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Introduction

Arms control involves recognizing shared interests and the
possibility of collaborative interactions even among
potential enemies. These measures have minimized the
likelihood of war by restoring mutual vulnerability,
reducing uncertainty, and addressing trust issues among
nuclear-armed rivals throughout history. 

Consequently, arms control arrangements have played a
crucial role in promoting peace and stability in addressing
geopolitical security issues. However, the dynamics of
geopolitical security landscape have changed over the past
decade and trust is deteriorating among the nuclear
weapons states. 

Russia suspended its participation in the New Strategic
Arms Reduction Treaty (New START) – the only remaining
arms control arrangement between Russia and the US on
21st Feb 2023. Russia has declared that it would not enter
any future arms control arrangement, until France and the
UK are part of it. 

Simultaneously, China is keenly observing the realities of
the Russia-Ukraine conflict and cannot ignore the fact that
France and the UK could stand with Taiwan if any crisis
escalates related to Taiwan in future as they have stood
with Ukraine.

The U.S. has long been interested in an arms control
arrangement with China and there are efforts to resume its
decade-old arms control regime with Russia.
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Under these conditions, there is an urgent need for a
comprehensive arms control initiative, which would
include France, UK, China, Russia, and the United States.
Its underlying objective would be to remove the lack of
trust and certainty among major nuclear actors and
strengthening the global strategic stability. 

This Strategic View analyzes the official stance of P5 states
on arms control vis-à-vis their competitors and explores
the prospects and challenges of a comprehensive arms
control arrangement.

Why comprehensive arrangement that would include
all P-5 states?

The P-5 states possess significant military capabilities,
including nuclear weapons. These states hold considerable
influence over international disputes and conflicts. Their
cooperation is essential to maintaining global security and
stability. 

Some of these states have historic dyads, such as the U.S.-
Russia and U.S.-China dyads, and some of them have
developing nuclear dyads including Russia-France, Russia-
Britain and even China-France and China-Britain.

Further, the U.S.-NATO-Ukraine vs Russia dyad, NATO-
Quad-AUKUS vs China, and now the Indo-Pacific vs
China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) which are
testimonies of one side trying to gain strategic advantage
over the other and prioritizing arms race over maintaining
stable deterrence and arms control. Their involvement in a
single arrangement would facilitate global peace and
stability.
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Arms control with China: A decade-old U.S. desire

The U.S. has long been desiring to negotiate an arms
control deal with China, while it has a long history of such
regimes with Russia. Recently, American National Security
Advisor, Jake Sullivan, stated that the U.S. is willing to
engage with China on arms control matters without
preconditions. 

While trying to set a background for talks, in 2022, the
Pentagon predicted that China would possess over 1,500
nuclear warheads by 2035. American efforts of engaging
with China have also been evident in previous years,
including 2012, 2014, 2019, and 2020.

The U.S. National Security Strategy 2022 states that China
is the fastest-growing military power and is the sole
competitor capable of reshaping the future global order as
it possesses the will and growing strength in economics,
diplomacy, military, and technology. Therefore, China must
be engaged in arms control initiatives for greater strategic
stability.

China’s stance over American aspirations

Though Beijing has shown interest in developing an arms
control regime with its global competitors, it expects this to
happen on a nondiscriminatory basis. And that’s the reason
China has so far categorically rejected the American plea
for bilateral, trilateral, or multilateral arms control
arrangement by declaring that it will only enter such an
arrangement once the U.S. reduces its arsenal.
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Furthermore, the U.S. has not presented a substantive
proposal for arms control, apart from the ballistic missile
test notification to China. Another challenge lies in the
divergence of priorities between the two nations. China
has historically emphasized on declarations of intent,
regulation of behavioral rules, and self-control, as
confidence-building starting measures/ initiative. 

On the other hand, the U.S. has focused on establishing
specific quantitative limits on capabilities, implementing
detailed verification and compliance mechanisms, and
ensuring operational transparency in most of its
confidence-building initiative. 

Another consideration is whether China will enter into
any such arrangement without India, especially, when
India is safeguarding U.S. interests in the region.

