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In 1982, the Independent Commission on Disarmament and Security Issues, led by the Swedish Prime Minister 
Olof Palme, published the report, Common Security: A Programme for Disarmament. At this time, Cold War 
tensions and the frightening prospect of nuclear war dominated the international agenda. The report laid bare the 
horrendous consequences of nuclear conflict, and exposed the fallacy that nuclear deterrence provides security. A 
nuclear war cannot be won, but would be disastrous for all parties involved. The Commission developed the 
concept of common security: the idea that cooperation can provide the security that humans crave, where military 
competition and nuclear deterrence have failed. That ultimately, nations and populations can only feel safe when 
their counterparts feel safe.
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Looking at the news in the morning we 
are faced with pictures showing the 
terrible cruelty of war, extreme weather 
events leaving people homeless, and 
reports on rising poverty due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The international 

order, which enables us to prevent wars, stop global 
warming, fight a pandemic and tackle global 
challenges, simply does not work well enough. We 
have to fix it. For our shared future.

In times of acute crisis, there must be those 
who can look ahead and give a vision of a better 
future. Forty years ago, the relationship between 
the superpowers was at rock bottom. The risk 
of a devastating nuclear war was high. In that 
situation, an international commission led by Olof 
Palme presented a report showing that securi-
ty is something we create together. More and 
more powerful weapons are not the answer. The 
concept of common security was established. 
That way of thinking came to play a role in future 
negotiations for disarmament and detente.

By taking the concept of Common Security 
as its starting point, the Common Security 2022 
initiative has analysed the world we live in today 
and some of the great challenges facing humanity. 
When reading this report, I hope that you will feel 
an increased optimism about the future. It is pos-
sible to make the world better, if we do it together.

The idea for this project came from a conver-
sation in February 2020, between myself and 
Philip Jennings, Co-President of the International 
Peace Bureau. Common Security 2022 has worked 
with limited financial and human resources. But 
because many have shown an enthusiasm and a 
willingness to contribute their knowledge, we have 
created this document together. The International 
Trade Union Confederation, the International Pea-
ce Bureau and the Olof Palme International Center 

are three organisations different in nature, but we 
all share a vision of a more peaceful world. When 
starting this journey, little did we know of the situ-
ation we would find ourselves in when presenting 
this report. Some may say it is naïve to even talk 
about peace, disarmament and common security 
when the world is on the brink of a new world war. 
But on the contrary. Now, more than ever, we need 
a stronger discourse for peace.

I would like to extend a deep thank you to all 
the members of our High-Level Advisory Com-
mission, for the time you have spent attending 
meetings and providing input to the report. The 
Commission consists of a highly qualified and 
hugely experienced group of people from all 
over the world. The collective knowledge within 
the Commission is what makes this initiative 
so unique. I would also like to thank everyone 
who participated in the Common Security 2022 
webinar series. The webinars provided us with 
valuable expertise and insights that are reflected 
here in the report. To my fellow Steering Commit-
tee members, thank you for your time, dedica-
tion, and engagement. But there are two people 
I would like to give an extra heartfelt thanks to: 
Björn Lindh, our coordinator and Clare Santry, our 
editor. Without the two of you we would never 
have pulled this off. 

This initiative does not end with the presenta-
tion of this report. Rather, it should be seen as the 
beginning of work that must continue for a long 
time to come. Our world is in danger, but together 
we can build our common security.

Anna Sundström 
Secretary General,  
Olof Palme International Center

FOREWORD
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The world stands at a crossro-
ads. It is faced with a choice 
between an existence based on 
confrontation and aggression 
or one to be rooted in a trans-
formative peace agenda and 

common security. In 2022, humanity faces 
the existential threats of nuclear war, clima-
te change and pandemics. This is compoun-
ded by a toxic mix of inequality, extremism, 
nationalism, gender violence, and shrinking 
democratic space. How humanity responds 
to these threats will decide our very survival. 

This year marks the 40th anniversary of 
Olof Palme’s Independent Commission on 
Disarmament and Security Issues. The 
Commission presented its report in 1982, at 
the height of the Cold War, and the Commis-
sion developed the concept of Common 
Security – the idea that nations and popula-
tions can only feel safe when their counter-
parts feel safe. Palme’s Commission esta-
blished a number of ‘principles’ – including 
that all nations have a right to security, that 
military force is not a legitimate means for 
resolving disputes between nations, and that 
reductions and limits on arms are necessary 
for mutual security.1 In January 2022 the 
leaders of the five permanent members of 
the UN Security Council jointly stated that a 
nuclear war cannot be won and must never 
be fought.2 This echoed the declaration by 

US President Ronald Reagan and the Soviet 
General Secretary Mikhail Gorbachev at their 
Geneva Summit Meeting in 1985.3  

Our new Common Security 2022 report 
comes at a time when the international order 
faces severe challenges. A devastating war is 
raging in Europe and unceasing conflicts con-
tinue to plague people in far too many places. 
We are witnessing a global crisis marked by 
the inability to stop climate change, a patchy 
and unequal global approach to the COVID-19 
pandemic, and a long list of conflicts where 
the international community has failed in its re-
sponse. Even before the start of the COVID-19 
pandemic more than six out of seven people 
worldwide felt insecure.4  

Our common systems and structures – 
needed to provide security, combat poverty 
and inequality and prevent human suffering 
– are inadequate, and frequently ignored or 
violated. The future of humanity depends 
on us fixing the struggling global order. If 
we fail to repair our common systems, we 
will also fail in our fight against the climate 
crisis and future pandemics. 

The global security system is teetering on 
the edge. As the UN Secretary-General’s re-
port Our Common Agenda says: “Humanity 
faces a stark and urgent choice: breakdown 
or breakthrough”.5  

This breakdown should serve as a wake-up 
call for the world.

INTRODUCTION

1. See Annex 4 for the Palme Commission’s Principles in full
2. The White House (3 January 2022) Joint Statement of the Leaders of the Five Nuclear-Weapon States on Preventing Nuclear  
 War and Avoiding Arms Races. Available at: https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/01/03/ 
 p5-statement-on-preventing-nuclear-war-and-avoiding-arms-races/
3. Ronald Reagan Presidential Library and Museums (21 November 1985) Joint Soviet-United States Statement on the Summit  
 Meeting in Geneva. Available at:
  https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/joint-soviet-united-states-statement-summit-meeting-geneva
4. UNDP (2022) New threats to human security in the Anthropocene: Demanding greater solidarity. Available at:  
 https://hdr.undp.org/sites/default/files/srhs2022.pdf
5. United Nations (2021) Our Common Agenda – Report of the Secretary-General. Available at:  
 https://www.un.org/en/content/common-agenda-report/

https://hdr.undp.org/sites/default/files/srhs2022.pdf
https://www.un.org/en/content/common-agenda-report/
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6.  UN (1945) United Nations Charter. Preamble. Available at: https://www.un.org/en/about-us/un-charter/preamble
7.  UN (1945) United Nations Charter. Article 2 (4). Available at: https://www.un.org/en/about-us/un-charter/chapter-1

Since the Palme Commission there have 
been multiple wars and acts of military 
aggression that show a blatant disregard for 
international law, such as in Iraq, Yemen and 
most recently in Ukraine.

The Russian invasion of Ukraine in Febru-
ary 2022, while this report was being finali-
sed, represents a catastrophic breakdown in 
common security. It has resulted in a horrific 
loss of life, millions of refugees and displa-
ced people, and global economic shockwa-
ves. It is a terrible reminder of the fragility 
of peace. A ceasefire and peace settlement 
between Ukraine and Russia should be 
reached without delay in the interests of the 
Ukrainian and Russian peoples.

This breakdown in security is a reminder 
of the importance of international coopera-
tion and respect for international law. The 
current system needs to be overhauled to 
prevent war and meet the common security 
interests of all states. 

There is an ongoing militarisation in the 
world, with rapid increases in military spen-
ding accompanied by nuclear threats. But 
nuclear and military deterrence strategies 
have categorically failed to achieve peace 
and stability. It is time for a renewal of the 
global security system, based on common 
security principles. Now more than ever, 
we need a strong and efficient multilateral 
system for peace and security. 

To turn the tide, we must:
 > Reaffirm the UN Charter based on the 
rights and obligations of “we the peop-
les”.6  International cooperation and res-
pect for international law must be funda-
mental to all states. 
 

 > Revitalise and implement the call by the 
UN Secretary General for a worldwide 

ceasefire, as the starting point for peace 
processes in different regions of the world. 

 > Reinforce respect for International Humani-
ta rian Law as a matter of urgency, given the 
increasing harm to civilians in recent conflicts.  

 > Realise that global peace and security are 
created jointly – that when your counter-
part is not secure, you will not be secure 
either. There must be respect for the UN 
Charter’s prohibition against the use of 
force and the inviolability of borders.7  

 > Recognise that the threat of nuclear war 
and climate change are both existential 
threats to humanity.  

