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WMD proliferation in the Middle East: threats  

and challenges to security 
The proliferation of WMD and ballistic missiles in the Middle East and the 

Mediterranean is generally considered by Western officials and analysts as a 

destabilising development. Indeed, in the recent past ‘no issue has dominated the 

strategic agenda more than the proliferation of WMD’.1 Reasons for concern include the 

large number of conflicts and the region’s endemic instability, the fact that such 

weapons have been used in the past, the region’s geographic proximity to Europe and the 

vital interests of the West (which is prepared, under certain circumstances, to use 

force to protect them), the unstable regimes in the region, the multiplicity of conflicts 

and other security problems and the general instability in the region (including the 

spread of religious extremism). What worries Western officials most is the confluence 

of WMD proliferation and the possibility of a radical Islamist take-over. 

The crux of the horizontal nuclear proliferation problem has always been 

whether it might increase the probability of the use of nuclear weapons (although other 

consequences, such as destabilizing specific regions through costly and risk-prone arms 

races or because of shifts in regional power balances that were wrought or accelerated 

by WMD proliferation should not be underestimated). There has been considerable 

disagreement between analysts on this question for, at least, the past thirty years.   

Indeed, the answers to this question range from extremely optimistic –that 

nuclear proliferation will result to greater regional and global stability- to extremely 

pessimistic -that nuclear proliferation will bring the world closer to the brink of nuclear 

annihilation. The author’s view is that each potential NWS presents a different case 

that has to be examined and analyzed, always taking its particularities into 

consideration. It is risky and, sometimes, misleading to generalize about potential 

nuclear proliferators. Each country and region has its own characteristics and there are 

so many variables (most of which change almost continuously) that any attempt to derive 

a norm is difficult and, in most cases, misleading.  

The deliberate use of nuclear weapons by rival new NWS is unlikely (but not 

impossible) today. As was shown in the analysis of Middle Eastern scenarios, a preventive 

strike (should one be made) would almost certainly be conventional. The only conceivable 
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use of nuclear weapons would be as a weapon of last resort, in the face of a conventional 

defeat.  

If there were to be use of nuclear weapons by a new nuclear weapon state, it 

would most likely result from a miscalculation, an accidental detonation or launching of a 

nuclear device, or be an act of desperation in the crisis or conventional war. The further 

spread of nuclear weapons would also make it even more difficult to come to grips with 

the existing nuclear arms race. The larger the number and diversity of nuclear weapons 

states, the more difficult it could be to agree on arms control and disarmament 

measures. Proliferation would make the strategic chessboard more complex whilst at the 

same time multiplying risks and complicating strategic decision-making. The spread of 

nuclear weapons to three, five or ten countries in addition to the existing eight NWS 

would simply multiply by many times the likelihood that one or another such “unstable” 

leader would come to command a force of nuclear weapons, with peace therefore coming 

into danger. A world that depends on the psychological stability of regimes in Moscow 

and Washington (but also London, Paris and Beijing, Tel-Aviv, New Delhi and Islamabad) 

must a priori be considered to be comparatively safer than one which requires such 

rationality in all these places and in a ninth and a tenth and an nth. As Stephen Rosen 

argues, ‘if several more small nuclear powers will coexist along with the large ones, then 

the problems of nuclear deterrence, arms races, offensive and defensive weaponry, and 

appropriate retaliation will need to be worked out again in new and more complex 

conditions.’2  

It should be noted, however, that a single case of counterproliferation action or 

the use of missile defences could change the picture in a dramatic way. In the same way, 

a single case of use of NBC weapons (by a state or terrorist group) would radically 

transform the situation. It is correctly pointed out that ‘answers from today’s 

perspective may differ from the day after perspectives that is, if in fact WMD had 

already been used against the U.S. or American forces or allies with many thousands of 

casualties, would leaders and the public have a different perspective on the advisability 

and the desirability of action?’3  

Another extremely important issue will be the international community’s 

response to the next significant use of NBC weapons. When Iran and Iraq used chemical 

weapons against each other in the 1980s, the international community was virtually 

silent. As Ellis observes, ‘to prevent further use, key states and international 
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organizations will have to take appropriate punitive measures or risk an eradicated norm 

of nonuse on the years ahead.’4 Shaping the post-use strategic environment will be a 

critical task for the great powers.    

