 

alleviating immediate threats to security.  States may also come to conclude that 

they have greater voice or influence over decisions made in more restrictive 

arenas.   

 In all probability, the global nuclear regime and its associated machinery 

will continue to “muddle through” until an unusual configuration of forces—

which might include dynamic leadership among key member states or elsewhere 

within the UN, a catalytic event, a historic breakthrough in US/Russian strategic 
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relations, or other such unpredictable circumstance—creates conditions that will 

lead to more fundamental changes.  As long as weapons stockpiles keep 

declining, and proliferation risks remain stable or decline, this may be the most 

practical route to a safer world for all.   

Whichever route the world chooses to take, except in the most extreme 

case of devolution, there will be important roles for the secretary-general and 

secretariat to play.  In their own way, they have proven to be indispensable.  
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