 > Strengthen trust between states and 
peoples, so that countries with different 
systems, cultures, religions and ideologies 
can work together on global challenges. 

 > Build a world order based on human needs. 
There is no development without peace, nor 
peace without development. And neither is 
possible without respect for human rights.  

 > Ensure inclusive governance at all levels in 
society, to safeguard democratic princip-
les and the inclusion of women, young 
people and minorities.  

Forty years on from the original Palme 
Commission, the challenges of our interde-
pendent global society demand, more than 
ever, collaboration and partnership rather 
than isolation and distrust. Common Secu-
rity is about human beings, not just nations. 
Now, in 2022, it is time to consider whether 
Common Security can help bring us back 
from the brink.

https://www.un.org/en/about-us/un-charter/preamble
https://www.un.org/en/about-us/un-charter/chapter-1
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All people have the right to human security: freedom from fear 
and freedom from want.

Building trust between nations and peoples is fundamental to 
peaceful and sustainable human existence.

There can be no common security without nuclear disarmament, 
strong limitations on conventional weapons and reduced military 
expenditure.

Global and regional cooperation, multilateralism and the rule of 
law are crucial to tackling many of the world’s challenges.

Dialogue, conflict prevention and confidence-building measures 
must replace aggression and military force as a means of resol-
ving disputes.

Better regulation, international law and responsible governance also 
need to be extended to cover new military technologies, such as in 
the realms of cyberspace, outer space and “artificial intelligence”.

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Although the world is now in a 
very different place to forty 
years ago, the Common Secu-
rity 2022 project looked back 
to see whether the original 
concept of Common Security 

endured, and how it could be adjusted to 

be relevant and pertinent to our times. With 
that in mind, in this report we established 
six new principles for Common Security. 
These principles retain the spirit of Palme’s 
Commission but reflect the new threats and 
complexities of the modern world.

COMMON SECURITY 
2022: THE PRINCIPLES 
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The need to move away from the 
idea of nuclear deterrence as a 
foundation of international se-
curity is more urgent than ever. 
The nuclear threats used by 
nations reveal the flimsy basis 

upon which nuclear deterrence is supposed 
to work. Humanity will not survive a nuclear 
war, nor can we prepare for or mitigate the 
consequences of nuclear war. So an alter-
native path must be found. A positive and 
cooperative approach to security must be 
developed, as a means to making people 
and governments feel secure. Common 
security is the alternative to nuclear compe-
tition and the threat of mass destruction.

The COVID-19 pandemic has demonstra-
ted that without international cooperation, 
a global crisis is very difficult to address. 
Incremental change is not sufficient to save 
humanity. Action at government level needs 
to be complemented by action at the level 
of local communities. A new social contract 
must be established, and a new dialogue of 
peace should replace the narrative of mili-
tarisation and competition. This approach 
should place accountability, verification, and 
transparency at its heart.

Common Security requires action from 
not just governments but also from national 
parliaments and from civil society – inclu-
ding from NGOs, social justice and peace 
movements, faith communities, women’s 
and youth movements, and trade unions. In 
addition, the corporate sector has a re-
sponsibility to respect human rights and to 

contribute to human security, as stipulated 
by the UN’s Guiding Principles on Business 
and Human Rights.8  

There is an urgent need for institutions 
and laws that engage and involve citizens 
and not only policy- and decision-makers, 
in cross-border discussions, fairer trade, 
climate solutions, reducing inequality, and 
peace and confidence building. Civil society 
must act as a watchdog, a motivating force, 
and a counterweight to political posturing 
– with the support of the verification and 
trust-building measures included in existing 
and new treaties. Furthermore, non-govern-
mental organisations must play an active 
role in advocacy work and raising aware-
ness – not just on common security, but 
also on militarisation, just conversion and 
beyond. Dialogue at diplomatic levels should 
also involve organised civil society – both 
along side and separate from government 
dialogue. 

The threat of war and its consequences 
have not diminished over the years. But poli-
tical will, people power, and a collective atti-
tude can lead to change. There is still time 
to be innovative and ambitious in reframing 
security and reimagining our world. 

A CALL TO ACTION

8. United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (2011) Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights.  
 Available at: https://www.ohchr.org/documents/publications/guidingprinciplesbusinesshr_en.pdf

https://www.ohchr.org/documents/publications/guidingprinciplesbusinesshr_en.pdf
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The Common Security 2022 
recommendations are indica-
tions, or steps forward, in the 
process of removing the threat 
of nuclear annihilation and 
turning around the ‘supertanker’ 

of war. They are practical steps, but also set 
out a vision for a better, safer world. They 
aim to motivate public opinion and have a 
positive impact on policy- and decision-ma-
kers about what is necessary and achieva-
ble. It is for others to take these proposals 
forward – in particular the UN with a broa-
der engagement of civil society rather than 
just of governments. The recommendations 
in this report are in no way complete or the 
last word. There is still much work to do 
to realise Olof Palme’s vision of common 
security.

These recommendations originate from 
the global thought leaders and experts who 
took part in the Common Security 2022 
Project. The recommendations should be 
spread through representative organisa-
tions and forums – such as the UN Social 
Summit, the World Social Forum and World 
Economic Forum, the Organisation for 
Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), 
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD), the UN Confe-
rence on Disarmament (CD), the Munich 
Security Conference, and the Peace and 
Security Council of the African Union. The 
recommendations will also be disseminated 
via social and traditional media communica-
tions, through mass organisations and civil 
society such as peace and environmental 
activists, faith communities, trade unions 
and the women’s, youth and civil rights/ 
racial justice movements.

The recommendations are focused on four 
main areas:

1. Strengthen the Global Architecture for 
Peace

2. A New Peace Dividend – Disarmament 
and Development

3. Revitalised Nuclear Arms Control and 
Disarmament

4. New Military Technologies and Outer 
Space Weapons

1.  Strengthen the Global  
Architecture for Peace
The multilateral system has come under 
increasing strain in recent years. There is 
an urgent need to strengthen the structu-
res that uphold peace and that prevent and 
manage conflict. Multilateralism must also 
confront the critical challenge of climate 
change and of creating fit for purpose global 
architecture for pandemic preparedness and 
response. 
  
1.1 Encourage regional bodies, such as the 

African Union, the Community of Latin 
American and Caribbean States (CELAC), 
the South Asian Association for Regional 
Cooperation (SAARC), the Gulf Coope-
ration Council, and the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), to 
develop frameworks that incorporate 
the principles of common security, and 
to build structures that can mediate and 
build confidence between antagonistic 
sides. Deter the creation of new military 
alliances and reassess existing military 
alliances – using cooperation based on 
common security as an alternative. 

RECOMMENDATIONS
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1.2 Establish or renew global and regional 
peace architecture, building on the model 
of the Organisation for Security and 
Co-operation in Europe (OSCE). Hold a 
Helsinki II process in 2025 – 50 years 
after the first Helsinki agreement laid the 
foundations for the OSCE and propo-
sed that human rights and freedom of 
expression should be the foundation of 
peace. 

1.3 Support the immediate resumption of 
strategic stability talks between the USA 
and Russia and the resumption of strate-
gic dialogue between the USA and China, 
with a view to the final elimination of all 
weapons of mass destruction.

1.4 Integrate climate-related security risks 
into United Nations conflict-prevention 
strategies. Commit to the sharing of 
green technologies, the redistribution of 
military resources for tackling the clima-
te threat, and the promotion of alternati-
ve solutions to environmental problems. 
Ensure justice for those nations most 
affected by climate change – through 
reparations, relocation, and support for 
climate-resistant infrastructure.

1.5 Establish regular UN Peace Conferen-
ces, on the basis of the UN report Our 
Common Agenda, following the model 
of the United Nations Framework Con-
vention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) 
Conference of the Parties (COP). Hold the 
Peace Conferences every three years to 
review progress on arms control treaties, 
address the peace dialogue gap and pro-
vide scope for intergovernmental agre-
ements. Bring civil society into the centre 
of the discussions, just as the tripartite 
International Labour Organization (ILO) is 
able to do in the way it works.

1.6 Expand the mandate and resources of 

the UN Peacebuilding Fund and Commis-
sion to be used in transnational dialogue 
processes, people-to-people contact and 
collaboration, and democratic mobilisa-
tion. Continue the Fund’s strong focus on 
women-centred peacebuilding solutions. 
Use the Fund to increase the number 
of multi-disciplinary, multi-cultural and 
multi-faith peace universities, colleges 
and Congresses ensuring that they are 
present in regions and nations at risk of 
conflict. These institutions give younger 
generations the knowledge, skills and 
tools to create the conditions and institu-
tions for practical conflict resolution and 
peace.

1.7 Strengthen the international agenda for 
Women, Peace and Security by setting a 
50 per cent goal for women’s participa-
tion at all levels of international peace 
and security undertakings.

1.8 Reform the UN to give more power and 
authority to the General Assembly – par-
ticularly on security matters – to avoid 
individual members paralysing the whole 
UN common security system. 

