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This advocacy guide has been developed as 
part of an online training, which Pax Christi 
International organised on 2 November 2021 
for its members in the Democratic Republic of 
Congo, Burundi, and Rwanda. The training was an 
opportunity to learn more about the new United 
Nations Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear 
Weapons, the contexts in various countries, and 
to discuss possible national policy influencing 
activities for their governments to join the treaty. 
The aim of this guide is to further contribute to 

the understanding of the treaty and to provide 
information and tips for national Great Lakes 
advocacy work. 

Both the training and this guide have been 
made possible through funds provided by the 
International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear 
Weapons (ICAN) supporting capacity building and 
advocacy towards universalisation of the Treaty 
on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons.

Introduction
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Nuclear weapons,  
the most dangerous weapons on earth  

A nuclear weapon is a bomb or missile that uses 
nuclear energy to cause an explosion. Nuclear 
weapons are the most powerful explosive devices 
ever invented. They are delivered to their targets 
by warplanes and missiles. At present, nine 
countries together possess around 14 000 nuclear 
weapons (United States, Russia, France, China, 
United Kingdom, Pakistan, India, Israel, and North 
Korea). 

Nuclear weapons wreak death and destruction 
in three different ways: by blast, by heat, and by 
radiation. The damage they cause is not limited by 
space or time. Some 200 000 people were killed 
by the two relatively small atomic bombs that the 
United States dropped on Japan during World War 
II. Tens of thousands more people have suffered 
radiation-related illnesses and deaths in the 
decades since those attacks.  

During the Cold War, the USA and the Soviet 
Union competed in a nuclear arms race. Their 
nuclear arsenals grew and grew to a total of 
70 000 weapons, enough to destroy the world 
many, many times over. As part of this arms race, 
2000 nuclear weapons were tested, including by 
the United Kingdom, France, China, India, and 
Pakistan, who have built smaller nuclear arsenals. 
Tests were mostly carried out in the territory of 
Indigenous peoples.  

Cities are the main targets of nuclear weapons. 
Attacking today’s crowded cities with a hundred 
small, Hiroshima-size bombs would kill some 20 
million people outright and cause two or three 
times as many casualties in the years afterwards. 
But there is more: soot from the incinerated cities 
would rise into the upper atmosphere, blocking 
some of the sun’s rays for a decade. The resulting 
cold temperatures and shorter growing seasons 
would put two billion people at risk of starvation.

There is a Great Lakes aspect to this story. 
Uranium to build the first atomic bombs, 
including those dropped in Japan in Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki, was secured from what is now 
the Democratic Republic of Congo. Uranium was 
mined at the Shinkolobwe site without asking 
the traditional landowners. Even today, the 
mine’s legacy can still be seen in the health of the 
communities who live near it and those affected 
are campaigning for recognition and reparation. 
Unfortunately, the exploitation of uranium in the 
DR Congo continues. 

Chapter 1. 
Understanding nuclear weapons and the treaty banning them 
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Chapter 1. Understanding nuclear weapons and the treaty banning them 

New international treaty prohibiting nuclear weapons  

On 7 July 2017, 122 UN Member States, the 
majority of the world’s countries, adopted a 
landmark international agreement to ban  
nuclear weapons under international law called 
the Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weap-
ons (TPNW).2  The Treaty entered into force on 
22 January 2021.

The TPNW represents a big change in world af-
fairs. First, it calls into question the world order 
established after World War II, which gives  
privileges to the five victorious powers and 
enabled them to establish what amounts to a 
system of nuclear apartheid. The TPNW affirms 
the UN Charter and goes directly to the cata-
strophic humanitarian consequences that would 
result from any use of nuclear weapons. For 
the first time in a legally binding instrument, it 
prohibits the use, possession, and development 
of nuclear weapons.

Second, the TPNW requires assistance to people 
who suffer from the use or testing of nuclear 
weapons and remediation of related  
environmental damage. The populations  
concerned are mostly Indigenous peoples. 
The territories in question are in independent 
nations which were former colonies of nuclear 
powers.  

The two provisions of the TPNW related to 
victim’s assistance, environmental remediation 
and international cooperation and assistance 
(Articles 6 and 7) have the most direct relevance 
to the Great Lakes region of Africa. The  
DR Congo’s rich deposits of uranium and  
communities affected by its extraction are a 
case in point. Each State Party of the treaty will 
have the right to seek and receive assistance 
for victims and the environment and all State 
Parties in a position to do so have an obligation 
to provide assistance. 