Interestingly, India has been getting a pass from the U.S.
and West for maintaining the fastest-growing nuclear
weapons program against China, but New Delhi has only
used China as a bogey, and almost 80 percent of the
former’s nuclear and conventional forces are arrayed
against Pakistan. 

Once Pakistan points this out, some Western states take
India’s side that they have to deal with a two-front threat.
India, having a USD 125 billion plus trade with China,
would not want to engage in a military conflict with
China. 

India needs a major power status without fulfilling its
obligations related to regional peace and stability as well
as its strategic partnership with the West. Such an
irresponsible and double-playing state shall be a
significant roadblock to a comprehensive arms control
arrangement.
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France and United Kingdom: A Common Concern for
Russia and China

Russia has also long been interested in establishing an
arms control regime with France and the UK. The Russian
President has occasionally stated that NATO is a nuclear
alliance that has strong collaboration with the United
States. 

NATO countries/ American allies are taking active part
against Russia in Ukraine conflict.  Thus, it becomes an
integrated tri-nuclear axis against Russia, including
France, Britain, and the United States. So, Russia will not
enter any arms reduction and limitation initiative without
the participation of Britain and France.

Furthermore, Beijing cannot ignore the fact that NATO
could stand with Taiwan if any confrontation happens
over Taiwan in future, like it has stood with Ukraine.

Although Taiwan lacks formal recognition as a sovereign
territory and maintains no formal relations with NATO,
the members of the treaty held their first dedicated
discussion over Taiwan in September 2022. 

The NATO members threatened China that “it should
remain aware of the possible ramification if a military
action is taken against the island.” 

Therefore, it is crucial for China, France, and Britain to
address and resolve the emerging incompatibilities in
their respective positions. This would also contribute to
retaining the balance in the emerging world order.
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France and Britain’s Position

While continuously criticizing Russia for deferring the
New START, these NATO members are neglecting Russian
concerns. France and the UK have not addressed the
Russian aspirations to include them in arms control
negotiations. 

During a press conference, a representative from the
French Ministry of Foreign Affairs was asked about
Russia’s desire to involve France in such negotiations. The
representative did not provide a clear response and rather
referred to a previous statement that only condemned
Russia’s decision to defer the New START treaty.

Interestingly, France is also concerned about China’s
increasing influence and growing military capabilities, as
mentioned in French National Strategic Review 2022.

From the Integrated Review of Security and Defence,
published by the British government in 2021, it is evident
that the UK, which had previously pledged to reduce its
nuclear arsenal from 220 to 180, has now decided to
increase its numbers to 260 perhaps to build arms control
leverage against Russia. This decision more likely seems
influenced by the changing geopolitical dynamics, where
China has emerged as a new power center in the globe.

Furthermore, the UK has also shown heightened support
for Ukraine in its conflict with Russia, while remaining
silent on Russia’s position to take Britain on the table.
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It is worth noting that only in 2007, Margaret Beckett, the
former British Foreign Secretary, promised that the UK
would participate in agreements of this nature when
necessary. But no such signaling had occurred recently by
either of them regarding arms control with Russia.
Whereas, for arms control regime with China, neither
Britain nor France has produced any clear intentions for
having such an arrangement.

US to Engage France and the UK
 
Russia will show least interest in arms limitation and
reduction talks until Ukraine conflict ends. So, if the U.S.
genuinely wants to restore global peace and stability, it
must first convince France and the UK to initiate
negotiations with Russia. This step will address Russian
concerns and would also motivate China to go into talks
with the United States.

What A Multilateral Arms Control Arrangement
would offer?

Multilateral arms control agreement would set a precedent
for arms control norms in the 21st century. It could serve
as a model for future arms control agreements involving
not only nuclear weapons but also emerging technologies
like cyber capabilities and artificial intelligence, which are
increasingly relevant to modern warfare.

The geopolitical tensions have escalated due to the
ongoing Russia-Ukraine conflict, and the threat of another
major war is looming over Europe. Simultaneously,
tensions in the Asia Pacific, such as the one over Taiwan,
increasing asymmetric state relations, and the threat of
nuclear weapons use is daunting for humanity.
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These negotiations might prove to be a first step in
resolving Ukraine conflict also, or at least reducing the
increasing hostility between NATO and Russia and
reducing the chances of nuclear weapons use. 