2. A New Peace Dividend – 
 Disarmament and Development
The international community needs to find 
a way to create a vested interest in peace, 
with the goal of general and complete disar-
mament. This also means finding innovative 
ways to utilise equipment and expertise 
for peaceful purposes and to support the 
transition of military personnel to non-mi-
litary professions – the idea of “transfor-
ming weapons into windfarms”.9 More than 
simply a financial benefit, this new peace 
dividend should help tackle the causes of 
conflict and fear – such as climate change, 
inequality, migration, scarce resources, and 
pandemics. 

9. Interview with Hilary Wainwright at the webinar The World After Covid-19: Invest in Peace and Development not in War and  
 Conflict (15 February 2022). Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IRZsg8ELYrY

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IRZsg8ELYrY



12
COMMON SECURITY 2022: FOR OUR SHARED FUTURE

2.1. Strengthen international law and revitalise 
treaties in the area of disarmament, arms 
control, non-proliferation and the arms 
trade – particularly the Arms Trade Treaty 
(ATT). Establish strong international rules 
on the export and use of small arms and 
light weapons, breaches of International 
Humanitarian Law, violent crime and 
terrorism. Adopt a political declaration 
against the use of explosive weapons in 
populated areas and strengthen existing 
commitments, such as the ‘Safe Schools 
Declaration’ that protects schools and 
universities from attack. 

2.2. Convene a special UN General Assem-
bly for disarmament in 2023/2024 to set 
a global commitment to reduce military 
expenditure by two per cent per year. Set 
a global ambition to abolish nuclear wea-
pons to free-up more than USD 72 billion 
annually.10  

2.3. Use the reduction in military spending to 
generate a ‘global peace dividend’ to fund 
the UN Sustainable Development Goals, 
UN peacebuilding, and a just transition to 
climate friendly jobs. Establish a UN ‘just 
conversion’ institution and aim to create 
575 million new jobs by 2030 – through 
converting jobs and technology in the 
weapons industry into environmental 
and health innovation, and vaccines and 
treatments. Reduce spending on military 
personnel by creating civil service options 
as an alternative to military service.

2.4. Invest in human security by creating a 
New Social Contract that tackles inequa-
lity and builds a more inclusive, resilient 
and peaceful society. Forge the new 
social contract by implementing the 2019 
Centenary Declaration of the ILO; holding 
a World Social Summit in 2025; setting-up 
a Global Social Protection Fund; creating a 

universal floor of workers’ rights; esta-
blishing a multilateral binding treaty that 
imposes human rights due diligence on 
companies across supply chains, and 
regularise more than one billion infor-
mal and platform jobs. Reinforce the 
fight against inequality by establishing 
a global commission and regulatory in-
strument focussing on transnational tax 
levels and systems, illicit financial flows, 
and national social security systems and 
taxation. 

3. Revitalised Nuclear Arms Control 
and Disarmament 
The recognition that a nuclear war cannot be 
won and must never be fought demands the 
complete abolition of nuclear weapons. The 
first steps in the process of comprehensive 
nuclear disarmament must be taken imme-
diately and in good faith. The imperative 
to prevent the catastrophic humanitarian 
consequences of a nuclear war should unify 
the international community and underscore 
the urgency for progress. 

3.1 Reinstate arms control treaties, parti-
cularly regarding nuclear weapons and 
their delivery systems, for example the 
Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces 
Treaty (INF). As a first step, a moratorium 
on a deployment of the INF land-based 
systems in Europe should be introduced. 
Parties to the Nuclear Non-Proliferation 
Treaty (NPT) must urgently develop 
and present concrete, time-bound, and 
transparent plans of how they intend to 
implement their obligation to nuclear 
disarmament. Ensure that the Compre-
hensive Nuclear Test-Ban-Treaty (CTBT) 
enters into legal force. Negotiations 
should begin on a treaty prohibiting any 
additional production of fissile materials 

10. ICAN (2020) Enough Is Enough: 2019 Global Nuclear Weapons Spending. Available at:  
 https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/ican/pages/1549/attachments/original/1589365383/ICAN-Enough-is-Enough- 
 Global-Nuclear-Weapons-Spending-2020-published-13052020.pdf?1589365383

https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/ican/pages/1549/attachments/original/1589365383/ICAN-Enough-is-Enough-
	Global-Nuclear-Weapons-Spending-2020-
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/ican/pages/1549/attachments/original/1589365383/ICAN-Enough-is-Enough-
	Global-Nuclear-Weapons-Spending-2020-
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for use in nuclear weapons. Reinstate 
and develop confidence-building measu-
res, such as the Open Skies Treaty. 

3.2 States are encouraged to sign and ratify 
the Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear 
Weapons (TPNW). Nuclear-armed states 
should engage with the treaty and send 
observers to the meeting of States Parties.

3.3 Resume with urgency nuclear arms 
reductions, with a view to achieving 
the elimination of all weapons of mass 
destruction. Prioritise the states that 
possess the most nuclear warheads, but 
include all nuclear-armed states from the 
start. Cease the development of new nuc-
lear weapons, as well as the modernisa-
tion and upgrading of nuclear arsenals. 
Nuclear-armed states, and states under 
extended nuclear deterrent arrange-
ments, should engage with non-nuclear 
weapon states in a serious process to 
discuss how to move away from the 
nuclear deterrence paradigm, and to 
develop alternative security approaches 
and policies.

3.4 All nuclear-weapon states must esta-
blish a firm ‘no first use’ policy.

3.5 Revisit the idea of establishing nucle-
ar-weapon-free-zones, particularly in the 
Middle East/West Asia, Northeast Asia, 
and in Europe.  

3.6 The Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action 
(JCPOA), known commonly as the Iran 
nuclear deal, must be fully reinstated and 
faithfully implemented by all signatories.11  

3.7 States that carried out nuclear testing 
must provide immediate victim assis-
tance and environmental remediation, 
particularly to indigenous communities.  

4. New Military Technologies and 
Outer Space Weapons
The digital revolution gives us information 
and communication technologies that make 
our lives easier, but it also creates new risks. 
Modern military weapons systems are being 
developed which have a profound impact on 
humanity and raise serious legal and ethical 
questions. New weapons technologies need 
to be regulated or prohibited. 

4.1 Ban cyber attacks on nuclear command 
and control systems, accompanied by 
a disentanglement of conventional and 
nuclear weapon command and control 
systems.  

4.2 Prohibit autonomous weapons systems, 
to ensure that humans keep control over 
weapons and armed conflict. 

4.3 Prohibit automated nuclear weapons 
command and control systems.

4.4 Prohibit attacks on space-based early 
warning satellites and early warning 
communications systems.

4.5 Strengthen the Outer Space Treaty and 
establish a new culture of responsible 
space governance to prevent further 
militarisation of the domain. Reinforce 
international space law to safeguard its 
use for peaceful purposes and for the 
benefit of all humanity. 

4.6 Limit hypersonic missiles, and create a 
timeframe for banning these weapons.

11. China, France, Germany, Iran, Russia, United Kingdom, United States of America (withdrawn), European Union
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In the early 1980s, the Independent 
Commission on Disarmament and 
Security Issues, led by the Swedish 
Prime Minister Olof Palme, developed 
the concept of Common Security. The 
idea that cooperation is the only way 

to provide the security that humans crave, 
where military competition and nuclear 
deterrence have failed. Palme’s premise also 
asserted that fewer weapons, rather than 
more weapons, leads to increased security 
for all. As Sweden’s Minister for EU Affairs, 
Hans Dahlgren, who worked for the Palme 
Commission, says “we cannot achieve 
sustainable security with an adversary by 
threatening his life”.12 

The Independent Commission was esta-
blished in 1980. It consisted of 14 high-profi-
le individuals from around the world, inclu-
ding from the United States and the Soviet 

Union. The members were predominantly 
former politicians and diplomats. All bar one 
– the former Prime Minister of Norway, Gro 
Harlem Brundtland – were men.

Two years later, following extensive 
meetings and research, the Commission 
published the report, Common Security: A 
Programme for Disarmament. The report 
laid bare the horrendous consequences of 
nuclear conflict, and exposed the fallacy 
that nuclear deterrence provides security. As 
the report stated,

“International Security must rest on a com-
mitment to joint survival rather than a threat 
of mutual destruction”.13 

At the time of Palme’s Commission, Cold 
War tensions and the frightening prospect of 
nuclear war dominated the international ag-

THE OLOF PALME 
COMMISSION AND 
THE CONCEPT 
OF COMMON 
SECURITY

12. Interview with Hans Dahlgren at the Common Security 2022 Launch (14 June 2021). Available at:  
 https://commonsecurity.org/2021/06/14/launch-event/
13. Independent Commission on Disarmament and Security Issues (1982) Common Security: A Programme for Disarmament 
 (London: Pan World Affairs). Page ix.

https://commonsecurity.org/2021/06/14/launch-event/
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enda. The principles and recommendations 
proposed in the report reflected the domi-
nant global dynamic at the time: The clash 
of two superpowers – the Soviet Union and 
the USA. For this reason, the Palme Com-
mission was almost entirely focussed on 
nation states and the overriding threat from 
national militaries. 

