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During the 63rd Pugwash Conference, Working Group 3, co-convened by Masako Ikegami and Elisabeth 
Suh with rapporteurs Qiyang Niu and Miyu Y., focused on the Asia-Pacific and Nuclear Weapons. 
Participants marked the discussion as broad, frank and fruitful. 

Bearing the impact on nuclear dynamics in mind, the group covered a wide range of topics, including the 
US-ROK-Japan partnership, China-Russia-DPRK relations, US-China relations, Quad, AUKUS, and 
relations with NATO. Thematic issues included nuclear and conventional arms buildups and integration 
of deterrence postures, challenges to nuclear safeguards, non-proliferation and the moratorium of nuclear 
testing, the need for historical reconciliation, as well as regional flashpoints including the Korean 
Peninsula and Taiwan strait. 

On the Korean Peninsula, the approach to the DPRK’s nuclear weapons program was debated. While 
certain big powers are shifting their declaratory priorities away from demanding denuclearization, 
windows of opportunities for risk reduction dialogue were discussed especially when the DPRK still 
upholds a nuclear test moratorium. It was proposed that when engaging the DPRK, creative framing 
should be considered. For instance, it was proposed that all major parties in the region should work 
towards a regional framework, while the framing of it can avoid historical burdens of the six-party talks 
by taking the name of “3+3”. Another proposal is that the issue of denuclearization can be framed 
differently at the agenda-setting stage in order to bring all interlocutors together. While the current 
geopolitical situation suits the DPRK and it is unclear under what conditions the DPRK would be open to 
bilateral or regional engagement, interest in mitigating risks of conflict and diversifying geopolitical 
relations theoretically remain, making the preparation of constructive diplomacy and policy approaches 
worthwhile.  

On regional US alliances, specifically the ROK-US relations, recent US presidential approval of ROK 
building nuclear-powered submarines met a lot of attention. Despite the possibility of unprecedented 
presidential processes, participants discussed that the US export of enriched uranium to the ROK and for 
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military purposes would require new legal arrangements and exemptions. Additionally, capacity obstacles 
and technical details of this US presidential and related ROK announcements render ROK nuclear-
powered submarines a far-away ambition. As a separate issue, participants discussed different options of 
what revisions to their 123 Agreement from 2015 the US and ROK are considering. On Japan-US 
relations, a more extensive and indefinite 123 Agreement, particular Japanese laws and plutonium 
stockpiles exist. Participants discussed the current domestic context which could lead to prestige and 
political pressures to build nuclear-powered submarines if ROK ambitions appear to materialize. A 
similar “domino” effect was discussed if the ROK would opt for developing nuclear weapons 
indigenously. On the US-ROK-Japan trilateral partnership, the lack of substance and institutionalization, 
except for the joint operational routine of US forces in Japan and Korea, was discussed. It seems unlikely 
that allies will expand trilateral military cooperation beyond signaling for now. On ROK-Japan relations, 
an increasingly uncertain US and growing threat perceptions in ROK and Japan regarding the DPRK and 
China were marked as main drivers behind the removal of the ROK-Japan stalemate and the past 
momentum for trilateralism. 

The perception of a China-Russia-DPRK triangular partnership was discussed but noted more as three 
sets of bilateral relationships rather than a trilateral one. Participants noted the lack of strategic 
coordination, institutionalization and substance beyond signaling overlapping interests. While China 
strongly opposes bloc-building narratives, there is significant potential that the three countries enhance 
cooperation given the geopolitical landscape. 

On regional partnerships such as Quad, AUKUS and NATO’s Indo-Pacific relations, the robustness of 
them varies. For Quad, it was noted that convergence on traditional military security aspects remain 
unlikely, but it was suggested that maritime security and coastguard cooperation could be prioritized. 
Regarding AUKUS’ component on nuclear-powered submarines, some participants emphasized that 
safeguards and relevant non-proliferation norms should be upheld. It was noted that the IAEA currently 
lacks experience and an approach of safeguarding this type of material. In order to build such 
competences and maintain trust in the agency’s political impartiality, regional countries should be 
included in the process to build the relevant safeguards approach. Regarding NATO’s relations with 
the Indo-Pacific, it was noted that, while NATO’s priorities remain on Russia and in the transatlantic 
region, security in the Indo-Pacific and perceived Chinese hybrid threats to Europe will continue to be on 
NATO’s agenda. Also, Indo-Pacific partnerships are likely to be strengthened. While internal 
discrepancies regarding China make it difficult for NATO to expand its role in the Indo-Pacific, it is 
(selective) NATO member states that build their military diplomatic presence and defense cooperation 
with certain states in the Indo-Pacific.  