Moving from the abstract to the specific, dealing with Iran’s nuclear programme 

is probably the most critical strategic question in the proliferation field today. Iran’s 

nuclear programme, dating from the time of the Shah, is motivated, among other, by 

some legitimate security concerns. Although military action would probably not solve any 

problems,5 but rather create new ones, failure to take any action may lead to a “domino 

effect” in the region and deal a fatal blow to the international nonproliferation regime. 

A nuclear Iran could serve as a “tipping point” for some states in their thinking about 

acquiring a nuclear capability, though it is possible that key states in the region could 

learn to live with this outcome. Many analysts predict that a cascade of WMD 

proliferation, especially regarding nuclear weapons, could lead to a strong incentive for 

prominent non-nuclear countries, such as Germany and Japan, to ‘go nuclear’, and indeed 

could have sparked vertical nuclear-weapon build-ups by established powers. This would 

have represented a relative decline in American primacy and, thereby, facilitated the 

rise of a future near-peer competitor.6  

It has been argued that even armed with nuclear weapons, Iran will not 

necessarily be hostile to U.S. interests, and the U.S. should not necessarily treat a 

nuclear-armed Iran as an enemy. Whether a nuclear-armed Iran is a danger to the U.S. 

and its interests7 depends on Iranian threat perceptions and the progress of internal 

reform. A cautious, moderate Iran armed with nuclear weapons may even be an 

improvement over the status quo. However, the Bush administration sees Iran’s nuclear 

programme from a different perspective and if sanctions do not work, it cannot be ruled 

out that the U.S. (and/or Israel) will undertake unilateral military action, with uncertain 

results regarding the Iranian nuclear programme, but with assured negative political and 

economic consequences for the region and the world in general. At the same time, failure 

to take any action against the Iranian nuclear programme may lead to a “domino effect” 

in the region and constitute a severe or fatal blow to the international nonproliferation 

regime.  

Perhaps the adoption of a ‘nuclear weapons in the basement’ policy by Iran would 

be an acceptable solution for all parties involved. Under such a scenario, Iran would 

proceed very slowly to the eventual acquisition of a nuclear weapons capability, without 
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openly crossing the nuclear threshold. Thus, the Iranian regime would be able to declare 

to its domestic audience that it did not wield to U.S. pressure, and to appear 

internationally as a responsible power. At the same time, any existential threat to 

Israel’s security would not materialize for a long time, allowing for the use of political, 

diplomatic and economic tools to address the problem. Such an option might also 

contribute to the prevention of a ‘domino’ scenario, as other regional countries might 

perceive the threat as less immediate. Unfortunately, the lack of trust and the limited 

channels of communication between Iran and the Western powers reduce the likelihood 

of an agreement according to the above line of logic. 

The use of military force to prevent the proliferation of nuclear weapons should 

be among Europe’s options, albeit a last resort one. However, it will probably not work in 

the case of Iran.8 The only rational, and potentially effective, course of action for 

Europe would be:  

(a) to convince the U.S. to must recognize that Iranian proliferation, 

Persian Gulf security, the U.S. role in the Middle East, Israel’s 

nuclear status, and Palestinian-Israeli relations are all linked and 

cannot be resolved without a more balanced U.S. stance;9  

(b) to assist in the development of a new security system in the Gulf 

region which will take under consideration Iranian, but also GCC and 

Iraqi security concerns. To achieve this, ‘the transatlantic allies must 

now come up with a new game plan, involving both Russia and China’.10  

But ultimately, the key to a peaceful resolution of the Iranian nuclear crisis is 

the normalization of U.S.-Iranian relations (which would also greatly facilitate the 

stabilization of Iraq). But to achieve this, it “takes two to tango”. And unfortunately, 

the EU is not one of them.    

 

Managing proliferation: options for NATO and the EU 

It is often argued that since 9/11 the rules have changed. The short- and long-

term consequences of the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks against the U.S. on 

relations between the EU (and the Western world in general) and the Arab/Islamic 

world, as well as on perceptions between the two sides, are expected to be far-reaching. 

However, because of the many uncertainties at this stage of transition, the new 

patterns of behaviour and unpredictable regional dynamics, a prognosis and accurate 



 284

assessment of consequences would be extremely difficult. Regarding the proliferation 

of WMD, there is in some circles widespread concern that the calculus of incentives and 

disincentives has shifted during the past decade, with incentives increasing and 

disincentives declining.11 Although the number of nuclear proliferants remains limited, it 

might be prudent to start thinking about shaping, or at least managing the 

postproliferation future. 

