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Abstract: 

 

Unprecedented nuclear proliferation risks are emerging, as nuclear powers break the non-

proliferation grand bargain by foregoing disarmament, Russia and North Korea threaten nuclear 

strikes against non-nuclear armed states during Moscow’s war of conquest, and US allies lose 

trust in extended deterrence. While China has been sympathetic to arguments about the need to 

mitigate regional security dilemmas for Iran and North Korea, it appears uninterested in the new 

regional security dilemmas emerging in Europe and East Asia.  

 

This policy brief finds opinion polling, scholarly and political discourse in Poland, Germany, South 

Korea and Japan indicating rapid societal realignments on (additional) nuclear sharing or 

armament and on trust in US security guarantees. Meanwhile, an analysis of problem and solution 

awareness in Chinese scholarly debates and official statements from 2022 to 2025 suggests at 

best sleepwalking and at worst brinkmanship. The latter may be geared at offsetting perceived 

containment but could end up damaging China’s security interests. The EU and European 

governments should make the stakes and risks abundantly clear to Beijing. They should instead 

push for a different path, where both sides demonstrably contribute to a negotiated sustainable 

end to the Russia-Ukraine War that respects the security interests of non-nuclear armed Ukraine, 

successfully impress on allies and partners the need to cease nuclear threats against non-nuclear 

armed states, and engage in joint disarmament negotiations among the five UN Security Council 

veto powers. 
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‘Closer than ever: It is now 89 seconds to midnight’ 
Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists 2025 (Mecklin 2025) 

 

1 Introduction 
 

When China’s delegation rose to speak at the 2025 session of the Preparatory Committee 

for the 2026 Review Conference on the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), its representatives 

managed to not mention Russia, North Korea or Ukraine (UN Digital Library 2025). Their 

statements ignored that a nuclear armed state had for the first time in history used nuclear 

threats to shield a (ongoing) full-scale invasion and formally annex the territory of a non-

nuclear armed state. They ignored that the non-nuclear armed state in question, Ukraine, 

had previously given up its nuclear weapons in return for guarantees from three 

permanent members of the UN Security Council (including the aggressor) of its 

sovereignty and territorial integrity (UN Treaty Collection 2025). They did not comment on 

Russia having decided to engage in nuclear sharing with Belarus in 2023 (in this case by 

stationing its nuclear weapons there) (Gregory 2023), nor on North Korea having 

announced ongoing ‘exponential increases’ to its own nuclear weapons arsenal in 2022 

and having joined Russia’s war against Ukraine in 2024 (Lendon and Bae 2023; Reuters 

2024). 

China’s representatives instead identified the European Union and some of its member 

states as a source of strategic nuclear risk (UN Digital Library 2025). They connected their 

concerns to supposedly unjustified European criticism of China’s rapid expansion of its 

nuclear warhead arsenal (from around 200 in 2020 to likely 700-1,000 in 2030, see 

Kristensen et al 2025), insufficient European criticism of US nuclear doctrine and 

modernization, and ongoing nuclear sharing between the US and some European 

countries (Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Belgium and Turkey) started in the 1950s 

before the NPT was concluded – this point of criticism is shared by many non-aligned 

countries like Indonesia, who allege violations of Articles I and II NPT (Kütt, Podvig and 

Mian 2023). China’s representatives also criticized European discussions about ‘new 
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nuclear-sharing arrangements’ (i.e. mainly between France and Germany) or the (remote) 

possibility of additional countries developing their own weapons. 

In an interesting contrast to China’s calls concerning the Russia-Ukraine War to ‘resolve 

the crisis at its root’ (PRC MFA (People’s Republic of China Ministry of Foreign Affairs) 

2025a), there was no mention of why such nuclear discussions are happening in Europe. 

When touting China’s indeed laudable and longstanding no-first use policy on nuclear 

weapons, Chinese diplomats omitted Russia’s rejection of a no-first use policy and its 

frequent threats to be the first to use nuclear weapons in a conflict (including against non-

nuclear armed states).  

