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SOUTH PACIFIC NUCLEAR FREE ZONE TREATY

On 11 December 1986, the
South Pacific Nuclear Free Zone
Treaty (also known as the Treaty of
Rarotonga) entered into force. In
its preamble, the parties express
their conviction that all countries
have an obligation to make every
effort to achieve the goal of elimi-
nating nuclear weapons and that
regional arms control measures can
contribute to global efforts to
reverse the nuclear-arms race; they
also express their determination to
keep the South Pacific free of

envi ronmen'.al pollution by radio
active wastes and other radioactive
matter.

Regional Measures

While general and complete
disarmament, proclaimed by the
United Nations in 1959, remains the
ultimate objective of disarmament
efforts, the importance of regional
and interim measures has also been
recognized. Nuclear-weapon-free



zones as regional measures have
been discussed at the United
Nations since the 1950s. Two zones
that exclude nuclear weapons had
been established before the
creation of the South Pacific zone.

The first, the demili-
tarized zone of Antarctica, was
established in 1959 by the Antarctic
Treaty. The Treaty, which has 35
States parties, prohibits any mea-
sures of a military nature, the
testing of any type of weapons, any
nuclear explosions and the disposal
of radioactive waste.

The second, the Latin
American zone, was established in
1967 by the Treaty for the Prohi-
bition of Nuclear Weapons in Latin
America (Treaty of Tlatelolco).
Parties undertake to use exclusively
for peaceful purposes the nuclear
materials and facilities under their
jurisdiction and to prevent in their
territories the testing, use, manu-

facture, production or acquisition
of any nuclear weapons and their
installation, deployment and
possession. The Treaty has 25
parties, although it is not yet in
force for 2 of them. By Additional
Protocol I to the Treaty, non-Latin
American States having jurisdiction
over territories in the zone under-
take to apply the provisions of the
Treaty to those territories. (The
United Kingdom, the United States
and the Netherlands are parties to
Protocol I; France, which has signed
the Protocol, has not yet ratified
it.) By Additional Protocol II,
nuclear-weapon States undertake to
respect the nuclear-weapon-free
status of the zone. (All five
nuclear-weapon States- China,
France, USSR, United Kingdom and
United States have ratified
Protocol II.)

The Treaty of Rarotonga
creates a "nuclear-free", rather



than a "nuclear-weapon-free", zone.
The former terra was chosen for a
number of reasons. It was the inten-
tion of the signatories to the
Treaty to keep the region free of
the stationing of nuclear weapons,
nuclear testing and environmental
pollution by radioactive waste.
Moreover, they wished to prohibit
all types of nuclear explosions.
Accordingly, the operative articles
of the Treaty refer consistently to
"nuclear explosive devices", a term
which is interpreted to cover all
such devices, irrespective of the
purpose (military or peaceful)
stated for their use.

The 1967 Treaty on the Non-
Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons,
which has 137 States parties,
acknowledfes the right of groups of
States to conclude regional treaties
to assure the total absence of
nuclear weapons in their terri-
tories. The Final Document of the

first special session of the General
Assembly devoted to disarmament,
unanimously adopted by the Assembly
in 1978, states that nucl~ar-weapon-
free zones should be established on
the basis of arrangements freely
arrived at among the States of the
region concerned and taking into
account the region's character-
istics, and that the process of
establishing such zones in different
parts of the world should be encou
raged with the ultimate objective of
achieving a world entirely free of
nuclear weapons. The members of the
South Pacific Forum concluded the
Treaty of Rarotonga as a step in
that process.



The South Pacific Region

The South Pacific itself
is a vast region, covering one sixth
of the surface of the globe. It
encompasses territories of great
diversity in terms of both size and
political status. At present, there
are 13 independent States or self-
governing territories in the region
—Australia, Cook Islands, Fiji,
Kiribati, Nauru, New Zealand, Niue,
Papua New Guinea, Samoa, Solomon
Islands, Tonga, Tuvalu and Vanuatu
—most of which have achieved inde-
pendence only in the last several
decades. There are other territories
that are not yet independent or
self-governing and that are, in
some cases, under the jurisdiction
of extraregional Powers: France
(French Polynesia, New Caledonia,
and Wallis and Futuna islands).
United Kingdom (Pitcairn Island),
and United States (American Samoa

and Jarvis Island). The map of the
region attached to the Treaty is
reproduced at the end of this Fact
Sheet.

The heads of Government of
the independent States or self-
governing territories of the region
have, since 1971, gathered annually
in a meeting called the South
Pacific Forum to consider matters
of concern to them: economic deve-
lopment, decolonization, nuclear
testing in the region, and the pre-
vention of the dumping of radio-
active waste in the South Pacific.
As of May 1987, the Forum had 15
members, the 13 listed above and
the Federated States of Micronesia
and the Marshall Islands.
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Historical Background of the
Treaty

There has long been
interest in creating a South Pacific
denuclearized zone. In 1975, on the
initiative of New Zealand, the South
Pacific Forum considered the idea of
creating a nuclear-weapon-free zone
in the region and agreed to seek
support for the proposal. Conse-
quently, later that year in the
First Committee of the General
Assembly, nine States from the
Pacific Ocean and Latin America
sponsored a draft resolution endors-
ing the idea and inviting the
countries concerned to carry forward
their consultations on the matter.
The resolution was adopted with no
negative votes, but the nuclear-
weapon States abstained, with the
exception of China, which voted in
favour. In general, they expressed
reservations with regard to a

possible restriction of freedom of
the seas within such a zone.