The recommendations of the Palme Com-
mission were wide-ranging. They included: 
reductions and qualitative limitations of 
nuclear forces; a nuclear-weapon-free zone 
in Europe; a ban on anti-satellite systems; 
universal adherence to the Non-Proliferation 
Treaty, and conversion of a large propor-
tion of military, scientific and technological 
efforts to civilian purposes.14 

The concept of Common Security, deve-
loped by the Palme Commission, proved 
significant in the years following the publi-
cation of the report. The President of the 

Soviet Union, Mikhail Gorbachev, cited the 
importance of the idea of Common Security 
in March 1986 – marking what was to be the 
start of the end of the Cold War.15 Yet, despite 
the disarmament moves of the 1980s, the 
ideas and recommendations of the Palme 
Commission have, for the most part, not 
been adhered to or acted upon. 

The concerns and focus of the original 
report have a disturbing resonance in 2022. 
The Cold War of the 1980s, the nuclear 
threat and the risk of major power conflict 
have renewed relevance in today’s global 
situation. But the idea of security must be 
broadened beyond nation states to include 
all people. Human beings desire, and have 
a right to, security. Forty years on from the 
Palme Commission, the world also faces 
new existential threats that pay no heed to 
national borders – such as climate change 
and pandemics. 

14. Independent Commission on Disarmament and Security Issues (1982) Common Security: A Programme for Disarmament 
 (London: Pan World Affairs). Page 140-181.
15. Interview with Hans Dahlgren at the Common Security 2022 Launch (14 June 2021). Available at:  
 https://commonsecurity.org/2021/06/14/launch-event/

Hans Dahlgren
Minister for EU Affairs, Sweden
Former Assistant to Olof Palme in the secretariat 
of the Palme Commission

“The most important result of 
the Palme Commission's work 
was the Common Security 
concept itself. The fact that 
right in the middle of the Cold 
War we were able to show that 
in a nuclear war there can be 
no winners, so we must seek 

security together. 
It took some time before the concept had an 

impact. But in the late 1980s, when Olof Palme was 
already dead, Reagan and Gorbachev met for disar-
mament talks, speaking in a way that was almost 
verbatim with the Palme Commission. In fact, these 

negotiations were close to leading to the complete 
abolition of nuclear weapons.

The most controversial proposal presented by 
the Commission, and the proposal that led to the 
most discussion, was about a battlefield-nucle-
ar-weapon-free zone in Central Europe. 

Today, I wish that more leaders around the world 
would take the time to read and reflect on the ideas 
of the Olof Palme Commission, even if they were 
constituted forty years ago.  

The concept of common security can also be 
applied to the other existential threat facing us all 
today – the climate crisis. As Greta Thunberg and 
others have so clearly explained to us – we are in 
this together, and we must turn the tide before it 
is too late.  Our planet’s survival depends on what 
we do now, together.  That is also a question of 
common security.”

https://commonsecurity.org/2021/06/14/launch-event/
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In 2022 human existence faces both old 
and new threats and challenges. There 
are also issues that were apparent forty 
years ago, but have become more pro-
nounced in recent years. The Russian 
invasion of Ukraine has been accom-

panied by a threat of nuclear weapons use, 
which is an alarming echo of the Cold War 
rhetoric. But, there are also other challenges 
facing humanity today. The climate crisis is 
an enormous existential risk for humankind. 
Meanwhile, inequality and rising authoritari-
anism have a corrosive and insidious effect 
on global society. Today’s common security 
risks can be categorised under six broad 
themes:

Challenges to Multilateralism  
in a Multipolar World
In 1982, the world was divided into two 
camps; but since the end of the Cold War 
new powers have come onto the world’s 
stage with differentiated interests and 
alliances. Yet – despite these geopolitical 
realignments – strategic competition and 
power struggles between nations continue 

unabated. Borders have shifted and allian-
ces have waxed and waned; but conflict and 
violence remain constant. According to the 
Heidelberg Institute for International Con-
flict Research, the number of full-scale wars 
increased from 15 to 21 between 2019 and 
2020.16  

In his address to mark the 75th anniver-
sary of the UN General Assembly, the UN 
Secretary General warned that, “conventio-
nal wars are growing more entrenched and 
difficult to resolve. Geopolitical tensions are 
escalating. The threat of nuclear prolifera-
tion and confrontation has returned”.17  

The critical challenges facing the world 
demand a renewed commitment to strategic 
cooperation through multilateralism and in-
stitution building. But instead the world has 
entered a new era of strategic confrontation 
and competition. The inviolability of borders 
and respect for the territorial integrity of 
states is undermined and disregarded. The 
Russian invasion of Ukraine is one example 
of a flagrant violation of the UN Charter, 
upon which multilateralism rests. The vali-
dity of the international rules-based system 

COMMON 
SECURITY 
RISKS TODAY

16. Heidelberg Institute for International Conflict Research (2021) Conflict Barometer. Available at:  
 https://hiik.de/conflict-barometer/current-version/?lang=en
17. United Nations (10 January 2021) Secretary-General's Remarks at the Commemoration of the 75th Anniversary of the First  
 Meeting of the United Nations General Assembly [as delivered]. Available at: https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/  
 2021-01-10/secretary-generals-remarks-the-commemoration-of-the-75th-anniversary-of-the-first-meeting-of-the-united-
 nations-general-assembly-delivered

https://hiik.de/conflict-barometer/current-version/?lang=en
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2021-01-10/secretary-generals-remarks-the-commemoration-of-the-75th-anniversary-of-the-first-meeting-of-the-united-
	nations-general-assembly-delivered

https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2021-01-10/secretary-generals-remarks-the-commemoration-of-the-75th-anniversary-of-the-first-meeting-of-the-united-
	nations-general-assembly-delivered

https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2021-01-10/secretary-generals-remarks-the-commemoration-of-the-75th-anniversary-of-the-first-meeting-of-the-united-
	nations-general-assembly-delivered
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still stands, but it is increasingly in crisis, 
with the rules being ignored and violated. 

Respect for the core principles of interna-
tional humanitarian law is increasingly under 
threat, as witnessed in recent conflicts such 
as Iraq, Palestine/Israel, Yemen, Syria, and 
Ukraine. These conflicts have seen horri-
fic civilian casualties, the use of explosive 
weapons in densely populated areas and 
the deliberate targeting of schools, hospi-
tals and vital civilian infrastructure, such as 
water and energy supplies. 

All too often, military solutions are the de-
fault response to global disputes. The role of 
the ‘military-industrial complex’ – when an 
element of the economy has inappropriate 
political influence – needs to be addressed 
to make common security viable. While any 
profit and wealth resulting from war and de-
struction is morally abhorrent, governments 
must, at the very least, ensure that military 
expenditure does not attain a self-sustaining 
and self-reproducing power over political 
decision-making. Moreover, the huge invest-
ment in military personnel around the world 
is a catastrophic waste of capabilities. Glo-
bally, the United States, China, North Korea 
and Russia employ the largest number of 
people in the arms industry. Fifty per cent 
of the military budget of NATO countries is 
spent on personnel.18 

Gender equality in the quest for peace and 
security was a relatively unexplored topic by 
the Palme Commission. Yet, women, men, 
boys and girls are differently affected by se-
curity crises. Women and children are often 
the first signifiers of a humanitarian crisis. 
Statistics show that when women are at 
the negotiating table, peace agreements are 
more likely to last 15 years or longer.19 But 
between 1992 and 2019 women constituted, 

on average, just 13 per cent of negotiators. 
Moreover, just 6 per cent of signatories in 
major peace processes around the world 
were women.20  

In an increasingly multipolar world, regi-
onal conflicts and emergencies frequently 
spill over into the global arena. Diploma-
cy and open channels of communication 
between countries are more vital than ever 
– as rifts between the USA/China and the 
USA/Russia demonstrate. Taiwan and the 
South China Sea are flash points for the 
rivalry between the USA and China, where 
a mishap between warships or warplanes 
could have terrible consequences. Ukraine 
has turned, with horrible consequences, 
into an epicentre of confrontation between 
Russia and USA/NATO. 

In the twenty-first century, populations 
and nations cannot expect to isolate them-
selves from the rest of the world in order to 
live securely. It is clear that global issues 
cannot be solved by individual nations, only 
by multilateral cooperation among them. 
Yet, many countries do not seek this coope-
ration, and this national egoism threatens 
our common future. 

The Palme Commission sought to em-
power the UN for the purposes of peace. 
Today, the UN’s role in peacekeeping and 
peacebuilding is one of the most visible 
examples of international cooperation. But 
the authority of, and trust in, the United Na-
tions as the prime global governance body is 
increasingly undermined and challenged. 