The Chinese delegation built on and reiterated previously stated concerns against 

Australia, South Korea and Japan as (potential) culprits in nuclear proliferation (with or 

without US involvement) (PRC Mission to the UN in Vienna 2023). They emphasized the 

promised delivery of nuclear-powered (i.e. not armed) submarines from the US to 

Australia as part of the AUKUS trilateral security partnership as ‘a severe risk in terms of 

nuclear proliferation,’ (US) extended nuclear deterrence (which inter alia covers South 

Korea and Japan) as ‘not in compliance with the [NPT],’ and that ‘states under the nuclear 

umbrella’ should ‘assume their responsibilities’ (UN Digital Library 2025). Previous 

Chinese concerns had included a ‘nuclear consultation group’ formed by the US and 

South Korea (PRC Mission to the UN in Vienna 2023). Once again, North Korea’s actions 

were not commented on by the Chinese side, nor was the issue of which security concerns 

of e.g. South Korea should be considered ‘legitimate’.  

This policy brief explores what changed in ‘allied proliferation’ risks (i.e. proliferation in the 

‘West’) (Brewer and Dalton 2023) in the context of the non-proliferation ‘grand bargain’ 

(Cuéllar, Moniz and O’Sullivan 2025). It delves into the cases of Poland, Germany, South 

Korea and Japan. Its central focus, though, is China’s current and likely future foreign 

policy response to these changes. Officially, China has displayed a certain awareness of 

‘allied proliferation’ risks, but it remains unclear how far its problem awareness reaches 

and whether and how China may want to help address and solve this problem. Its State 
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Council released a new white paper on arms control, disarmament, and non-proliferation 

in November 2025 that basically reiterates and confirms China’s above arguments (PRC 

MFA 2025b). Aiming to go beyond China’s official statements, this policy brief analyses 

the problem and solution awareness in Chinese scholarly debates from 2022 to 2025 

(international relations and international law experts’ publications in Chinese outlets). It 

closes with a discussion of implications for global nuclear risk. 

 

2 Grand bargains and security dilemmas 
 

The basic underlying grand bargain of non-proliferation involves nuclear-weapons states 

working toward disarmament in return for others foregoing such weapons. For US allies, 

it also involves US extended deterrence and security guarantees against other nuclear 

powers (Cuéllar, Moniz and O’Sullivan 2025). Negotiations on disarmament among 

nuclear powers appear to have broken down completely, while several of them broadly 

modernize or even rapidly expand their nuclear weapon arsenals. At the same time, allies’ 

trust in US extended deterrence is fading, and China appears to argue that such extended 

deterrence and long-standing nuclear sharing practices should in any case be fully 

rescinded.  

The mitigation of regional security dilemmas has often been the subject of international 

academic or policy discussions, for example in the cases of Iran and North Korea (e.g. 

Bowen and Kidd 2004). The focus has been how other states can enhance these 

countries’ (or regimes’) self-perceived security and thus reduce their incentive to develop 

or expand nuclear weapons (arsenals); and how, in turn, US and South Korean military 

exercises and defence spending (North Korea) or 2025 Israeli and US air strikes (Iran) 

exacerbate these security dilemmas. China has very much been sympathetic to such 

arguments. With US allies in a post-Cold War context, this is a new topic. As non-nuclear 

armed US allies are threatened by Russia and North Korea (Seo and Harvey 2024), they 
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begin to seriously doubt US reliability. In this context, China appears uninterested in 

addressing the resulting security dilemmas.  

 

3 Warsaw to Seoul - ´Western´debates on ´going 
nuclear´ 
 

Among US allies, Poland has faced one of the most fundamentally changed security 

situations since Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022. Russia has demonstrated 

its willingness to militarily attack neighbours and to wage industrial-scale wars of conquest 

comparable only to the world wars and sustained over a long period. By February 2026, 

the duration of this phase of the Russia-Ukraine War will exceed the length of the Soviet 

Union’s combat operations in the Second World War. Russian attack drones have been 

shot down in Polish airspace, Poland alleges constant Russian cyber-attacks as well as 

Russia being behind multiple arson attacks against civilian targets and the bombing of a 

rail line, while Russian state media repeatedly muse about nuclear strikes against Poland 

(Jack and Kayali 2025; Liang 2025; Sierakowski 2025). Warsaw assumes that some of 

Russia’s nuclear warheads – overall the largest arsenal on earth – are stored in Russia’s 

exclave Kaliningrad, bordering Poland, and Russia has begun open nuclear sharing with 

Poland’s neighbour Belarus (IISS 2023).  

Polish public opinion and official positions on nuclear policy have changed markedly. 

