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Opinion

Athree-week global speaking tour 
has convinced me that the world 
is moving into a new stage in the 
long quest to eliminate nuclear 

weapons. Weakened government ideology in 
support of nuclear weapons is now colliding 
with chronic deficits and other economic 
realities that make them unaffordable.

I found this a consistent theme in meet-
ings with senior government officials in China, 
India, Russia, Sweden, Norway, Germany, 
Belgium and the United Kingdom. In the dis-
cussions surrounding my lectures to university 
students, think tanks and civil society groups, 
it became clear to me that the intellectual case 
for nuclear deterrence is crumbling.

Even in NATO headquarters in Brussels, 
where my arguments for nuclear disarma-
ment in past visits were greeted by the 
derisory comment “mission impossible,” the 
response this time could be characterized 
as “mission maybe.”

In addition to speaking on the themes of 
my book, How We Stopped Loving the Bomb, 
I presented a new brief, “A Global Law to 
Ban Nuclear Weapons,” prepared by the 
Middle Powers Initiative and containing a 
central message: “It is urgent to seize the 
present opportunity, and to begin, soon, col-
lective preparatory work leading to enact-
ment of a universal, verifiable and enforce-
able legal ban on nuclear weapons.”

MPI has drafted a UN resolution that 
would request the UN secretary-general to 
convene a diplomatic conference in 2014 to 
negotiate a global ban on nuclear weapons. 
But governments are balking at such “swift 
action,” and it may be that the best that can 
be obtained at the moment is agreement to 
have an Experts Group advise on steps that 
could lead to a Nuclear Weapons Convention.

The reluctance by governments to actu-
ally start working comprehensively on at 
least preparations for a convention, which 

would be a global treaty, appears on the 
surface to be yet another rebuff to nuclear 
disarmament advocates. “It’s like a bucket 
of cold water thrown on us,” an activist in 
London complained.

But a physician of long experience likened 
the campaign to abolish nuclear weapons to 
the early days of the anti-smoking campaign, 
when the scorn of smokers evolved into a 
new societal attitude against smoking.

My world tour showed me that the anti-
nuclear weapons campaign is following the 
classic lines of other great social movements, 
such as the end of slavery, colonialism and 
apartheid: at first, the idea is dismissed by the 
powerful, then when the idea starts to take 
hold, it is vigorously objected to until, by per-
sistence, the idea enters the norm of public 
thinking and laws start to be changed.

The emerging campaign to abolish nucle-
ar weapons does not follow a straight path.

In China I was told that the government 
is ready to engage in multilateral negotia-
tions but first wants to see more progress 

in bilateral agreements between the US and 
Russia, which hold the lion’s share of the 
20,000 nuclear weapons in existence.

In India, the public takes pride in their 
new acquisition of nuclear weapons in the 
mistaken belief that they would be of some 
use in the continuing conflict with Pakistan, 
but senior political officials are looking for a 
way to get global negotiations started.

In Russia, officials told me that US 
plans for a missile defence system in 
Europe along with other aspects of 
American military dominance, such as the 
weaponization of space, are an impedi-
ment to further agreements to lower the 
level of nuclear weapons. 

All governments make excuses for resist-
ing collaborative efforts for a global ban. 
Even in Norway, Sweden and Germany, 
three countries thought to have progressive 
policies, the bureaucracies are sluggish, 
playing an “After you, Alphonse” game of 
delaying the definitive action of calling a 
conference to start working on a ban.

The British officials I talked to conceded 
the merits of the MPI brief (and even invited 
me back), but are locked into temporary 
growth of their unaffordable Trident nuclear 
system by a combination of political pres-
sures from the right wing and the perceived 
need for coherence with the US and France.

Governments around the world today are 
relying on obfuscation to make their case for the 
retention of nuclear weapons. The ideology that 
drove the escalation of nuclear weapons in the 
Cold War is long gone, younger officials are com-
ing into status positions, and pragmatists are 
starting to determine how to maintain security 
without spending the $100 billion a year now 
devoured by the nuclear weapons industry for 
weapons whose use has been ruled out on mili-
tary, political and moral grounds.

Only the building of a global law, as was 
effected to ban chemical and biological 
weapons, remains to be done to free human-
ity from the spectre of mass destruction.

The nuclear mountain is high indeed. Scaling 
it is not for the faint-hearted. But a historic shift 
in attitudes is under way. And that shift is being 
hastened by the gradual recognition that the 
processes of globalization, which are elevating 
the standard of living for millions upon millions 
of people, should not be jeopardized by the 
squandering of money on military “junk.”