Although the consultations
called for in the resolution were
not held at that time, the concept
was brought up again by Australia
in 1983. That year, it proposed
that the South Pacific Forum esta-
blish a nuclear-free zone. The
following year, the Forum agreed
upon principles to be incorporated
into a draft treaty and established
a working group to draw up the text.
Because the text had to recognize
other treaty obligations of Forum
members, care was taken to ensure
that each party to the treaty would
retain the right to make its own
security arrangements. It was also
agreed that the new treaty would
reflect the principle of freedom of
navigation and over-flight. After
the draft was completed, the Treaty
was endorsed by the Forum, and on
6 August 1985, at Rarotonga, Cook



Islands, it was opened for signature
by the members of the Forum. The
following year, three additional
agreements, "protocols", pertaining
to the nuclear-weapon States were
finalized after consultations with
those States and were opened for
their signature.

Main Provisions of the Treaty and
Protocols

The Treaty establishes a
very large nuclear-free zone in the
South Pacific (see the map below).
It stretches from the west of
Australia to the boundary of the
Latin American nuclear-weapon-free
zone to the east, and it extends
from the equator to the boundary of
the Antarctic demilitarized zone to
the south.

The authors of the Treaty
recognized, however, that parties to

the Treaty could be responsible only
for actions regarding their own
ships and aircraft; consequently,
nothing in the Treaty affects the
exercise of the rights of any State
under international law with regard
to freedom of the seas (article 2).

Each party to the Treaty
undertakes not to manufacture,
acquire, possess or have control
over any nuclear explosive device
inside or outside the zone
(article 3). Moreover, it under-
takes to conduct any nuclear
activities in co-operation with
other States in accordance with
strict non-proliferation measures
to provide assurance of exclusively
peaceful non-explosive use, and to
support the effectiveness of the
international non-proliferation
system based on the non-prolifer-
ation Treaty and the safeguards
system of the Inter-national Atomic
Energy Agency (article 4).



While exercising its
sovereign rights to decide for it-
self whether to allow foreign ships
(which may be nuclear-powered or
nuclear-armed) to visit its ports or
navigate its territorial seas, or
foreign aircraft to visit its air-
fields or fly over its airspace,
each party undertakes to prevent any
nuclear explosive device from being
stationed in its territory
(article 5). It also undertakes
not to test any such device or to
assist others to do so (article 6).
It further undertakes not to dump
radio-active wastes anywhere at sea
within the zone and to prevent such
dumping by anyone in its
territorial sea (article 7).

The States outside the zone
that have jurisdiction over terri-
tories within it (France, United
Kingdom and United States) would,
upon becoming parties to Protocol 1,
apply the Treaty's key provisions to

those territories. The five nuclear-
weapon States would, upon becoming
parties to Protocol 2, undertake
not to use or threaten to use
nuclear explosive devices against
parties to the Treaty, and the same
five States would, upon becoming
parties to Protocol 3, refrain from
nuclear testing within the zone.



Status of the Treaty

On 6 August 1985, the day
the Treaty was opened for signature
at Rarotonga, 8 of the 13 members
of the South Pacific Forum then
eligible to become parties signed
it. On 11 December 1986, when the
eighth signatory had deposited its
instrument of ratification, the
Treaty entered into force. As of
the end of May 1987, the following
9 members had become parties:
Australia, Cook Islands, Fiji,
Kiribati, Nauru, Niue, New Zealand,
Samoa and Tuvalu. In addition, Papua
New Guinea and Solomon Islands had
signed, but not yet ratified, the
Treaty.

On 15 December 1986, the
Soviet Union signed Protocols 2 and
3. On 10 February 1987, China also
signed them. In signing Protocol 2,
the Soviet Union stated that it
would have the right to consider

itself free from its commitments
under the Protocol in the event of
actions by a party in violation of
the Treaty, including an act of
aggression with the support of a
nuclear-weapon State or jointly with
it and involving the use of the
party's territory for calls or
transit by ships or aircraft
carrying nuclear weapons. The Soviet
Union also reserved for itself the
right to reconsider its commitments
in the event of any other actions
undertaken by parties which would
be incompatible with their non-
nuclear status.

France, the United Kingdom
and the United States have indicated
that they do not intend at this time
to become parties to any of the
Protocols.

France believes that the
Treaty imposes a regime that discri-
minates against its legitimate right
to test nuclear devices in the South
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Pacific islands which it considers
to be part of the Republic of
France, and that it exercises that
right with full respect for the
legitimate interests of its neigh-
bours in that region; it stresses
its wish to continue consultations
with them through regular exchanges
on security matters.

The United Kingdom has
stated that after taking full
account of its security interests
in the region, it has concluded
that it would not serve its national
interest to become a party to the
Protocols. It has observed, however,
that it is not acting inconsistently
with them and has no intention of
doing so. It will keep its attitude
to the Treaty and the Protocols
under review.

The United States, although
also noting that its activities in
the region are not inconsistent with
the Protocols, has announced that in

view of its global security inte-
rests and responsibilities, it is
not, under current circumstances, in
a position to sign them. It believes
that the growing number of proposals
for such zones has the potential to
undermine the policy of deterrence,
the corner-stone of Western security
since the end of the Second World
War, and that a proliferation of
zones could limit its future ability
to meet its security commitments
worldwide.

International Reaction

The creation of the South
Pacific Nuclear Free Zone has
received favourable comments from a
large number of States. While
considering the question of the
security of non-nuclear-weapon
States at the Third Review
Conference of the nuclear non
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proliferation Treaty, held in 1985,
parties to that Treaty welcomed the
agreement reached to establish the /»y
South Pacific zone. In a communique '•*
issued following their meeting in
October 1985, the Commonwealth heads
of Government termed the Treaty of
Rarotonga "an important step in
global and regional efforts to
prevent nuclear proliferation".
During the General Assembly's
session that fall, a large number
of States, referring specifically
to the new zone, expressed satis-
faction that the South Pacific
Nuclear Free Zone Treaty had been
concluded.
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