Opinion polling shows a rapid societal realignment in favour of nuclear deterrence 

following Russia’s escalating aggression (von Hlatky and Lambert-Deslandes 2024; 

Onderco, Smetana and Etienne 2023), and Polish scholars debate the credibility of US 

security guarantees (Jurenczyk 2023). While the development of an independent Polish 

nuclear weapons capability remains broadly rejected, former President Duda and former 

Prime Minister Morawiecki openly lobbied for nuclear sharing with the US (Sus and Kulesa 

2023) and current Prime Minister Tusk has announced ‘serious’ talks with France about 

protection under its nuclear umbrella (Cienski and Kość 2025).  
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Driven by a perceived and declared ‘Zeitenwende’ (epochal change) in European and 

German security, German nuclear debates have also clearly shifted post-February 2022. 

Traditionally robust support for nuclear disarmament in the German public has given way 

to a preference for maintaining ongoing nuclear sharing with the US (i.e. hosting US 

nuclear weapons on German territory) (Bunde und Onderco 2023; Onderco and Smetana 

2022). Debates have moved further, and due to an increasing lack of trust in the US, 

German Chancellor Merz explicitly endorsed nuclear sharing with France and the UK 

(Lunday 2025) – while French President Macron appeared to offer stationing French 

planes carrying nuclear warheads in Germany (de Weck 2025; Hairsine 2025). 

Beyond Europe, Russia’s war against Ukraine has increasingly impacted East Asian 

security. North Korea gradually deepened its involvement and eventually joined the war, 

sending its own troops to fight Ukraine. In return, and building on their new strategic 

partnership agreement, Russia is providing North Korea with political, economic and 

military support, including technology bolstering North Korea’s ongoing rapid expansion 

and modernization of its nuclear and missile forces (Howell 2024; Pietrewicz 2025). This 

reportedly includes Russia supplying expertise and technology to improve the targeting 

precision of North Korea’s ballistic missiles and the sophistication of North Korean 

submarines as platforms for the launch of ballistic missiles, as well as reactors, turbines 

and cooling systems for North Korea’s new nuclear-powered submarines. Additionally, 

Russia may support upgrades to the plutonium-producing reactor in Yongbyon. North 

Korea reportedly already has 80-90 nuclear warheads, but aims for rapid further 

expansion, and may lack the capacity to produce enough fissile material without Russian 

support (Laderman 2024). North Korea’s new intercontinental ballistic missiles that can 

target US cities, may also undermine the credibility of US extended deterrence (Lind and 

Press 2025). 

The South Korean public has long favoured nuclear sharing or armament, but more 

recently a majority also no longer trusts that the US would respond in kind in case of a 

North Korean nuclear attack (Bennett 2024). Former conservative President Yoon publicly 

called for nuclear sharing or armament in 2022 (Mount 2024). Even the formerly clearly 
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opposed progressive Democratic Party of current President Lee has moved to a more 

ambiguous position, holding that US extended deterrence is inadequate and South 

Korea’s security strategy must be re-evaluated (Park 2024). Several South Korean 

scholars argue that North Korea’s growing nuclear arsenal is aimed at hostile reunification, 

and some outright call for ‘going nuclear’ (Kelley and Kim 2025; Park 2025). 

As perceptions of the threat environment change radically, even traditionally anti-nuclear 

Japanese public opinion has shifted. The Japanese public’s trust in the US and willingness 

to rely on its extended nuclear deterrence has rapidly declined, and a majority favours 

discussing nuclear sharing (Yan and Qiu 2024; Matsumura, Tago and Grieco 2023; 

Nishida 2023). Former Prime Minister Abe took only three days after Russia started its 

full-scale invasion of Ukraine before suggesting a discussion about nuclear sharing 

between the US and Japan (Asahi Shimbun 2022). Former Prime Minister Ishiba 

appeared to echo his sentiments (Hudson Institute 2024), and current Prime Minister 

Takaichi, a disciple of Abe’s, may follow suit. Meanwhile, Japan already possesses the 

materials, technology and expertise to quickly develop its own nuclear weapons, should 

it consider the rapidly declining security situation to require such action (Nohara 2024).  

Debates have also shifted in ‘Western’ countries further afield from Russia and North 

Korea. Trust in the US has dropped markedly in Australia (Lowy 2025a), and support for 

acquiring nuclear weapons rose from 16% in 2010 to 36% in 2022 (Lowy 2025b). 

Meanwhile, according to April 2025 polling, majorities may be forming not only in the 

Polish and German public, but also in the British, French, Spanish and Italian public, 

favouring a European nuclear deterrent independent of the US (Gilli and Nicoli 2025), 

which could inter alia suggest new nuclear sharing agreements with France (and perhaps 

the UK). A broader societal shift in countries allied to the US is very much apparent. 

