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Statement on the 59th Commemoration of the First Nuclear Tests held in the 
African Continent

Extra-Ordinary Session of the African Commission on Nuclear Energy (AFCONE), 
12 – 13 February 2019

13 February 2019
Algiers, Algeria

Chairperson,
Distinguished delegates,
Ladies and gentlemen,

We wish to thank our hosts, the Democratic Republic of Algeria for their warm 
hospitality. South Africa is also honoured to share this commemoration of the first 
nuclear weapons test on the African Continent with you.

Chairperson,

The experience of the Gerboise Bleue nuclear weapon test detonation by France in the 
Sahara Desert in 1960 is an infraction that the Continent should not forget. Despite the 
outcry from African States and others in the international community, France continued 
with subsequent atmospheric and underground nuclear tests. The nuclear weapon test 
by the former colonial occupier of Algeria led to humanitarian and diplomatic 
consequences as a result of the radioactive fallout that affected neighbouring countries. 
The very existence of such nuclear weapons programmes, as well as possession of the 
weapons themselves, is a threat to international peace and security. The possibility that 
these weapons could be used, or even tested, presents potential catastrophic 
humanitarian consequences.

The Organisation of African Unity (OAU) Council of Ministers met in 1964 and took note 
of the draft Convention for the Denuclearization of the Continent of Africa. Following 
this, the Assembly of Heads of State and Government of the OAU adopted a 
Declaration on the Denuclearization of Africa which called upon all States to respect the 
continent of Africa as a nuclear weapon free-zone and committed themselves to 
negotiate an international agreement under the United Nations (UN) not to manufacture 
or control atomic weapons. The Declaration was endorsed by the UN General Assembly 
in 1965.

However, the goals of negotiating a treaty to create a nuclear weapon free-zone 
(NWFZ) in Africa were hindered by suspicions that South Africa was developing its own 
nuclear weapons programme. Once South Africa had admitted to its clandestine 
programme and disarmed the existing nuclear devices, the goal of the conclusion of a 
NWFZ treaty was achieved. The Treaty on the Establishment of an African Nuclear 
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Weapon Free Zone (Pelindaba Treaty) was adopted in 1996 and entered into force in 
July 2009. The primary objective of the Treaty is to enhance regional peace and 
security through the prohibition of the possession and stationing of nuclear weapons 
throughout Africa and encouraging the peaceful uses of nuclear energy. To ensure 
States Parties’ compliance with the Treaty obligations, the African Commission on 
Nuclear Energy (AFCONE) was created and South Africa was endorsed as its host 
country.

Chairperson,

South Africa regards NWFZs as an important factor in preventing the proliferation – both 
vertical and horizontal – of nuclear weapons. In our view, the Pelindaba Treaty therefore 
constitutes a significant contribution to enhance global and regional peace and security. 
South Africa believes that the establishment of NWFZs on the basis of arrangements 
freely arrived at among all the States of the regions concerned constitutes an important 
disarmament and non-proliferation measure and promoting co-operation in the peaceful 
uses of nuclear energy. 

Chairperson,

At a time of renewed interest in nuclear energy and a rapid expansion of both nuclear 
power (electricity generation) and non-power applications (in areas of human health, 
agriculture, etc) on the continent, AFCONE in terms of its mandate may encourage 
regional and sub-regional programmes for co-operation in the peaceful uses of nuclear 
science and technology. AFCONE could also play a key role in supporting sustainable 
development on the continent, notably in supporting key Agenda 2063 priority areas 
such as health, agriculture, industrialization and energy (amongst other priorities). It 
could further play a positive role in advancing the global nuclear disarmament and non-
proliferation efforts.

Chairperson,

The lack of progress on nuclear disarmament and the continued inertia in the 
multilateral disarmament fora, led the international community to conclude the Treaty 
Prohibiting Nuclear Weapons (TPNW) in 2017.  The Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of 
Nuclear Weapons (NPT) has been continually undermined by the lack of 
implementation of the commitments related to nuclear disarmament in the Treaty, 
including those made at successive NPT Review Conferences, such as the 1995 and 
2000 Review Conferences. The Conference on Disarmament (CD) has not been able to 
fulfil its responsibility as the world’s single multilateral disarmament negotiating forum 
for the past two decades. The United Nations (UN) Disarmament Commission, which is 
the recognised deliberative body on disarmament, has not fared much better. 

Chairperson, 
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The Comprehensive Nuclear Test Ban Treaty (CTBT) which was concluded in 1996 and 
aimed at freeing the world of nuclear test explosions, thereby being an important step 
towards nuclear disarmament and nuclear non-proliferation, has not yet entered into 
force. However, considerable progress has been achieved in the promotion of the 
Treaty and the advancement of its verification regime. While we welcome the progress 
towards making the universalization of the CTBT and its entry into force, we remain 
concerned about certain Nuclear Weapon States (NWS) statements that seem to imply 
their desire to indefinitely maintain nuclear weapons stocks. It is our strong conviction 
that as long as these weapons exists; other countries will aspire to possess them. The 
moratorium on testing of nuclear weapons or any other nuclear explosions cannot 
replace the legally binding commitment undertaken as a State Signatory of the CTBT. 
South Africa remains fully committed to the Treaty and calls on all States to refrain from 
acts that would defeat the object and purpose of the Treaty.  

Chairperson, 

The TPNW is the culmination of the humanitarian initiative on nuclear weapons 
launched in 2010 as a strategic intervention in response to the lack of progress on 
nuclear disarmament and the long-standing impasse in multilateral nuclear 
disarmament negotiations. This is the first global instrument to comprehensively prohibit 
nuclear weapons; the Treaty is widely regarded as one of the most significant 
developments in the area of nuclear disarmament. This Treaty represents the highest 
non-proliferation standard that any State can commit to, thereby strengthening and 
complementing the NPT.

It is encouraging that more African States are currently taking the necessary steps 
towards the signing (currently only 20 have signed) and ratification (only 1 has ratified) 
to ensure its early entry into force. South Africa hopes that African States will sign and 
ratify the TPNW to ensure its early entry into force, and to compliment the work that we 
have already done under the Pelindaba Treaty. 

Chairperson,

It is my great pleasure to announce that South Africa signed the Treaty on 20 
September 2017 and the Instrument of Ratification is currently in the process of being 
transmitted for deposit with the Secretary General of the UN. In depositing its 
Instrument of Ratification, South Africa is likely to become only the second African State 
after the Gambia thus far; the third State amongst the members of the Core Group; and 
the twenty-second State globally, to ratify the Treaty. As most African States are 
currently taking the necessary steps towards the signing (currently only 20 have signed) 
and ratification (only 1 has ratified) to ensure its early entry into force, we, wish to take 
this opportunity to encourage the signing and ratification of this important instrument to 
ensure its early entry into force, particularly in light of the 2020 NPT Review 
Conference.

I thank you.


