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From Rio to Helsinki?
Advantages and Shortcomings of the ABACC Concept
and Its Possible Application in the Middle East
T

he impossibility of holding a conference
in Helsinki in 2012 in order to place the roots
and set the basis for a zone free of weapons
of mass destruction (WMD) and their delivery vehicles (DVs) in the Middle East – as
stated in the Final Document of the 2010
Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT)
Review Conference – has fortunately not
prevented ofﬁcial and informal political as
well as academic consultations. As previous
POLICY BRIEFS show extensively, many discussions have been dealing with the necessary
institutional framework and have tried to
resort to existing examples of veriﬁcation regimes – both at a global and regional level –
in order to advance arguments that could
be locally accepted on the path towards the
negotiation of this new zone.

Irma Argüello and Emiliano J. Buis
After their independence, Argentina and
Brazil – countries that had inherited the
historical tensions between their respective
metropolis, Spain and Portugal – gradually
afﬁrmed their positions as regional powers.
In the 19th century the Southern Cone of the
continent was a place of political struggle for
hegemony, focusing on the Plata basin. This
antagonism evolved and, by the mid-1960s,
resulted in a tense environment, heightened
by the presence of military governments
in both states (1966-1973, 1976-1983 in
Argentina and 1964-1985 in Brazil), as well
as by the particular atmosphere represented
by global bipolarity during the Cold War.
In this context of competition and suspicion,
Argentina reached an important development
of nuclear technology.1 This propelled the
implementation of Brazil’s own nuclear program.2 The main characteristics of the 1970s
and 1980s in the Southern Cone were signiﬁcant nuclear investments, a considerable
nuclear rivalry, a high capability achieved on
nuclear developments, and the wish to claim
at any time total autonomy on nuclear weapon
decisions. The whole situation, together with
the reluctance to ratify the NPT, caused a
generalized mistrust by the international
community towards both states.

Following this line of discussions, the goal
of this POLICY BRIEF is to examine the advantages and shortcomings of the BrazilianArgentine Agency for Accounting and
Control of Nuclear Materials (ABACC) as a
possible source of inspiration from another
regional context. In particular, a historical
account of this bilateral experience, as well
as a multidimensional analysis of its foundations, is presented here in order to address
similarities and differences with the current
situation in the Middle East from a practical
The recognition of the high economic costs
perspective.
involved in a nuclear race in the region, the
solution of the Itaipú case (1979) as a diploThe Historical Context for the
matic success, and the re-establishment of
Argentine-Brazilian Nuclear
democracy in both countries, were all facts
Cooperation Framework
that eventually led to a possible way out of the
Historically, South America has experienced nuclear rivalry. With the arrival of democratic
alternating periods of strong cooperation governments and the consequent change in
between states and occasional mistrust lead- political leaderships (Argentina in 1983 and
ing to controversies. The latter conﬂicts have Brazil two years later), the myth of regional
usually been the result of poorly resolved supremacy progressively lost momentum
border disputes dating from the time of the and gave way to a more realistic view of
independence process.
each nation’s interests and possibilities. The

Abstract
Recent discussions around the establishment of a zone free of weapons of mass
destruction (WMD) and their delivery vehicles
(DVs) in the Middle East have been encompassed by several proposals intended to
design an efﬁcient institutional framework that
could be easily accepted by all states in the
region. This POLICY BRIEF provides a speciﬁc
analysis of the Brazilian-Argentine Agency for
Accounting and Control of Nuclear Materials
(ABACC) in order to suggest possible applications of the model to new contexts. Although
seldom examined in its own evolution, the
ABACC rapprochement model has been
frequently read as a virtuous example of how
nuclear rivalry can be turned into cooperation
to ensure regional nuclear non-proliferation
with a common technological beneﬁt for
both parties involved. Regarding this positive
example of regional arms control and veriﬁcation, this POLICY BRIEF addresses similarities
and differences with the current situation in
the Middle East from a practical perspective.
To this end, an interpretative matrix including
multiple local variables and analytical dimensions that need to be considered when
endorsing the transfer of the ArgentineBrazilian veriﬁcation regime to other parts of
the globe is offered. The key aspects include:
a conﬂict- and actor-related dimension, a
territorial, scientiﬁc-technological as well as
legal dimension, plus other regional equilibriums (economical, cultural, religious dimensions). The reading of such a matrix allows
the authors to argue that, if certain conditions
are met, the ABACC concept may provide a
complete framework for ‘neighbor-to-neighbor’
safeguards and mutual control at a regional
level that negotiators can rely on when fostering
new paths for the Helsinki Conference on the
establishment of a WMD/DVs Free Zone. n
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