 



11 
Plattform für Nachhaltige Entwicklung (SDGs) 

Gesamtuniversitäre Plattform für die Förderung der Ziele 
für Nachhaltige Entwicklung der Vereinten Nationen 

 

4 China´s problem awareness – (partly) debating (some) 
risks 
 

A smaller group of Chinese scholars expressed concerns about the nuclear ramifications 

of the ‘Russia-Ukraine conflict.’ They noted that Russia placed its nuclear forces on 

‘special combat readiness’ a mere four days into the ‘conflict’, effectively using nuclear 

threats to back its invasion of a non-nuclear armed neighbour. These scholars argued that 

Ukraine came to regret  giving up its nuclear weapons in the 1990s, that other countries 

are more eager to seek nuclear weapons due to Russia’s threats – including South Korea 

and Japan seriously considering the matter and participating in a NATO summit for the 

first time (Li 2023; Wu 2022a) – and that ‘nuclear security issues in other regions of the 

world may become collateral’ damage (Wu 2023). Chinese authors referenced former 

Japanese Prime Minister Abe mentioning the Budapest Memorandum when calling for 

nuclear sharing (Yan and Qiu 2024; Wu 2022b). They noted that South Korea is ‘worried 

it will be in the same situation [as Ukraine] one day’ (Wu 2022c; see also Wang 2024) and 

‘even considered independently developing nuclear weapons’ to ‘counter [the] threat’ of 

Russia technologically enabling stronger North Korean nuclear forces and Pyongyang 

newly designating South Korea as a target for nuclear strikes (Jiang and Gu 2024). Such 

authors even argued that ‘some Eastern European countries’ would attempt the same as 

South Korea ‘for similar reasons’ (Wang 2024), and that fear of Russia as well as Russia 

stationing nuclear weapons in Belarus led to Poland seeking nuclear sharing with the US 

(Wang and Guo 2023; Zhou and He 2022). 

Most Chinese experts, however, ignored, merely took note of, or justified Russian and 

North Korean nuclear threats, nuclear proliferation, and invasion of non-nuclear armed 

Ukraine post-Budapest Memorandum. Factual statements without comment noted Russia 

deploying nuclear weapons in Belarus (Ding 2024), and North Korea lowering its threshold 

for nuclear weapons use, planning ‘exponential increases’ in nuclear weapons production 

(with much progress), and achieving records in ballistic missile tests (Gu 2024; Zhang G. 

2024a; Zhong 2023). Euphemisms adorned Russian nuclear threats like ‘turning tough 
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diplomatically’ (Cui 2024) and never being soft (Guan 2024). Justifications portrayed 

Russian nuclear threats and sharing (with Belarus) as (apparently inevitable) 

consequences of competition with the US (Ma and Zuo 2024), and North Korea supporting 

Russia’s war as (apparently logically) exiting isolation over the nuclear issue (Wang 2022), 

while both Russia and North Korea were merely seeking ‘equal security’ in their regions 

(Zhang J. 2024a).  

Most such scholars roundly blamed the ‘West’ for a recent rise in nuclear proliferation 

risks; sometimes for doing too much, sometimes for doing too little. They blamed the US 

for its militarism (Fan G. 2025) and sanctions against Russia (Zhang and Shi 2024), for 

committing to deliver nuclear-powered submarines to Australia (AUKUS agreement) 

(Wang 2024) and establishing a ‘nuclear consultation group’ with South Korea (Tang 2025; 

Wang 2024; Zhang G. 2024b). At the same time, they criticized the US for being viewed 

as potentially unreliable by its allies, citing,  among other things, US President Trump’s 

calls for Japan and South Korea to take responsibility for their own nuclear security, and 

his suggestion that NATO countries might not receive US protection if they spent too little 

on defence (Zhang Y. 2025; Xiao 2024; Zhang J. 2024b; Wang Z. 2022; Zhou and He 

2022). Alternatively, Chinese experts placed responsibility for proliferation risks on South 

Korea for its ‘middle power ambition’ and ‘nuclear populism’ (Wang 2024). They also 

blamed Japan, noting its ‘militarism’ and right-wing political forces (Gao 2022; Zhang G. 

2024b), its civilian nuclear sector’s reprocessing of nuclear fuel and stockpiles of enriched 

uranium, and the perceived wish of some to demonstrate the ability to quickly acquire 

nuclear weapons (Wu and Xie 2022; Wang 2024; Yan and Qiu 2024). 