“The Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons is an important 
step towards the goal of a world free of nuclear weapons and a strong 
demonstration of support for multilateral approaches to nuclear 
disarmament. I call on all States to work together to realize this ambition to 
advance common security and collective safety.”

António Guterres, UN Secretary General1 

1 UN News, Guterres hails entry into force of treaty banning nuclear weapons, 22 January 2021, available at:  
https://news.un.org/en/story/2021/01/1082702 

2 The treaty text can be consulted on this website: https://www.icanw.org/full_text_of_the_treaty
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Third, the treaty helps to guide the  
international community towards a common 
future for humanity—the future already in 
view where one’s own survival depends on the 
actions of others, and vice versa. In this sense, 
the TPNW addresses challenges such as climate 
change, or the Covid pandemic. No one can en-
sure this shared security on their own; it  
depends on responsible behavior and coopera-
tion among many people and nations.

The TPNW is different from the nuclear 
Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), which has  
dominated nuclear affairs since the depths of 
the Cold War. The NPT stipulates that only five 
nations can possess nuclear weapons, namely 
the USA, Russia, China, United Kingdom and 
France. These are the five permanent members 
of the UN Security Council.  Thus, the five states 
with the greatest responsibility for ensuring 
international peace and security have also  

chosen to permanently threaten each other 
with nuclear weapons. Meanwhile, India,  
Pakistan, Israel, and North Korea rejected the 
NPT and developed their own nuclear weapons.
The TPNW is different from the nuclear 
Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), which has  
dominated nuclear affairs since the depths of 
the Cold War. The NPT stipulates that only five 
nations can possess nuclear weapons, namely 
the USA, Russia, China, United Kingdom and 
France. These are the five permanent members 
of the UN Security Council.  Thus, the five states 
with the greatest responsibility for ensuring 
international peace and security have also  
chosen to permanently threaten each other 
with nuclear weapons. Meanwhile, India,  
Pakistan, Israel, and North Korea rejected the 
NPT and developed their own nuclear weapons.

©
 Clare Conboy / ICAN
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The advancement of the negotiations, entry 
into force and implementation of the TPNW 
has been one of the priorities of Pax Christi 
International’s advocacy work.  

UN representatives of the peace movement 
have participated and organised side-events 
during the 2017 negotiations for the treaty at 
the UN in New York and delivered letters to 
UN missions, including to those of Great Lakes 
governments, asking for their support for the 
treaty. Also, national members have been 
writing letters to and holding meetings with 
government officials asking them to join the 
treaty and to attend the first meeting of states 
parties to the TPNW which will take place at 
the UN in Vienna from 22 to 24 March 2022.  

Pax Christi International has been part of a 
global civil society movement, which includes 
the victims of the 1945 nuclear bombings of 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki (also called  
Hibakusha), advocating for the treaty for de-
cades. The leading network has been ICAN – 
of which Pax Christi International and several 
of its members are a partner organisation. For 
its outstanding work to bring about the TPNW, 
ICAN received the 2017 Nobel Peace Prize. 

Within the movement striving for the TPNW, 
Pax Christi International has a particular role 
in promoting the treaty within the Catholic 
church. Representatives of the peace  

movement have attended Vatican meetings on  
nuclear disarmament. Furthermore, for the en-
try into force of the TPNW in January 2021 Pax 
Christi International coordinated a  
Catholic leaders’ statement supported by  
Catholic leaders from several African countries 
including from Great Lakes region.3 

3 The statement supported by more than 100 Catholic leaders is available in both English and French through this website:  
https://paxchristi.net/2021/01/11/nuclear-weapons-now-illegal/. 

Chapter 2. 
Pax Christi International’s TPNW advocacy work

Letter Pax Christi International’s member Young Network in the 
World for Peace (RJMP) to the Congolese government asking to join 
and support the TPNW.
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Pax Christi International and its members are 
continuing to encourage states to sign and ratify 
the TPNW while ask states who have already 
joined the treaty to proceed swiftly with  
implementation of its provisions. The first  
meeting of states parties in March 2022 will be 
an important momentum to gather  
governments to commit to actions to imple-
ment obligations under the Treaty. Pax Christi 

International plans to be present at the UN 
meeting and organise an interfaith event on the 
important role of faith leaders and communities 
regarding the implementation of the treaty in 
cooperation with Pax Christi Austria and other 
faith-based organizations.
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Chapter 3. 
Pax Christi International’s TPNW advocacy work

TPNW positions of Great Lakes governments   

“All of the Great Lakes countries strongly support the TPNW 
and helped bring the treaty into existence. For example, almost 
all of them participated in the treaty's negotiations in 2017 and 
voted in favor of adopting the treaty, and almost all of them vote 
in favor of the annual UN resolution calling on all countries to 
join the TPNW at the earliest possible date. A number of them 
have already signed the treaty. We hope that all of them will 
now ratify the treaty. From a legal perspective, this should be 
simple, given that these countries have already committed to 
the TPNW's core prohibitions, in light of their obligations under 
the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons and the 
African Nuclear-Weapons-Free Zone Treaty.”