Today’s geopolitical confrontation is be-
ing waged on many fronts. So-called ‘hybrid 
warfare’ spans economics, trade, political 
philosophy, democratic principles, techno-
logy and military power. The use of disin-
formation, proxies and cyber attacks blur 

18. Interview with Michael Brozska from SIPRI at the webinar The World After Covid-19: Invest in Peace and Development not in  
 War and Conflict (15 February 2022). Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IRZsg8ELYrY
19. UN Women (2015) A Global Study on the Implementation of United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325. Available at:  
 https://wps.unwomen.org/participation/
20. Council on Foreign Relations (2020) Women's Participation in Peace Processes. Available at:  
 https://www.cfr.org/womens-participation-in-peace-processes/ 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IRZsg8ELYrY
https://wps.unwomen.org/participation/
https://www.cfr.org/womens-participation-in-peace-processes/
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the line between combatants and civilians, 
and engender distrust between nations and 
peoples. 

An estimated two billion people live in 
conflict-affected countries and in 2020 there 
were 56 State-based conflicts – a record 
number.21 There are also ‘frozen’ conflicts 
that come in different forms. Sometimes it 
is where a past conflict has not found a sta-
ble resolution, for example there has never 
been a formal peace settlement ending the 
Korean War. In other cases it is where land 
or sea is disputed or occupied – examples 
of this include Western Sahara, Georgian 
territories, Nagorno-Karabakh, and Trans-
nistria. While some of these conflicts are 
between individual states, others are civil 
wars, insurgencies and guerrilla actions – 
such as in central India. Several are, in part, 
proxy conflicts where the actual combatants 
are influenced by, supplied by, or acting at 
the behest of global or regional powers. 
Israel’s occupation of Palestinian Territory 
is more complex still, although there are ele-
ments of several typologies involved. Other 
unresolved conflicts, for example between 
India and Pakistan, involve states that have 
acquired nuclear weapons. 

A multipolar world requires common 
security to be promoted through multila-
teralism. This multilateralism needs to be 
sensitive, and adapted, to different conflicts 
and different regions.

GLOBAL WARMING AND   
THE CLIMATE CRISIS
In addition to nuclear weapons, the world is 
facing a new existential threat in the form 

of the climate crisis. Climate-related risks 
have far-reaching implications for the health 
of humanity and the planet. If unaddressed, 
climate change will cast a major shadow 
over humanity’s survival. 

Climate change is already affecting the 
lives of people around the world. Global 
temperature rises are fuelling droughts 
and wildfires. July 2021 was the hottest 
month ever recorded, and the last decade 
is the hottest since records began.22 Ex-
treme weather, such as storms and floods, 
threaten people’s lives and livelihoods and 
expose millions of people to acute food and 
water insecurity, particularly in Africa, Asia, 
Central and South America, on Small Island 
Developing States (SIDS) and in the Arctic.23 

There are many other major environmen-
tal challenges that are linked to the climate 
crisis. Biodiversity and habitat loss, and the 
impoverishment of those who once were 
able to subsist on the land, are just some 
of the examples. Other effects of climate 
change, such as rising sea levels, will take 
longer to unfold. 

Gendered divisions of labour mean women 
are often responsible for collecting water 
and sourcing food and fuel, particularly in 
rural areas. This leaves women disproportio-
nately vulnerable to changes in the availa-
bility of natural resources. Yet, women are 
consistently disadvantaged in terms of land 
ownership and control over these resources. 
Excluding women from natural resource 
management and climate change mitigation 
strategies is both patently wrong, and also a 
missed opportunity. As the Georgetown In-
stitute for Women, Peace and Security says: 

21. UN (Jan 2022) Peacebuilding and sustaining peace: Report of the Secretary-General A/76/668–S/2022/66. Para. 3, page 2. 
 Available at: https://www.un.org/peacebuilding/sites/www.un.org.peacebuilding/files/documents/sg_report.peacebuilding_ 
 and_sustaining_peace.a.76.668-s.2022.66.corrected.e.pdf 
22. PowerPoint by Ulrich Eberle (Fellow, Future of Conflict, International Crisis Group) during the webinar There is Need for a Common  
 Agenda for Peace and Climate (19th October 2021). Available at:  
 https://commonsecurity.org/2021/09/30/there-is-need-for-a-common-agenda-for-peace-and-climate/
23. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) (2022) Climate Change 2022: Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability.  
 Available at: https://report.ipcc.ch/ar6wg2/pdf/IPCC_AR6_WGII_FinalDraft_FullReport.pdf

https://www.un.org/peacebuilding/sites/www.un.org.peacebuilding/files/documents/sg_report.peacebuilding_		and_sustaining_peace.a.76.668-s.2022.66.corrected.e.pdf
https://www.un.org/peacebuilding/sites/www.un.org.peacebuilding/files/documents/sg_report.peacebuilding_		and_sustaining_peace.a.76.668-s.2022.66.corrected.e.pdf
https://commonsecurity.org/2021/09/30/there-is-need-for-a-common-agenda-for-peace-and-climate/
https://report.ipcc.ch/ar6wg2/pdf/IPCC_AR6_WGII_FinalDraft_FullReport.pdf
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When environmental problems – such as 
lack of water – become too big, then the re-
sult is social unrest, conflict and war. There 
is an alarming overlap between ecological 
degradation and conflict. Of the 15 countries 
facing the worst ecological threats in the 
world, 11 are currently in conflict. 
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During the 1980s and after, neoliberal glo-
balisation became the dominant economic 
model. Individualism and profit maximisa-
tion, coupled with minimal investment in 
jobs, wages and social security, have left the 
world with a ticking time bomb of critical 
inequality. 
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“Where women can overcome structural 
barriers to their participation, they are uniqu-
ely positioned to contribute to sustainable 
natural resource management, climate-resi-
lient communities, and enhanced peace and 
stability.”24 

When environmental problems – such as 
lack of water – become too big, then the result 
is social unrest, conflict and war. There is an 
alarming overlap between ecological degra-
dation and conflict. Of the 15 countries facing 
the worst ecological threats in the world, 11 
are currently in conflict. Meanwhile, by the 
end of 2020 conflict had forcibly displaced 34 
million people from their home nations. Of this 
total, 68 per cent came from the 30 countries 
described as ‘ecological hotspots’ by the Insti-
tute for Economics and Peace.25 

Climate change is a risk multiplier for eve-
ry existing vulnerability and tension. Climate 
change fosters inequality, increases insecu-
rity, destabilises existing relationships, fuels 
forced migration, and intensifies competi-
tion for key and scarce resources. 

However, the activism and determination 
of the climate change movement over the 
past few years has united populations and 
nations. There is now a momentum for 
climate cooperation, which is driven by pe-
ople power. Climate change offers a unique 
opportunity for rallying collective action in 
the pursuit of global peace.

INEQUALITY 
The Olof Palme Commission met between 
1980 and 1982. During the 1980s and after, 

neoliberal globalisation became the domi-
nant economic model. Individualism and 
profit maximisation, coupled with minimal 
investment in jobs, wages and social secu-
rity, have left the world with a ticking time 
bomb of critical inequality. 

A century ago the ILO was created on the 
premise that “universal and lasting peace 
can be established only if it is based upon 
social justice”.26 Similarly, the Palme Com-
mission warned that economic inequality, 
poverty and deprivation were major threats 
to security, and that “peace and prosperity 
are two sides of the same coin”.27 Forty years 
later, rising income inequality has been blamed 
for increasingly polarised politics, and the 
ascendance of populism and nationalism. 

All too often, political conflict spirals into 
violence and war. Social unrest, exclusion 
and alienation also lead to violence outside 
of conflict areas, such as urban violence, the 
rise in power of organised crime, and domes-
tic violence. The presence of conflict also 
leads to an increased likelihood of terrorism. 
The Institute for Economics and Peace 
found that 97.6 per cent of deaths from 
terrorism, in 2020, occurred in countries af-
fected by conflict and that “as the intensity 
of conflict increases, so does the lethality of 
terrorist actions. Terrorist attacks in conflict 
countries are more than six times deadlier 
than attacks in peaceful countries.”28 

The discrimination and marginalisation 
evident across the globe today are sympt-
oms of an extremely unequal world; that ex-
acerbates the differences among us. Nearly 