 

5 China´s solution awareness – from sleepwalking to 
brinkmanship? 
 

Most Chinese experts do not provide clear policy advice on preventing ‘allied proliferation’ 

beyond praising current policies. Some make rather vague suggestions on restoring 
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contacts, ‘rebuilding consensus,’ engaging in dialogue on the civil society and the 

government level, and working out a ‘new action plan’ (Wu 2022b; Wu 2022c). Others 

want to retry previously failed policies, and recommend returning to the Six-Party Talks on 

the Korean Peninsula (Zhang J. 2024a) or perhaps a modified four-party dialogue 

between China, North Korea, South Korea and the US (Zhang T. 2022), or propose 

apparently unilateral US promises to North Korea on military exercises, missile 

deployment and nuclear policies in Northeast Asia (Zhang T. 2022). Others suggest 

unrealistic – given Russia’s refusal and diametrically opposed ongoing state practice – 

treaties guaranteeing no use of or threat of using nuclear weapons against non-nuclear 

armed states (Fan J. 2024). As for a potential treaty on no-first use of nuclear weapons in 

general, all other NPT-recognized nuclear powers are opposed.  

When lauding their own government, scholars point to working papers on no first use 

policies submitted to preparatory meetings for NPT review conferences and official 

rhetoric suggesting vague understanding for non-nuclear armed states’ concerns (Fan J. 

2024), further working papers submitted to the UN, and two-hundred thousand Euro 

donated to Ukraine for nuclear safety (Lu 2024). They also point to China – indeed 

praiseworthy and having been praised repeatedly by Europe for this – having reminded 

during the ‘Russia-Ukraine conflict’ that ‘nuclear weapons must not be used’ (Guan 2024). 

Lastly, Chinese scholars expect that domestic resistance in South Korea and other 

countries, due to concerns about risks, costs, time required, morality, legal and 

reputational consequences, as well as pressure from the US, will in any case prevent 

nuclear sharing or independent nuclear armament (Gu 2024; Wang F. 2024; Shi 2022). 

No need for China to act. On the Chinese scholarly community’s overall attitude to nuclear 

proliferation risks in the ‘West’, the term sleepwalking comes to mind.  

As opposed to Chinese scholars’ sleepwalking, the Chinese government appears to see 

an opportunity to double down and play a much riskier game still. In Chinese government 

documents and statements in 2025, Beijing criticizes US nuclear sharing with allies (i.e. 

Germany, Italy, Türkiye, Belgium and the Netherlands) and extended US nuclear 

deterrence protecting further allies (including South Korea, Japan, and all of NATO) (PRC 
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MFA 2025b), as well as European debates around new nuclear sharing (i.e. with France 

or the UK) (PRC MFA 2025a), as undermining nuclear non-proliferation efforts. The logical 

conclusion is that all sharing and extended deterrence arrangements should be rescinded. 

Meanwhile, China’s white papers and pertinent diplomatic statements do not address 

Russia’s multi-year industrial-scale war in breach of the UN Charter, North Korea actively 

joining combat in that war with its soldiers, Russia’s and North Korea’s frequent nuclear 

threats against non-nuclear armed states, or North Korea’s path of ‘exponentially growing’ 

its nuclear warhead arsenal. Given the November 2025 US National Security Strategy’s 

focus on confrontation with and interference in Europe (and other allies) (White House 

2025) amid allied publics’ fear of Russia and North Korea, such a ‘solution’, i.e. European 

and other US allies unilaterally disarming with respect to nuclear deterrence, is unrealistic. 

In the context of the ongoing military attack by Russia and North Korea on the sovereignty 

and territorial integrity of other countries, as well as the (potential) US withdrawal of 

support, any attempt to employ additional diplomatic (or other) pressure on US allies and 

partners may only accelerate proliferation. 

 

6 Discussion & Conclusion 
 

Nuclear powers are in the process of breaking the grand bargain of nuclear non-

proliferation. They are no longer working towards disarmament. Some are rapidly growing 

or broadly modernizing their arsenals of nuclear warheads, while some establish new 

nuclear sharing arrangements. Rhetoric to the contrary notwithstanding, none are making 

tangible progress in the other direction. At the same time, Russia is using nuclear threats 

to further undermine the UN Charter and break the sovereignty and territorial integrity of 

its non-nuclear armed neighbour Ukraine in a war of conquest – also extending nuclear 

threats against Poland and other EU member states. Having joined Russia’s war of 

aggression in Europe, North Korea is threatening its non-nuclear armed neighbour South 

Korea with nuclear strikes. As European and East Asian allies increasingly doubt the 
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reliability of the US and its security guarantees, new regional security dilemmas emerge 

like they have been previously discussed for Iran and North Korea itself. While China had 

been sympathetic to these countries’ arguments, it appears rather uninterested in the new 

security dilemmas. 