Seth Shelden, United Nations Liaison of ICAN 
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Beneath an overview is given of the positions on the TPWN of the governments of the DR Congo,  
Burundi, and Rwanda based on information from ICAN4  and what has been shared by Pax Christi Inter-
national’s members and partners during the online training.

The Democratic Republic of Congo 

The DR Congo has signed but not yet ratified the TPNW. The DR Congo participated in the  
negotiation of the TPNW at the United Nations in New York in 2017 and was among 122 states that 
voted in favor of its adoption. The government announced in October 2018 that it is  
“currently working on its ratification.” The DR Congo has promoted universal adherence to the 
TPNW, including by co-sponsoring and consistently voting in favor of an annual UN General  
Assembly Resolution since 2018 that calls upon all states to sign, ratify, or accede to the treaty “at 
the earliest possible date.” In a statement to the UN in October 2020, the DR Congo said that it “has 
reaffirmed its unwavering commitment in favor of international peace and security by signing the 
TPNW” and encouraged “all peace-loving countries” to become states parties. 

A draft bill to ratify the treaty already exists at the level of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Next 
step is that it will be put on the agenda of the Parliament as it needs to approve the draft law 
enabling the ratification of the treaty. Civil society organisations, which includes members and 
partners of Pax Christi International, are pushing for this through lobby and media work. They 
are especially underlining the importance of the treaty for Congo as a country with uranium 
mining sites. 

Burundi 

Burundi has not yet signed or ratified TPNW. Burundi has promoted universal adherence to the 
treaty, including by consistently voting in favor of an annual UN General Assembly resolution since 
2018 that calls upon all states to sign, ratify, or accede to the treaty “at the earliest possible date.” 
Burundi participated in the negotiation of the treaty at the United Nations in New York in 2017 and 
was among 122 states voted in favor of its adoption. In 2016, Burundi co-sponsored the UN General 
Assembly resolution that established the formal mandate for states to commence negotiations on 
“a legally binding instrument to prohibit nuclear weapons, leading towards their total elimination.”  

Members of Pax Christi International in Burundi share that decision-makers of Burundi are not 
well aware of the TPNW. Therefore, promoting the treaty among them is of the utmost  
importance. They plan to contact the chairmen of committees, such as the Parliamentary  
Committee on Defense and Security. Furthermore, they will organize workshops and  
conferences-debates bringing together decision-makers, press briefings or press cafes will also 
be organized and advocacy events with decision-makers will be held to influence them to join 
the treaty.

4 See this link for country specific information by ICAN: https://www.icanw.org/how_is_your_country_doing
9
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Rwanda 

Rwanda has not yet signed or ratified the TPNW. Rwanda has promoted universal adherence to 
the treaty, including by voting in favor of an annual UN General Assembly resolution since 2018 
that calls upon all states to sign, ratify, or accede to the treaty “at the earliest possible date.” (It 
abstained from voting on the resolution in 2019.) Rwanda did not participate in the negotiation 
of the treaty at the United Nations in New York in 2017 and thus did not vote on its adoption. In 
2016, Rwanda was absent for the vote on the UN General Assembly resolution that established the 
formal mandate for states to commence negotiations on “a legally binding instrument to prohibit 
nuclear weapons, leading towards their total elimination.”  

Members of Pax Christi International in Rwanda have the impression that the TPNW is unknown 
in Rwanda. They have prior to the online training been in contact with officials of the Rwandese 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs about the treaty and shared the letter ICAN has sent to the  
Rwandese government asking to join the TPNW. The officials are open to receiving more  
information. The members are also going to reach out to the Rwandese Bishops’ Conference to 
inform them about the TPNW as there is also a lack of information at that level and they have 
important access to influencing the government. 

Chapter 3. Pax Christi International’s TPNW advocacy work
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Catholic leadership for a nuclear weapons free world  

When the negotiations for the TPNW began in 
March 2017, Pope Francis expressed his wish 
that the treaty-making process may  
“constitute a decisive step along the road  
towards a world without nuclear weapons,” 
which is “not beyond our reach.”5 At a Vatican 
symposium6 in 2017, the Pope said that the 
treaty “filled a significant juridical lacuna” and 
showed that “a healthy realism continues to 
shine a light of hope on our unruly world.” 