Even if the use of military force is not the best option to deal with the Iranian 

nuclear crisis, there may be other nuclear crises in the future in which the use of 

military force may be the best or perhaps the only option. To resolve problems of 

legitimacy that a unilateral counterproliferation action will entail, criteria, rules and 

procedures for an internationally sanctioned preventive action should have been agreed 

well before any nuclear crisis erupts. According to the UN High-Level Panel on Threats, 

Challenges and Change, 

 

In the world of the 21st century, the international community 

does have to be concerned about nightmare scenarios combining 

terrorists, WMD and irresponsible States, and much more 

besides, which may conceivably justify the use of force, not 

just reactively but preventively and before a latent threat 

becomes imminent. The question is not whether such action can 

be taken: it can, by the Security Council as the international 

community’s collective security voice, at any time it deems that 

there is a threat to international peace and security. The 

Council may well need to be prepared to be much more pro-

active on these issues, taking more decisive action earlier, than 

it has been in the past.12  

 

As George Perkinson points out, ‘leaders as diverse as former Secretary of 

State Henry Kissinger and UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan have called for an 

international initiative to establish guidelines for possible military action against grave 

but non-imminent threats. Without such guidelines, Kissinger warns, the world could 

become increasingly chaotic, with numerous countries embarking on preventive military 

campaigns justified by a variety of individual standards.’13 The only appropriate forum 
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for negotiating such guidelines would be the UN Security Council, despite its 

considerable dysfunctionalities. It is safe to assume, however, that it will be very 

difficult –although not necessarily impossible- for members of the Security Council and 

other great powers to agree on the need and criteria to act when the threat is not 

imminent. It will be easier to agree on preconditions for CP action when there is 

unambiguous and present threat to national, regional or global security. It will be very 

difficult to convince the international community by using rather shaky arguments of 

the type ‘perhaps, if this happens, possibly…under certain circumstances country X may 

consider the eventual use of WMD’ and therefore we need to use force against that 

country to prevent a future threat.  

One could envisage various scenarios of conflicts with potential proliferators in 

the Mediterranean. However, missile arsenals in the region are limited in both quality 

and quantity. The “missile threat” today is limited geographically to Southern Europe. 

Potential opponents in the Middle East and North Africa do not yet possess the 

capability to strike NATO/EU countries’ territory beyond Southern Italy, Southern 

Greece, and a significant part of Turkey (except, of course, by terrorist attacks). For at 

least the next ten years, their missile arsenals will continue to consist mainly of Frogs, 

Scuds or Scud derivatives. Even for those countries, it seems that the threat of 

massive conventional (or nuclear by NATO capabilities) retaliation and the limited NBC 

and missile capabilities of proliferant countries make it highly unlikely that such weapons 

would be used against the populations of NATO member states. [It is possible, however, 

that, under certain circumstances, they could be used against NATO theatre or power 

projection forces.] The threat of NBC use against European territories, thus, should not 

be conceived of as an immediate or short-term threat, but as a mid- to long-term one. 

In analysing threat scenarios, one must remain realistic and keep in mind that in most 

cases these are worst-case scenarios and that there probably are active political and 

economic measures to prevent such scenarios from being realized.  

The number of active proliferators and their technological capabilities remain 

limited. It should, however, be noted that within the overall proliferation trend the NBC 

capabilities of proliferants may have advanced significantly, particularly if abetted by 

the purchase or illicit transfer of weapons, delivery systems and related technologies. 

The foreign assistance aspect is an incalculable variable. Furthermore, there is 
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considerable uncertainty about the political stability of several regimes in the region, 

which are faced with strong internal challenges, mainly from radical Islamic groups. 

In this context, one should recall that the principal non-proliferation goal of 

NATO is defined as ‘to prevent proliferation from occurring or, should it occur, to 

reverse it through diplomatic means’. Should these means fail to achieve this objective, 

the use of military means might be considered as part of the Alliance’s overall response 

to a specific crisis involving the use of weapons of mass destruction. To this end, NATO 

must maintain a range of capabilities needed to discourage NBC weapons proliferation 

and use and to protect NATO territory, populations and forces against such use. In 

some cases counterproliferation capabilities may be more useful as a “stick”, preferably 

in combination with some “carrots”, rather as an actual policy instrument. 

