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International health and humanitarian organizations welcome the entry into 
force of the Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons 

On the eve of the historic Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons (TPNW) entering 
into force, we celebrate this essential step towards preventing the catastrophic 
humanitarian consequences of the use of nuclear weapons and a big win for planetary 
health. 

The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), International Council of Nurses (ICN), 
International Federation of Medical Student Associations (IFMSA), International Physicians 
for the Prevention of Nuclear War (IPPNW), World Federation of Public Health Associations 
(WFPHA) and World Medical Association (WMA) welcome this first comprehensive 
international prohibition of nuclear weapons, the most damaging weapons of mass 
destruction, and the latest to be comprehensively banned.  

We are pleased and proud to have contributed our expertise and recommendations to the 
development of a strong ban treaty, based firmly in evidence of the unspeakable suffering 
and radioactive devastation that the use of nuclear weapons unleash. We know that any use 
of nuclear weapons would cause insurmountable challenges for providing medical care and 
other humanitarian assistance to survivors and that adequate response capacities do not 
exist at national and international levels. We must prevent what we cannot cure. 

The treaty now becomes part of international law, binding on the states that ratify it. The 
TPNW establishes a new international legal standard against these most inhumane 
weapons.  
 
Prohibition has demonstrated its efficacy in disarmament.  The treaties banning biological 
and chemical weapons, antipersonnel landmines and cluster munitions have all stigmatized 
and reduced the deployment and use of those weapons, influencing even nations which 
haven’t joined the respective treaties. The TPNW is already starting to have effect. We are 
pleased to see that in response to the TPNW, a growing number of banks, pension funds 
and insurance companies around the world are divesting from companies that build nuclear 
weapons.  
 



The World Health Organization in 1983 identified nuclear weapons as “the greatest 
immediate threat to the health and welfare of mankind”, and concluded that “health 
services in the world could not alleviate the situation in any significant way. Therefore, the 
only approach to the treatment of health effects of nuclear warfare is primary prevention, 
that is, the prevention of nuclear war.”1 
 
Experts now assess that the danger of nuclear war is as great as it was during the Cold War 
and continues to grow.2 In recent years, hard-won treaties eliminating and controlling 
nuclear weapons have been abrogated. Nuclear-armed states are making long-term 
investments in new increasingly sophisticated and potentially more destructive nuclear 
weapons.  
 
Increasing armed conflict in a climate-stressed world increases the danger of nuclear war, as 
does the vulnerability of nuclear command and control systems to cyberattack. Climate 
research tells us that even a limited nuclear war, involving less than 2% of the global nuclear 
arsenal, would loft millions of tons of smoke from burning cities high into the atmosphere 
and spread worldwide, abruptly cooling the earth to ice age temperatures, causing global 
nuclear famine putting billions of people in jeopardy.3  

The TPNW provides a vital antidote and our best path forward. 

Not only does the treaty provide a comprehensive and categorical prohibition of nuclear 
weapons, it also provides the first internationally agreed framework for a process by which 
all nations, with and without nuclear weapons, can fulfil their legal obligation to eliminate 
nuclear weapons.  
  
Further, the TPNW commits State Parties to provide assistance for the victims of nuclear 
weapons use and testing, and to undertake feasible remediation of environments 
contaminated by nuclear weapons use and testing. States not yet ready to join the treaty 
should cooperate in this overdue humanitarian work. 
 
The climate crisis and COVID-19 pandemic have brought into sharp relief the crucial need 
for timely international cooperation driven by evidence and expert warnings, to safeguard 
the health and security of people. Nuclear weapons are human-made, so the solution to the 
threat lies entirely within our hands. 
 
Ending nuclear weapons before they end humankind and many other lifeforms is an urgent 
health and humanitarian imperative. The treaty is a crucial step towards the eradication of 
nuclear weapons and a planetary health good of the highest order. We urge all nations to 
seize the opportunity the treaty offers and sign, ratify and faithfully implement it.  
 
 
 

1 World Health Organisation. Effects of nuclear war on health and health services. Geneva, 1984. 
2 https://thebulletin.org/doomsday-clock/current-time/ 
3 Toon OB, Bardeen CG, Robock A et al.: Rapid expansion of nuclear arsenals by Pakistan and India portends 
regional and global catastrophe.  Science Advances 2019, 5, eaay5478. 
 



 
 
 
*Our organizations: 
 

● International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) is an impartial, neutral and independent 
organization whose exclusively humanitarian mission is to protect the lives and dignity of victims 
of armed conflict and other situations of violence and to provide them with assistance. The ICRC 
also endeavours to prevent suffering by promoting and strengthening humanitarian law and 
universal humanitarian principles.  

● International Council of Nurses (ICN) is the federation of over 130 national nurses associations 
representing the over 20 million nurses worldwide. 

● International Federation of Medical Student Associations (IFMSA) envisions a world in which 
medical students unite for global health and are equipped with the knowledge, skills and values 
to take on health leadership roles locally and globally. Founded in 1951, it is one of the world’s 
oldest and largest student-run organizations. It represents, connects and engages a network of 
1.3 million medical students from 145 national member organizations in 134 countries. 

● International Physicians for the Prevention of Nuclear War (IPPNW) is a federation of health 
professional organizations in 63 countries dedicated to the eradication of nuclear weapons 
(Nobel Peace Prize 1985). 

● World Federation of Public Health Associations (WFPHA) is an international federation of 
130 national and regional public health associations, representing 5 million public health 
professionals worldwide. WFPHA is the only worldwide professional society representing and 
serving the broad field of public health internationally. 

● World Medical Association (WMA) is an international organization representing physicians, with 
115 national member organizations and thousands of associate members worldwide. 