Unsurprisingly, opinion polling in Poland, Germany, South Korea and Japan shows rapid 

societal shifts concerning nuclear sharing or armament and trust in US security 

guarantees. Both scholarly elites and leading politicians give voice to the perception of 

drastically changed security environments and a wish to re-evaluate or readily change 

nuclear policy. Poland expressed interest in nuclear sharing with the US or France, and 

Germany with France (and perhaps the UK) in addition to the US. South Koreans support 

nuclear sharing with the US, and if needed independent nuclear armament, and even 

Japanese voters want a discussion on nuclear sharing. Further afield, polling shows that 

majorities may be forming in the UK, French, Spanish and Italian public, favouring a 

European nuclear deterrent independent of the US, and support for nuclear sharing or 

armament in Australia has grown from single digits to more than a third of the public.  

Nuclear arms control (partly) works for nuclear powers, but not for non-nuclear armed 

states. The risk of nuclear proliferation, and thus the likelihood of eventual nuclear 

escalation, has increased due to Russia’s and North Korea’s war against Ukraine, their 

nuclear threats against non-nuclear armed states, and Russia’s deployment of nuclear 

weapons in Belarus. While recent Israeli and US military actions repeatedly broke the UN 

Charter and complicate disarmament, they do not threaten nuclear strikes to enable 

territorial advances, and their actions are frequently criticized by China. Meanwhile on 

Russia and North Korea, even though several Chinese scholars display awareness of 

their role in a global downward spiral, most scholars ignore, merely take note of or justify 

their actions. Such scholars’ one-sided criticism only addresses the US, South Korea and 

Japan. Perhaps underestimating the sea change in ‘Western’ nuclear debates, Chinese 

scholars’ comments on solutions appear like sleepwalking. Proposing working papers to 

the UN, retrying failed dialogue formats, and drafting unrealistic treaties, or arguing China 

does not need to act at all, China’s experts do not touch on solutions to the new security 
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dilemmas emerging in Europe and East Asia. As long as nuclear powers that depend 

(very) heavily on China for their economic survival (want to) keep threatening nuclear 

strikes against non-nuclear armed states (partly to enable wars of territorial conquest), 

China’s above ideas and efforts will remain fanciful. 

A perfect storm is brewing on nuclear proliferation, as Russia and North Korea attack and 

threaten, and allies’ trust in the US tumbles in the face of questions around US policy 

coherence, future state capacity, and partial hostility towards allies. Chinese official 

documents and statements in 2025 appear to suggest that Beijing wants to increase 

pressure on those European and East Asian allies of the US – perhaps to offset their 

perceived containment of China – instead of helping to effectively mitigate their new 

security dilemmas. These countries might just align themselves (more quickly) with the 

unilateral demands of outside powers, but opinion polling as well as elite and political 

discourse trends suggest that backed against a wall, they could choose proliferation. This 

would not only increase global nuclear escalation risks but also damage China’s security 

interests.  

European governments should make the stakes and risks in this situation abundantly clear 

to Beijing. China argues it only strives for the minimum number of nuclear warheads 

required for regional strategic stability. This appears to justify current rapid growth with the 

goal of getting much closer to US numbers. European leaders should warn Beijing that if 

security dilemmas continue to worsen, future governments of (current) US allies may take 

up a similar logic vis-à-vis Russia and North Korea. Instead, the five UN Security Council 

(UNSC) veto powers should engage in joint disarmament negotiations, striving for the US 

and Russia to substantially reduce their arsenals, while China, France and the UK commit 

to growth ceilings. They should also successfully impress on their non-NPT nuclear-armed 

allies, i.e. Israel and North Korea, the need to not grow their arsenals and begin to 

cooperate with international monitoring. They should demonstrably contribute to a rapidly 

negotiated and sustainably upheld end to the Russia-Ukraine War that respects non-

nuclear armed Ukraine’s security interests. The five UNSC veto powers should, moreover, 

immediately cease nuclear threats against non-nuclear armed states, successfully 
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impress on their non-NPT nuclear-armed allies to do the same, and demonstrate 

compliance for the next five years. Only after preparing the ground through such steps, 

reviving the non-proliferation grand bargain and reducing security dilemmas, could further 

steps be taken.  
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