Positively, the Holy See was among the first 
UN Member States to sign and ratify the TPNW 
and Pope Francis himself went further than any 
pope before in saying in 2017 that not only the 
use but the mere possession of atomic weapons 
is to be condemned.

The Vatican has called on all other states to 
ratify the TPNW “as soon as possible,”  
commending it as “an important step towards 
a nuclear-weapons-free world.” By adhering to 
the treaty, states formally reject “the  
fallacy that ‘might makes right’ and its  
pernicious modern corollary that some nations 
have the right to nuclear weapons while  
others do not,” and they affirm that  
“international peace and security consist in 
what supports the common good of all  
humanity.” 

On a historic visit to the A-bombed cities of 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 2019, Pope Francis, 
condemned the use and possession of  
nuclear weapons by any state as “immoral,” and 
urged support for “the principal international 
legal instruments of nuclear disarmament and 
non-proliferation, including the Treaty on the 
Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons.” He said that 
international peace cannot rest on a balance of 
military power, but must be based on mutual 
trust, and that a world without nuclear  
weapons is “possible and necessary.”7 

5 Vatican, message of His Holiness Pope Francis to the UN Conference to negotiate a legally binding instrument to prohibit nuclear 
weapons, leaders towards their total elimination, 27-31 March 2017, available at: https://www.vatican.va/content/ 
francesco/en/messages/pont-messages/2017/documents/papa-francesco_20170323_messaggio-onu.html 

6 Reference is made to the November 10-11, 2017, conference in the Vatican on "Prospects for a World Free from 
Nuclear Weapons and for Integral Disarmament" which a delegation of Pax Christi International attended. 

 7 Vatican, Address of the Holy Father on nuclear weapons, Atomic Bomb Hypocenter  
Park (Nagasaki) Sunday, 24 November 2019, available at: https://www.vatican.va/
content/francesco/en/messages/pont-messages/2019/documents/ 
papa-francesco_20191124_messaggio-arminucleari-nagasaki.html

During the online training a  
representative of the National  
Bishops’ Conference of Congo  
(CENCO) underlined the importance 
of the TPNW and that he is hopeful 
that his country will join the treaty 
thanks to civil society advocacy. At the 
same time the protection from illegal 
exploitation of uranium is a big  
problem as various multinationals 
which produce nuclear weapons still 
get their uranium supplies from the 
DR Congo. It’s important to take this 
up in advocacy work.
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Chapter 4. 
National TPNW advocacy in the Great Lakes 

Ideas for possible TPNW advocacy actions 

Options for effective advocacy are best decided 
and developed in your national context. Your 
knowledge and experience are critical, as are your 
contacts in the church, the government and civil 
society. Beneath are some suggestions that may 
be adapted to your national context:

1. Encourage and support church leaders to urge 
your government to sign or ratify the TPNW, 
if possible before the First Meeting of States 
Parties (1MSP) in Vienna in March 2022. 

Work for an in-person meeting between 
high-level officials of the church and  
officials responsible for such matters in the 
government.

If a meeting is not possible, work for a let-
ter from the church delivered to the rele-
vant official(s). Follow-up such a letter with 
an in-person visit to discuss the purpose 
and content of the letter with the official(s) 
who received it.

2. If your country’s participation as a full  
member of the treaty is not possible, urge 
your government to be represented at 1MSP 
as an observer. With representation from the 
capital, if possible, or from your country’s 
embassy in Vienna. 

In either case, seek a meeting with the 
government attendees to make your views 
about the TPNW known as members of Pax 
Christi International, which is part of ICAN. 

Point out in your contacts with officials
that several countries have already  
committed to attend 1MSP as an  
observer. 

3. Let your contacts know that the Vatican 
was among the first states to ratify the 
TPNW when it opened for signature in 
2017. The Vatican has called on all other 
states to ratify the TPNW “as soon as pos-
sible” as “an important step towards a  
nuclear-weapons-free world.”

Make note of this position in contacts 
with church leaders and government 
officials.

If this position reflects your convictions, 
or those of your association or  
membership, explain that as well.