24. Georgetown Institute for Women, Peace and Security (2021) The Climate-Gender-Conflict Nexus: Amplifying women's 
 contributions at the grassroots. Available at:  
 https://giwps.georgetown.edu/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/The-Climate-Gender-Conflict-Nexus.pdf
25. Institute for Economics and Peace (2021) Ecological Threat Report 2021: Understanding Ecological Threats, Resilience and  
 Peace. Available at: https://www.economicsandpeace.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/ETR-2021-web.pdf
26. International Labour Organization (1919) Preamble to the ILO Constitution. Available at: https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/  
 en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:55:0::NO::P55_TYPE,P55_LANG,P55_DOCUMENT,P55_NODE:KEY,en,ILOC,/Document
27. Independent Commission on Disarmament and Security Issues (1982) Common Security: A Programme for Disarmament 
 (London: Pan World Affairs). Page 130.
28. Institute for Economics and Peace (2022) Global Terrorism Index 2022: Measuring the Impact of Terrorism. Page 5. Available at:  
 https://www.visionofhumanity.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/GTI-2022-web.pdf

https://giwps.georgetown.edu/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/The-Climate-Gender-Conflict-Nexus.pdf
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half of the world's population – 3.4 billion 
people – survives on less than $5.50 a day. 
Meanwhile, women around the world earn 
24 per cent less than men and own 50 per 
cent less wealth.29 Global income inequality 
is increasing, according to the UN Special 
Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty and Human 
Rights. Since 1980, the top 10 per cent of 
earners have held half of the world’s income; 
whilst the top one per cent of earners incre-
ased their share from 16 per cent in 1980 to 
22 per cent in 2000. Latin America and the 
Middle East are the world’s most unequal 
regions, with the top 10 per cent of earners 
capturing 54 and 56 per cent, respectively, of 
the average national income.30 

Inequality between and within nations 
masks a major persistent inequality – gen-
der. The inequality faced by women in many 
countries often involves prioritising care 
for their families and concentrates them in 
occupations which are, partly in consequ-
ence, under-funded and therefore reproduce 
gender inequality in income. This vicious 
cycle of discrimination – and the persistent 
problem of gender-based violence in work-
places, homes and public – results in the 
exclusion of women from decision-making 
roles in society, including over issues of pea-
ce and war.31 It is therefore unsurprising that 
while the women’s movement is a leading 
force for peace, decisions on military expen-
diture, foreign policy and war are made in 
male-dominated environments.

Since the Palme Commission, there has 
been progress in tackling some aspects of 
inequality. In 2019, the global primary school 

attendance rate reached 87 per cent, while 
the number of out-of-school children has 
declined by more than 40 per cent over the 
past two decades.32 However, in 2020 the 
World Bank recorded a rise in extreme pover-
ty, reversing a 20-year steady decline.33 The 
COVID-19 pandemic, climate change, and 
armed conflict are among the forces driving 
this backward slide.

CURRENT AND FUTURE  
PANDEMICS
COVID-19 has brutally underlined that the 
world is more interdependent than ever, and 
that a pandemic threat will know no national 
boundaries. As the climate becomes more 
degraded and the biosphere changes, there 
will likely be more frequent and more serious 
pandemics. 

With the emergence of COVID-19, the 
scientific community responded effectively and 
speedily to create vaccines and treatments. But 
problems arose from the state of the world’s 
trading arrangements, including the protection 
of intellectual property rights founded on public 
investment and in a state of emergency. 
Underfunded health services and social 
protection systems, coupled with growing 
health inequality, prevented vaccine equity and 
exposed the weakness in pandemic prepared-
ness, and prevention. Global society appears 
increasingly vulnerable to future pandemics. 

Inequality has been exacerbated by 
COVID-19. According to Oxfam International, 
the world’s 10 richest men doubled their for-
tunes during the global pandemic. Meanwhile 
the organisation projects that over 160 

29. Oxfam International website. Available at: https://www.oxfam.org/en/what-we-do/issues/extreme-inequality-and-essential-services
30. Report of the Special Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty and Human Rights, Olivier De Schutter
  (July 2021) The Persistence of Poverty: how real equality can break the vicious cycles. Page 13. Available at: 
 https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N21/197/47/PDF/N2119747.pdf?OpenElement
31. Georgetown Institute for Women, Peace and Security (2021) The Climate-Gender-Conflict Nexus: Amplifying women's 
 contributions at the grassroots. Available at:  
 https://giwps.georgetown.edu/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/The-Climate-Gender-Conflict-Nexus.pdf
32. UNICEF (2021) UNICEF Primary Education Data. Available at: https://data.unicef.org/topic/education/primary-education/
33. World Bank (2020) Poverty and Shared Prosperity 2020: Reversals of Fortune. Available at:  
 https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/34496/211602ov.pdf

https://giwps.georgetown.edu/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/The-Climate-Gender-Conflict-Nexus.pdf
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/34496/211602ov.pdf
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With the emergence of COVID-19, problems 
arose from the state of the world’s trading 
arrangements, including the protection of 
intellectual property rights founded on public 
investment and in a state of emergency. 
Global society appears increasingly 
 vulnerable to future pandemics.
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Trust in governments is declining, and 
 authoritarianism is increasing. Less than 20 
per cent of the world’s population now live 
in what Freedom House defines as “a Free 
country”. 
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million people were pushed into poverty by 
the pandemic.34 Inequalities that existed 
before COVID-19 – in terms of income and 
access to education, health and vaccines 
– also resulted in the faster reopening of 
ordinary life and economic activity in some 
countries compared to others. Universal 
social protection and the fair distribution of 
economic growth are vital for building future 
resilience.

The pandemic, and disagreements over 
the response to COVID-19, also fuelled 
divisions and conflict. The Institute for 
Economics and Peace found that civil unrest 
rose during the pandemic, with over 5,000 
pandemic-related violent events recorded 
between January 2020 and April 2021.35 

Women’s employment has been dispro-
portionately affected by the pandemic. This 
is particularly notable in upper-middle-in-
come countries, where “women’s employ-
ment-to-population ratio in 2022 is projected 
to be 1.8 percentage points below its 2019 
level, versus a gap of only 1.6 percentage 
points for men, despite women having an 
employment rate 16 percentage points 
below that of men to start with”.36 

Other repercussions of the COVID-19 
pandemic are still being assessed. But the 
ILO is projecting a working-hour deficit of 
52 million full-time jobs in 2022. Meanwhile, 
global unemployment is expected to reach 
207 million in 2022, a rise of 21 million on 
2019 levels.37  

AUTHORITARIAN REGIMES – 
SHRINKING DEMOCRATIC SPACE
Trust in governments is declining, and 
authoritarianism is increasing. Less than 
20 per cent of the world’s population now 
live in what Freedom House defines as “a 
Free country”. Eritrea, North Korea, Somalia, 
Saudi Arabia, Belarus and China are among 
the countries with the lowest freedom score 
in the world.38 The past 15 years have seen 
a growing democracy gap, with a consistent 
expansion of authoritarian rule and a decline 
in major democracies. Civic space, with res-
pect for the right to assemble, organise and 
bargain, is under threat. In 2020, the level of 
democracy enjoyed by the average global 
citizen was down to levels last found around 
1990, according to the V-Dem Institute. And 
although democratisation is still occurring 
around the world, it is predominantly taking 
place in small countries.39 

Shrinking democratic space and increa-
sing tyranny is a threat to human security, 
frequently resulting in the use of force and 
aggression. Non-democratic states not 
only threaten regional and global peace, 
but also fail to provide safety or security for 
their own citizens. The Institute for Econo-
mics and Peace found that both the fear of 
violence and the experience of violence were 
lower in full democracies than in flawed de-
mocracies, hybrid regimes and authoritarian 
regimes.40 

Women often bear the brunt of democra-

34. Oxfam International (2022) Inequality Kills: The unparalleled action needed to combat unprecedented inequality in the wake of   
 COVID-19. Available at: https://oxfamilibrary.openrepository.com/bitstream/handle/10546/621341/bp-inequality-kills-170122-en. 
 pdf;jsessionid=3B9DAB646BF719257B3C952EB46C2D0B?sequence=9
35. Institute for Economics and Peace (2021) Global Peace Index 2021: Measuring Peace in a Complex World. Available at: 
 https://www.visionofhumanity.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/GPI-2021-web-1.pdf
36. International Labour Organization (2022) World Employment and Social Outlook: Trends 2022. Page 13. Available at: 
 https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_834081.pdf
37. International Labour Organization (2022) World Employment and Social Outlook: Trends 2022. Available at:  
 https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_834081.pdf
38. Freedom House (2021) Freedom in the World 2021: Democracy Under Siege. Available at:  
 https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2021/democracy-under-siege
39. V-Dem Institute (2021) Autocratization Turns Viral: Democracy Report 2021. Available at:  
 https://www.v-dem.net/static/website/files/dr/dr_2021.pdf
40. Institute for Economics and Peace (2021) Global Peace Index 2021: Measuring Peace in a Complex World. Page 54. Available at:  
 https://www.visionofhumanity.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/GPI-2021-web-1.pdf

https://oxfamilibrary.openrepository.com/bitstream/handle/10546/621341/bp-inequality-kills-170122-en.		pdf;jsessionid=3B9DAB646BF719257B3C952EB46C2D0B?sequence=9
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tic backsliding – facing increased oppo-
sition to gender equality and threats to 
previous progress on women’s rights. The 
rights of women are particularly vulnerable 
in countries where the space for civil society 
is limited or shrinking.41 Limited education 
and employment opportunities, restrictions 
on abortion rights, and a failure to address 
discrimination and gender-based violence 
all conspire to reduce the voice of women 
in decision-making and to reproduce male 
power structures. 