Transatlantic cooperation will be a critical factor in managing NBC weapons 

proliferation.  There are some problems in security co-operation between Europe and 

the U.S. For example, it is argued that not only do U.S. and European policy-makers lack 

a shared view of what the threats to Mediterranean security are, they also lack an 

effective and co-ordinated strategy to deal with the spectrum of possible security 

challenges that could emerge across the region. It is also argued that there is no 

transatlantic consensus on the role of military force in coping with the problems of the 

Greater Middle East. September 11, 2001 has widened a transatlantic gap that opened 

years ago in the way Americans and Europeans view the international system.14 

Furthermore, extensive research by the Atlantic Council of the United States 

concluded that ‘the most pervasive differences in threat perception across the Atlantic 

derive from a different weighting of technological capabilities as opposed to political 

intentions’. This greater reliance on political intent also generates a preference for 

deploying diplomatic, rather than military responses when threats are seen to exist.15  

There are a number of measures and initiatives that NATO, the EU and the 

West in general could undertake in order to improve the prospects for security and 

stability in the Mediterranean and the Middle East, their relations with the regional 

countries, as well as their capability to face the NBC proliferation threat. The following 

list is, of course, not comprehensive: 

(a) NATO and the EU are faced with a range of threats and potential threats that are 

multi-directional, multi-dimensional and highly unpredictable. In this context, better 

co-ordination between the two main initiatives, those of the EU and NATO, directed 
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at the Mediterranean is essential to ensure that their approaches are 

complementary and mutually reinforcing16 The U.S. and Europe need to develop 

effective crisis management capabilities to cope with crises in the region. Close 

consultations between allies during a crisis will also be critical; 

(b) The best means for preventing many future crises in the Mediterranean is to 

address their root causes, which are primarily economic and social -ahead of time.17 

The EU is the actor which is best placed to deal with these problems and ensure 

that they do not escalate into major crises requiring military action.18 Furthermore, 

the European states' relations with countries on the southern rim of the 

Mediterranean, the Middle East and the former Soviet Republics should continue to 

address essential political, economic, social and development issues rather than 

being expressed in alarmist military-security terms; 

(c) The fight against WMD proliferation is a global challenge, requiring, among other, a 

more comprehensive and less unilateral U.S. approach and a more coherent European 

policy. Especially for the latter, although the Europeans should avoid overestimating 

the proliferation threat, they cannot afford to remain completely exposed and 

unprotected. 

(d) Because proliferation has expanded to a number of regional actors, a single strategy 

is unlikely to be sufficient in deterring states with varied motivations, and social, 

economic, religious, cultural and political backgrounds. Each case should be carefully 

evaluated on its own merits and policy planners should, therefore, prepare country-

specific strategies;19 

(e) Whereas military preparations as an option of last resort may be necessary, the 

emphasis should be on traditional nonproliferation methods. Nuclear weapons remain 

important for deterrence but should not play a primary role in counterproliferation 

efforts because of the operational problems and the political inhibitions analysed in 

previous chapters. The emphasis of NATO and U.S. efforts should be on the 

development of necessary conventional technologies and theatre missile defences, 

not on preventive/pre-emptive attack. A TMD for Europe must be developed 

together with other forms of CP, joined to non-proliferation measures and as a 

complement to conventional and nuclear deterrence. However, TMD deployment 

should not be regarded as a panacea, only as an effective first step toward 

strengthening regional deterrence;20 
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(f) The possibility of nuclear terrorism has been mentioned by many analysts as one of 

the gravest dangers of the future. Preventing non-state actors from gaining access 

to WMD should constitute a high priority for Western countries and, indeed, the 

whole international community. What can be done to keep the threat of NBC 

terrorism as low as possible? Probably the biggest hole in the massive effort to 

prepare for and counter NBC terrorism in the 21st century is ignorance about the 

psychology of terrorists and what would motivate them to use to use or refrain from 

using these dreadful weapons.21 Preparation is also necessary for dealing with the 

consequences of NBC terrorism.  

There can be little doubt that WMD proliferation is of the most critical 

strategic challenges for the 21st century and dealing with its consequences should be a 

matter of high priority. It will probably be more difficult to agree on issues such as 

authorization and legitimacy of action, the division of labour and the modalities of great 

power cooperation. Victor Utgoff makes the interesting point that ‘the world needs at 

least one state, preferably several, willing and able to play the role of sheriff, or to be 

members of a sheriff’s posse, even in the face of nuclear threats.’22 One should make 

sure, however, that the Sheriff’s deputies do not include any Dr. Strangeloves and 

apprentice sorcerers.  
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