A comprehensive arms control agreement involving all P-5
states may also send a signal of commitment to
disarmament and non-proliferation under the NPT. This
could encourage non-nuclear-armed states to maintain
their non-nuclear status and discourage them from
pursuing nuclear weapons.

Lastly, but most importantly, a comprehensive
arrangement would contribute to global stability by
reducing the number of nuclear weapons and enhancing
transparency and trust among nuclear-armed states. 

It would address concerns about an unchecked arms race
and reduce the chances of accidental or deliberate nuclear
conflict.

Challenges in devising a comprehensive arrangement

The primary challenge in establishing a New START-like
arms limitation arrangement lies in the disparity of
nuclear arsenals among the P-5 states. 

According to SIPRI, Russia has 5,889 nuclear weapons, the
US possesses 5,244, China has 410, France has 290, and
the UK has 225 plus nuclear weapons. 

Previously, the agreements reached between the Soviet
Union (now Russia) and the US, there was a certain level
of numerical parity.
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Realistically, it appears difficult for France, Britain, and
China to enter such an arrangement until the US and
Russia reduce their own numbers. But potential solution
for number disparity could involve a bloc-based approach,
where key NATO members – the US, France, and Britain –
join as a single party, while Russia and China engage as
another.

Additionally, technical obstacles exist in creating a
comprehensive arms reduction and limitation framework.
For example, missiles that the US and Russia categorized
as short-range are termed as strategic by France. 

This technical discrepancy was absent in the history of
US-USSR negotiations, and facilitated more
straightforward discussions. Moreover, any new
agreement to be effective must include clauses addressing
cyber capabilities and artificial intelligence.

The parties should also address the issue of strategic non-
nuclear weapons while devising the arrangement,
particularly after the use of before-mentioned weapons in
Russia-Ukraine conflict. 

Certain Western scholars have suggested impractical and
non-quantitative comprehensive arms control
arrangements, which would involve states with smaller
arsenals sharing their future weapon development plans. 

While Russia and the US would have quantitative limits
like those in the New START, it is unlikely that states with
smaller numbers would declare their plans willingly, given
a current discriminatory approach towards arms control
arrangements.
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Country Deployed
Warheads

Stored
Warheads

Total      
Warheads

Total
Inventory

  United
States

  

  1 770
  

  1938
  

  3708
  

  5244
  

  Russia
  

  1674
  

  2815
  

  4489
  

  5899
  

  China
  

     -
  

  410
  

  410
  

  410
  

  France
  

  280
  

  10
  

  290
  

  290
  

  United
Kingdom

  

  120
  

  105
  

  225+
  

  225+
  

SOURCE: SIPRI YEARBOOK 2023
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Way forward

So far, the P-5 states are only working for a joint
agreement on prior notification of missile test. Such
initiatives would help in building confidence and
managing nuclear missile-related risks. But this would not
address the core nuclear sensitivities among major nuclear
actors that is continuously growing. 

Once a comprehensive arrangement is developed by the
nuclear weapons states which are members of the NPT,
the space for non-NPT nuclear states – India, Pakistan,
North Korea, and Israel – could also be created. By doing
so, a total of 12,512 nuclear weapons possessed by NPT
NWS and non-NPT NWS could make part of a single
arrangement. 

In an era of increasing geopolitical tensions, where the
specter of conflict and nuclear weapons looms ominously,
the responsibility of the P-5 states is clear. Swift and
substantial steps towards arms control are desirable and
necessary to ensure the safety and security of the world.

The countries that aspired to be included into
comprehensive arrangement may be unwilling to
negotiate on the existing terms, but negotiations with the
realization of shared interests of peace through strategic
stability could overcome significant obstacles. 

This approach would bridge gaps, address concerns, foster
a conducive environment, strengthen global peace, and
promote a safer and more secure world. Eventually, it
would lay the foundation for a world where the threat of
any war under nuclear weapons is mitigated, and the
prospects of lasting peace are nurtured.
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