Many people have not seen a dividend 
from democracy and feel left behind by so-
ciety. This disconnect has led to a breakdown 
in trust between people and governments. 
With democracy on the back foot, corruption, 
populism and right wing extremism are filling 
the void in many countries. History teaches 
us that this situation leads to autocracy, 
aggression and competitive rivalry – rather 
than cooperation for collective progress. 
The rise of demagogues, in countries across 
the world, encourages divisions within and 
between peoples. Democracy can no longer 
be taken for granted, and citizens must un-
derstand their agency and power.42  

Violations of democratic values go hand-
in-hand with the repression of human rights. 
The annual Global Rights Index, from the 
International Trade Union Confederation, 
found that the number of countries whe-
re freedom of speech and assembly was 
denied or constrained increased from 56 in 
2020 to 64 in 2021. There was also a rise in 
workers being detained and arrested around 
the world.43 

MILITARISATION 
At the time of the original commission, nuc-
lear weapons were clearly the most powerful 
lethal force. Unfortunately, in the twenty-first 
century the threat of nuclear war remains 
undiminished. Scientists have now set the 
Doomsday Clock at 100 seconds to midnight 
for humanity. There are more than 13,000 
nuclear warheads in the world today44 – 
thousands of which are ready to be used in 
an instant and are far more powerful than 
those used on Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

Massive investments in faster, more lethal 
nuclear weapons, coupled with increasing 
tensions between nuclear-armed states, 
create a dangerous combination for conflict. 
Meanwhile, discussion of the nuclear threat 
largely takes place away from the main-
stream media and popular culture – with 
climate change replacing nuclear as the 
predominant existential danger in the public 
perception. Progress on disarmament has 
stalled in the past decades, and commit-
ments to reduce weapons are disregarded. 
The Korean peninsula represents one area of 
particular concern, where nuclear tensions 
remain high and there is increasing militari-
sation. This is compounded by the fact that 
the Korean War never officially ended, with 
no peace treaty ever signed.

Meanwhile, the deployment of conven-
tional weapons continues to cause human 
misery all over the world. Battles between 
states and Islamist militants in Mali, Niger 
and Burkina Faso resulted in over 1,300 
civilian fatalities in 2021.45 Global instability 
and volatility, in Africa in particular, hinders 

41. UN Women (2020) Democratic backsliding and the backlash against women’s rights: Understanding the current challenges for  
 feminist politics. Available at: https://www.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/Headquarters/Attachments/Sections/Library/ 
 Publications/2020/Discussion-paper-Democratic-backsliding-and-the-backlash-against-womens-rights-en.pdf
42. Barbara F. Walter (2022) How Civil Wars Start - And How to Stop Them (London: Viking)
43. International Trade Union Confederation (2021) Global Rights Index. Available at: https://www.globalrightsindex.org/en/2021
44. Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (2021) SIPRI Yearbook 2021: Armaments, Disarmament and International  
 Security. Page 17. Available at: https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/2021-06/sipri_yb21_summary_en_v2_0.pdf
45. International Crisis Group. Ten Conflicts to Watch in 2022. Available at: https://conflicts2022.crisisgroup.org/#:~:text=Wars%20
 in%20Ethiopia%20and%20Yemen,Taiwan%20and%20Iran's%20nuclear%20program [accessed 29 March 2022]
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economic and institutional development and 
creates an overarching feeling of insecurity 
within societies. The proliferation of small 
arms and light weapons both initiate and ex-
acerbate armed conflict and crime, as seen 
in Cabo Delgado in Mozambique, Ethiopia, 
Afghanistan, Haiti and Myanmar. 

The economic and social burden of 
military spending was a central focus of the 
Palme Commission. 40 years later, military 
expenditure continues to rise and to divert 
funds from social and environmental invest-
ment. According to the Stockholm Inter-
national Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), 
world military spending has been rising 
since the 1990s. In 2020 global military 
expenditure rose to almost $2 trillion, a 2.6% 
increase in real terms from 2019.46 

Fuelled by corporate interests, the cost of 
global militarism stands in stark contrast to 
the shortage of money to tackle other chal-
lenges. This triggers a vicious circle – spen-
ding money on arms instead of people fos-
ters inequality and stokes fear and division, 
which requires yet more military resources.

There is a clear gender dimension to 
weapons and arms control. As the UN Office 
of Disarmament Affairs says, “the ownership 
and use of arms is closely linked to specific 
expressions of masculinity related to con-
trol, power, domination and strength.”47 Men 
are predominantly the perpetrators of armed 
violence, and in 2018 men made up 92 per 
cent of the global deaths from firearms.48 
But small arms facilitate violence against 
women, frequently in the form of domestic 
and sexual violence. Additionally, women 
often bear the brunt of indirect impacts 

from armed violence, such as psychological 
trauma, impoverishment, exploitation and 
economic burdens.49 

 New technological developments – such 
as in the field of cyberspace, artificial intelli-
gence, and drones – raise serious legal and 
moral questions. The use of computers or 
autonomous weapons systems to identify 
military targets presents a severe danger to 
international security. Algorithms cannot be 
relied on to decide on ‘legitimate’ military 
targets or follow international humanitarian 
law. The execution of human beings by algo-
rithms, without human control, runs counter 
to the most basic tenets of international 
law and morality. In addition, the decision 
time with increasingly autonomous and 
digitalised systems is reduced, and a false 
alarm cannot be identified in time before the 
weapon hits. 

Other new technological threats include 
cyber attacks on nuclear command, control 
and communications systems and the pro-
duction of hypersonic missiles – with their 
manoeuvring capabilities, target ambiguity 
and the ability to reduce radar tracking. As a 
consequence, the concept of nuclear deter-
rence has become unreliable even for those 
who believed in it.

Forty years ago, the Palme Commission 
cautioned against the militarisation of outer 
space, as a dangerous expansion of martial 
competition. This prediction appears pres-
cient, with outer space becoming an increa-
singly contested and militarised environme-
nt. The deployment of weapons into outer 
space, whether offensive or defensive, is 
creating a new domain for conflict.

46. Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (2021) SIPRI Military Expenditure Database. Available at: 
 https://www.sipri.org/media/press-release/2021/world-military-spending-rises-almost-2-trillion-2020
47. UNODA (2018) Securing Our Common Future: An Agenda for Disarmament. Page 39. Available at: 
 https://s3.amazonaws.com/unoda-web/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/sg-disarmament-agenda-pubs-page.pdf#view=Fit
48. Small Arms Survey (2018) Global Violent Deaths Database. Available at:  
 https://www.smallarmssurvey.org/sites/default/files/resources/SAS-GVD-March-2020-update.pdf
49. UNODA (2018) Securing Our Common Future: An Agenda for Disarmament. Page 39. Available at:  
 https://s3.amazonaws.com/unoda-web/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/sg-disarmament-agenda-pubs-page.pdf#view=Fit
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ANNEX 2 – SUMMARY OF 
WEBINARS

The Common Security 2022 pro-
ject hosted seven flagship pa-
nel discussions between June 
2021 and February 2022. Each 
webinar focused on a different 
theme related to global peace 

and security. These online public debates 
contributed to the final report and are availa-
ble to watch on the Common Security 2022 
website.50 With thanks to all the speakers 
who took part in the webinars and stimula-
ted such interesting discussions.

The World After Covid-19: Invest in 
Peace and Development not in War 
and Conflict (15th February 2022) 
https://commonsecurity.org/2021/09/30/
the-world-after-covid-19-invest-in-peace-and-
development-not-in-war-and-conflict/

Moderator:
Winnie Byanyima – Head of UNAIDS and 
former Head of Oxfam International (acting 
in her personal capacity).

Speakers:
Dr Michael Brozska – Associate Senior 
 Researcher, SIPRI.

Nice Coronacion – Deputy General Secretary 
of the trade union confederation SENTRO 
from the Philippines.

Dr Mahmoud Mohieldin – UN Special Envoy 
on Financing 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development, and an Executive Director of 
the IMF.

Owen Tudor – Deputy General Secretary, In-
ternational Trade Union Confederation (ITUC).

Hilary Wainwright – Author of The Lucas 
Plan – A New Trade Unionism in the Making? 
Associate of the Transnational Institute and 
the Institute of Development Studies, Sus-
sex University.

Cyber Security and Tech-Threats to 
Peace (15th December 2021) 
https://commonsecurity.org/2021/11/03/
cyber-security-and-tech-threats-to-peace/

Moderator:
Liv Tørres – International Secretary of LO 
Norway, Trade Union Confederation. 

Speakers:
Jürgen Altmann – Researcher and Lectu-
rer, Department of Physics at Technische 
Universität Dortmund & Vice-Chair of the 
International Committee for Robot Arms 
Control (ICRAC).

Tarja Cronberg – Distinguished Associate Fel-
low with the SIPRI European Security Program-
me, and Chair of the Finnish Peace Union.

Bruce Gagnon – Co-founder and coordinator 
of the Global Network Against Weapons and 
Nuclear Power in Space.