One unforgettable sight caught, for me, what 
the nuclear struggle is all about. In Shanghai 
one evening, I stood on the walkway along the 
Bund. On one side was the array of graceful 
19th-century buildings, lit in soft amber colours. 
Then, turning, I saw across the river a dazzling 
spectacle of new skyscrapers garishly lit with 
flashing electronic signs. The old China and the 
new. The contrast is startling. 

The new world, unfolding before our 
eyes, has huge problems, such as feeding the 
people and stopping pollution. It’s starting to 
realize it doesn’t have the time, or the money, 
to continue stockpiling nuclear weapons.

Former senator Douglas Roche, author of How 
We Stopped Loving the Bomb, gave the Singhmar 
Family Foundation Lectures on his world tour.
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It’s not easy to understand why the Harper 
government persists in promoting a refu-
gee law that will, if the courts permit it to 
stand, be responsible for the arrest, deten-

tion and harassment of untold numbers of 
innocent people.

Maybe the prime movers behind the 
scheme, Immigration Minister Jason Kenney 
and Public Safety Minister Vic Toews, just 
can’t let go of the strong visual narrative 
they have constructed involving shiploads of 
poor, huddled—undeserving—masses arriv-
ing on Canadian shores. 

Two forlorn refugee boats, the Ocean 
Lady and Sun Sea, sailed into view again last 
week as a photo of one of those rust buck-
ets, wallowing in the Pacific waves, became 
the backdrop more for another Kenney-
Toews press conference. That’s where the 
two ministers announced the raising of 
yet another hulk: their “anti-human smug-
gling,” sunk by the opposition in the last 
Parliament, and now resurfaced as Bill C-4.

In unveiling the old-new bill, Kenney told 
some members of the Parliamentary Press 
Gallery that they could expect to see the 
same provisions in the new legislation as 
appeared in the old—despite the widespread 
criticism the old bill received. Too bad. 

As before, there are two serious issues at 
stake. The first is about the reality of genu-
ine asylum seekers, the second is about 
public opinion.

Genuine refugees who are hoping to 
escape persecution by getting to Canada 
must regularly arrive on Canadian shores 
through irregular means. Falsified docu-
ments are created because real ones can’t 
be safely obtained; travel arrangements are 
whatever can be concocted.

Individuals, families and sometimes 
groups of people will understandably do 
whatever they can to flee for their lives. 
They exhaust their life’s savings, beg, borrow 
and promise whatever they can to various 
kinds of smugglers to escape persecution.

 Human smuggling in small and large scale is 
generally the only way to get people out of immi-
nent danger when a state is either directly per-
secuting its citizens or unable to protect them. 
It’s been going on that way since long before 
the Holocaust. And it has necessarily increased 
since the tightening of visa restrictions after 9/11. 
It has also increased in Canada since the imposi-
tion of the “safe third country agreement” with 
the United States seven years ago. 

Of course, people who do not qualify as 
genuine refugees are also smuggled. That’s 
why Canada’s Immigration and Refugee 
Board is in place: to sort out genuine asy-
lum seekers from economic immigrants.

Unfortunately, Bill C-4 woefully neglects 
this unavoidable reality by proposing to 
lock up and seriously punish in other mean-
spirited and personal ways smuggled asy-
lum seekers instead of using tried and true 
Canadian refugee determination policy to 
find out if their claims are real.

The second problem has to do with 
perception.

Kenney has said he believes that 
Canadians still have a benevolent attititute 

toward refugees. That may be true, but it’s 
not thanks to Kenney and Toews, whose fre-
quently alarmist statements tend to create 
unfounded fears among many Canadians.

 People have been bombarded with tabloid 
sensationalism—most of it originating from 
the very people who are charged with making 
the system more fair and efficient. 

“Our generous immigration system has 
come under attack,” said Toews at the 
press conference last Friday. 

For once I would have to agree. 
But much of the attack comes from the 

inside, from the government ministers who 
again are putting forward a bill that threat-
ens to cut our imperfect but admirable refu-
gee system off at the knees. 

Creating special categories of asylum 
seekers simply at the will of the minis-
ter of pubic safety, and then building 
detention centres where they can be 
imprisoned, is not only wrong in itself. 
It is simply the beginning of a dangerous 
slippery slope. 

Once two categories of refuges are cre-
ated, it would be an easy next step to create 
even more categories and perhaps even 
forbid all asylum claims from inside Canada 
and instead troll only UN camps for “genu-
ine refugees” at our government’s leisure.

Dry up this route of compassion and we 
all dry up with it.

jim@embassymag.ca

The anti-nuclear mountain is being scaled
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Bill C-4 erodes an admirable refugee system

The new world doesn’t have the time or money to continue stockpiling nuclear weapons, says 
retired senator-turned-nuclear non-proliferation activist Douglas Roche.

The MV Sun Sea made was the backdrop for 
another Kenney-Toews press conference last week.
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