On US-China relations and nuclear risks, participants discussed the fragile stability due to alternating 
rounds of escalation and de-escalation being shaped between the two. A major and increasing factor in 
this is the boosted confidence of China as a major power. The Taiwan issue remains the key flashpoint 
between the US and China. While “peaceful means” are still preferred by Beijing and seem to garner 
enough progress for now - best seen in the growing perception that unification is inevitable - military 
confrontation could still occur. Nuclear risks exist during a potential Taiwan contingency, if either side of 



the US or China fears conventional loss, but more likely in inadvertent escalation involving dual-use 
systems and/or inadvertent attacks on NC3 systems. To mitigate such nuclear risks in the medium- to 
longer-term, it was suggested that the US and China should reconcile on the framework for nuclear 
dialogue by finding a balance between crisis management and prevention, and serious efforts should be 
made on studying what types of transparency measures China can accept, such as declaring the share 
of dual-capable missile systems in its arsenal. Relatedly, it was proposed that China should engage US 
allies in Asia to address their security concerns such as declaring the non-nuclear use of SRBMs; 
similarly, US allies in Asia could also engage China and explain the drivers of their threat perceptions. 

It was also highlighted that two factors have a major impact on future US-China nuclear dynamics: US 
damage limitation strategy and the increasing reliance on nuclear deterrence. An increasing US emphasis 
on damage limitation might push China to further nuclear build-up and posture shift to Launch-on-
Warning since this is perceived as strengthening preemptive first strike capabilities. It was proposed that 
US allies discuss with the US how damage limitation is feasible and how Chinese reactions might in 
turn undermine the credibility of extended nuclear deterrence. Participants discussed that increasing 
reliance on nuclear weapons is the result of perceived conventional inferiority, but that the perception of 
shaky political commitment by the US undermines the perceived credibility of extended nuclear 
deterrence. It was proposed that US allies should discuss with the US how conventional deterrence 
can be improved to make extended deterrence more credible as a whole.  

On future arms control such as US-Russia-China trilateral agreements and a regional treaty on theater-
range missile systems (like the INF Treaty) in Asia, motivation from Russia and China on a trilateral 
format was marked as low to non-existent, and lack of US professional bureaucracy in this domain makes 
it even less possible in the near future. One participant mentioned the possibility of Japan increasing its 
missile capabilities together with the US to bring China to the table for a regional INF-like arrangement, 
but other participants expressed caution as this could, on the contrary, lead China to bolster its 
strengthening of missile defense capabilities and its existing advance given its vast arsenal of theater-
range missiles, furthering regional arms race. 

On the issue of nuclear testing, all participants expressed hope to maintain the moratorium worldwide and 
strengthen the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT). While the recent US presidential remarks on 
resuming nuclear (weapons) tests are concerning, participants proposed several ways to offset the 
negative impact, including a potential China-Russia joint statement on upholding the moratorium 
and/or unilateral statements by China, UK, France, Russia in the same nature. Participants discussed 
that resuming tests of nuclear explosive devices for i.e. new nuclear warhead designs will take significant 
time in the US; “simple tests” are less time- and resource-consuming while rather demonstrative in 
purpose. Participants agreed that strategically it makes more sense for the US to maintain its relative 
advantage, given its highest number of nuclear tests, and not resume nuclear testing. Russia and China (as 
well as the DPRK and other nuclear-armed states) are likely to follow-suit if the US resumes nuclear 
testing, giving in to military interests of testing new nuclear designs.  

The goal of a Nuclear-Weapons Free Zone in Northeast Asia (NEA-NWFZ) was also mentioned. A 
means to NEA-NWFZ was through bringing ROK and Japanese parliamentarians together. The 



longer-term goal and process towards a NEA-NWFZ was discussed by participants as a remarkable 
initiative and a missed opportunity with a need for sustained effort.  

Participants also devoted time to discuss historical grievances, reconciliation and memories that continue 
to impact bilateral relations across the region and thereby progress on building trust and establishing 
sustainable cooperation. Participants mutually agreed on the need to acknowledge victims’ suffering 
before proceeding with further talks and measures of reconciliation and compensation. Fact-finding and 
historical record sharing were marked as an important way to do this.  

Finally, the Pugwash WG on Asia-Pacific and Nuclear Weapons proposed to Pugwash Conferences on 
Science and World Affairs to convene regular dialogue between regional experts. Such expert 
dialogue would aim to develop above-mentioned policy recommendations further and has the potential to 
build understanding, science-based conflict resolution and Track 2 diplomacy in the region.  

  