50. Common Security 2022 webinars. Available at: https://commonsecurity.org/webinars/
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Michael Klare – Five Colleges Professor of 
Peace and World Security Studies. Defence 
Correspondent of The Nation magazine and 
author of Resource Wars and Blood and Oil: 
The Dangers and Consequences of America’s 
Growing Petroleum Dependency. 

Women Peace and Security (17th 
November 2021) 
https://commonsecurity.org/2021/09/30/
women-peace-and-security/

Moderator:
Anna Sundström – Secretary General, Olof 
Palme International Center

Speakers:
Maritza Chan – Ambassador, Deputy Per-
manent Representative of Costa Rica to the 
United Nations

Ann Linde – Minister of Foreign Affairs, 
Sweden

Trisha Shetty – CEO, SheSays and President 
Steering Committee, Paris Peace Forum, India. 

Growing Inequality – A Threat to 
Peace and Security? (25th October 
2021) 
https://commonsecurity.org/2021/09/30/
growing-inequality-a-threat-to-peace-and- 
security/

Moderator:
Anna Fendley – ITUC Youth Committee 
President.

Speakers:
Gabriela Bucher – Executive Director, Oxfam 
International.

Adolfo Pérez Esquivel – 1980 Nobel Peace 
Prize Laureate. Architect, Artist and Activist.

Martha E. Newton – Deputy Director-General 
for Policy, International Labour Organization 
(ILO).

Omar Faruk Osman – General Secretary, 
Federation of Somali Trade Unions.

There is Need for a Common Agenda 
for Peace and Climate (19th October 
2021) 
https://commonsecurity.org/2021/09/30/
there-is-need-for-a-common-agenda-for- 
peace-and-climate/

Moderator:
Anna Sundström – Secretary General, Olof 
Palme International Center

Speakers:
Helen Clark – Former Prime Minister of 
New Zealand and Patron of The Helen Clark 
Foundation. Panel member of SIPRI initiati-
ve “Environment of Peace”.

Ulrich Eberle – Fellow, Future of Conflict, 
International Crisis Group.

Kumi Naidoo – Global ambassador, Africans 
Rising for Justice, Peace and Dignity.

Margot Wallström – Former Minister of 
Foreign Affairs, Sweden. Chair of panel of 
SIPRI initiative “Environment of Peace”.

100 Seconds to Midnight – How 
to Handle the Nuclear Threat (16th 
August 2021) 
https://commonsecurity.
org/2021/08/16/100-seconds-to-midnight-
how-to-handle-the-nuclear-threat/

Moderator:
Dr Helen Durham – International Law and 
Policy Director, International Committee of 
the Red Cross (ICRC).
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Speakers:
Srishty Aware – Youth Leader of the Indian 
Institute for Peace Disarmament & Environ-
mental Protection.

Sergio Duarte – President of Pugwash Con-
ferences on Science and World Affairs and 
former UN High Representative for Disarma-
ment Affairs.

Dr Rebecca Johnson – Founding President 
of the International Campaign Against Nuc-
lear Weapons (ICAN) and Executive Director 
of the Acronym Institute for Disarmament 
Diplomacy.

Alexander Kmentt – Austrian Diplomat and 
Director of Disarmament, Arms Control and 
Nonproliferation at the Austrian Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs.

Fumihiko Yoshida – Visiting scholar at 
the Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace and trustee of the Sasakawa Peace 
Foundation.

Common Security 2022: Launch 
event (14th June 2021) 
https://commonsecurity.org/2021/06/14/
launch-event/

Moderator:
Anna Sundström – Secretary General, Olof 
Palme International Center

Speakers:
Sharan Burrow – General Secretary, Interna-
tional Trade Union Confederation (ITUC).

Saber Chowdhury – Member of Bangladesh 
Parliament and Honorary President of the 
Inter-Parliamentary Union.

Hans Dahlgren – Minister for EU Affairs, 
Sweden.

Stefan Lövfen – Former Prime Minister of 
Sweden.

Kumi Naidoo – Global ambassador, Africans 
Rising for Justice, Peace and Dignity.

Barry Blechman
Co-founder and Fellow of the Stimson Center, USA
Expert in the Palme Commission

“It was a wonderful experien-
ce to work for the Olof Palme 
Commission. The staff at the se-
cretariat were excellent. But, of 
course there were also tensions, 
especially when it came to the 
issue of a nuclear-free-zone in 
Europe.

The report was translated into many languages 
and studied at many universities. So, yes, I would 
say it was influential in many countries. It was not 

only the concept of common security that got atten-
tion but also the proposals for reforming the UN. 

In the USA the report was well received among 
organisations working with arms control, but not so 
much by the media or the political establishment. 
The political atmosphere at the time was the oppo-
site of the Palme Commission.

We should use the recommendations in this new 
report to try to find practical measures that can be 
implemented in the short term. The overall picture 
is important, but even more important is what 
can be done now. We cannot achieve world peace 
immediately, but we can take small steps forward to 
reduce the risk of war.”
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ANNEX 3 – RELEVANT 
GLOBAL DOCUMENTS

There are a number of existing 
reports and initiatives that are 
useful in the quest for common 
security. These global docu-
ments are vital stepping- stones 
on the path to peace and 

security. With so much good work and 
thought going into these issues, it is impor-
tant to bring together people’s knowledge 
and determination. Some of the most 
significant and relevant documents are:

 > The UN’s 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development is a plan of action for global 
peace and prosperity. At the heart of the 
Agenda are the 17 Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals, described as, “a comprehen-
sive, far-reaching and people-centred set 
of universal and transformative Goals and 
targets”.51   

 > The UN Secretary-General’s ‘Our Common 
Agenda’ report, published in September 
2021, provides a vision for global coope-
ration over the next 25 years. The recom-
mendations come under four broad areas: 
“renewed solidarity between peoples and 
future generations, a new social contract 
anchored in human rights, better mana-
gement of critical global commons, and 
global public goods that deliver equitably 
and sustainably for all”.52  

 > The Paris Agreement, adopted at COP21 in 
Paris in 2015, is a legally binding inter-
national treaty on climate change. The 
landmark agreement brought together all 

nations in a commitment to combat clima-
te change, and its effects.53  

 > The Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear 
Weapons (TPNW) was the result of a 2017 
conference by the UN General Assembly. 
The Treaty prohibits participation by 
states in nuclear weapon activities. States 
must agree to never “develop, test, produ-
ce, manufacture, otherwise acquire, 
possess or stockpile nuclear weapons or 
other nuclear explosive devices.” So far, 86 
states have signed the Treaty.54  

 > The latest report from the Intergovern-
mental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), 
entitled Climate Change 2022: Impacts, 
Adaptation and Vulnerability, was publis-
hed in March 2022. The report examines 
the impacts of climate change on nature 
and people around the globe. It also 
explores future risks and “offers options to 
strengthen nature’s and society’s resilience 
to ongoing climate change”.55   

 > The Climate Change and Security project 
at the Stockholm International Peace 
Research Institute (SIPRI) “aims to deepen 
knowledge on how, when and why climate- 
related security risks arise, and how these 
risks can be mitigated, strengthening 
human security and long-term sustainable 
peace”.56 The research also investigates 
the responses from government and inter-
national organisations to climate-related 
security risks. The project is funded by the 
Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
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All nations have a legitimate right to security.

Military force is not a legitimate instrument for resolving disputes 
between nations.

Restraint is necessary in expressions of national policy.

Security cannot be attained through military superiority.

Reductions and qualitative limitations of armaments are 
 necessary for common security.

‘Linkages’ between arms negotiations and political events should 
be avoided.

The six original principles from the Palme 
Commission were:

ANNEX 4 – PALME 
COMMISSION PRINCIPLES

Source: Independent Commission on Disarmament and Security Issues (1982) 
Common Security: A Programme for Disarmament (London: Pan World Affairs). Page ix.
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3.
4.
5.
6.

51. UN (2015) Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. Available at: https://sdgs.un.org/2030agenda
52. UN (2021) Our Common Agenda – Report of the Secretary-General. Available at: https://www.un.org/en/content/common-
 agenda-report/
53. UN (2015) Paris Agreement. Available at: https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/english_paris_agreement.pdf
54. UN (2017) Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons. Available at: https://treaties.unoda.org/t/tpnw
55. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) (2022) Climate Change 2022: Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability.  
 Available at: https://report.ipcc.ch/ar6wg2/pdf/IPCC_AR6_WGII_FinalDraft_FullReport.pdf
56. SIPRI. Climate Change and Security webpage. Available at: https://www.sipri.org/research/peace-and-development/
 climate-change-and-risk/climate-change-and-security [accessed 29 March 2022]
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COMMON 
SECURITY 2022
FOR OUR SHARED FUTURE

The Common Security 2022 recommendations are in-
dications, or steps forward, in the process of removing 
the threat of nuclear  annihilation and turning around the 
'supertanker' of war. They are practical steps, but also 
set out a vision for a better, safer world. They aim to 
motivate public opinion and have a positive impact on 
policy- and decision- makers about what is necessary and 
achievable.