4. Invite members of your association, dio-
cese, or parish, to send notes or letters to 
the minister of foreign affairs urging your  
country to:

Ratify the TPNW as soon as possible and 
be represented in Vienna at 1MSP

Attend the 1MSP as an observer if  
ratification is not possible. Observing a 
treaty conference is common in  
multilateral affairs and shows support 
for the TPNW, but it is not a substitute 
for joining the TPNW.
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“Africa is already the world’s largest Nuclear-

Weapon-Free Zone. As citizens, as people of faith, 
as members of Pax Christi International which 
is part of ICAN we can help the Great Lakes 
governments to sign and ratify the Treaty on the 
Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons. That will help free 
the world from nuclear weapons when so many 
other challenges demand global cooperation 
and action.”

Jonathan Frerichs,  

Pax Christi International UN Disarmament Representative
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Chapter 4. National TPNW advocacy in the Great Lakes

Suggestions for messages to use in  
your advocacy work
For your advocacy actions you can use some of the messages below that may be effective 
towards the Great Lakes governments: 

• Nuclear weapons have always been inhuman and immoral. Now they are finally also illegal. 
Ratifying the TPNW and taking an active part in treaty affairs means that our government is 
adding its voice to this long-standing worldwide conviction.

• The new treaty banning nuclear weapons is both humanitarian in its approach and 
“democratic” in its worldwide support. These deep values shape our engagement in the 
TPNW as members of civil society, as part of the church and advocates for our government’s 
involvement.

• Even a so-called “limited” nuclear war involving a small fraction of the world’s nuclear 
weapons would severely disrupt the climate and agricultural production in many regions, 
resulting in widespread famine. Our government needs to help ensure that nuclear weapons 
are abolished via the TPNW.

• Our country must stand with the truth that nuclear weapons only ever afford a “false sense 
of security.”  We and our neighbors know that peace cannot be achieved through “the threat 
of total annihilation.”  This echoes the words of Pope Francis when he visited Hiroshima on 24 
November 2019.

• The voice of the church regarding the TPNW is a cornerstone for peace advocacy today.  
When the TPNW negotiations began in March 2017, the pope told the negotiators at the 
UN that the treaty could “constitute a decisive step along the road towards a world without 
nuclear weapons,” a goal that is “not beyond our reach.” The pope said that by joining the 
TPNW states would formally reject the divisive modern “fallacy” that “some nations have the 
right to nuclear weapons while others do not.” The pope told governments that “international 
peace and security consists in what supports the common good of all humanity.”

• In Nagasaki in 2019, the Pope said that a world free of nuclear weapons is “the aspiration 
of millions of men and women everywhere.” To make this hope into reality, the pope called 
for the involvement of “religious communities and civil society, countries that possess 
nuclear weapons and those that do not, the military and private sectors, and international 
organizations.” We must all help to “build mutual trust and surmount the current climate 
of distrust,” he said. As a region whose peoples know well the importance of peace, good 
governance, responsible development and sharing of natural resources, our government’s 
active participation in the TPNW is of critical importance.
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• Joining the TPNW and taking an active part in its implementation can help to ensure that our 
(country’s [or] regional) natural resources are used for sustainable development and never 
again for weapons of mass destruction and an international “arms race”.

•  Our Great Lakes region possesses strategic mineral resources, including uranium.  We must 
ensure that these sensitive resources are used only for peaceful purposes, mined safely for 
workers, local communities, and the environment, and earn a fair price for our country. The 
TPNW is a forum where these issues will be aired and addressed.  Our government needs to 
take our nation’s place at the table in Vienna for the treaty’s first meeting, 22-24 March 2022. 

Links for further information 

How does the TPNW works - in English and in French:
https://www.icanw.org/how_the_treaty_works 
http://icanfrance.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Brochure-TIAN-2021.pdf

ICAN Campaigners Guide to TPNW signature and ratification
https://www.icanw.org/campaigner_guide_to_tpnw_signature_and_ratification 

African support for the TPNW - in English and French
https://www.icanw.org/african_support_for_the_tpnw 

The TPNW and the SDGs - in English and in French
https://www.icanw.org/tpnw_and_sdgs 

The TPNW and the Catholic Church - in English and French
https://www.icanw.org/the_catholic_church_and_the_treaty_on_the_prohibition_of_nuclear_weapons 
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@PaxChristi

facebook.com/paxchristi.net

@paxchristiinternational

youtube.com/PaxChristiINTL

Sign up to receive our newsletter, action alerts, 
and other email updates at www.paxchristi.net.

Pax Christi international
Avenue de la Reine 141, 1030 Brussels - Belgium
+32 (0) 2 502 55 50 - hello@paxchristi.net

https://twitter.com/paxchristi
https://www.facebook.com/paxchristi.net
https://www.instagram.com/paxchristiinternational/?hl=nl
https://www.youtube.com/user/PaxChristiINTL
http://www.paxchristi.net

