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H.E. Yousef Al Otaiba, UAE Ambassador to the United States, discussed the 
UAE’s proposed civilian nuclear energy program at a CSIS Gulf Roundtable on 
January 12, 2009.  He was joined by his colleagues H.E. Ambassador Hamad 
Al Kaabi, the Permanent Representative of the United Arab Emirates to the 
International Atomic Energy Agency and Special Representative of the UAE 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs for International Nuclear Cooperation. Mr. David 
Scott, Executive Director for Abu Dhabi’s Executive Affairs Authority, also 
gave remarks. 

Growing energy needs are driving the United Arab Emirates’ plans to develop 
a nuclear power program.  Domestic hydrocarbons will be unable to satisfy the 
UAE’s growing demand for electricity—the UAE already imports 60% of the 
natural gas it uses for electricity production—and the UAE believes that nuclear 
power represents the most economically efficient and environmentally friendly 
method of power generation. While this decision raises a variety of security and 
political questions, the UAE has committed itself to developing a transparent 
program that complies with international norms of safety and security.

The UAE projected the country’s energy demand out to 2020.  While demand 
has been growing at 6-7 percent per year for the last several years, the study 
predicted future growth rates of over 13 percent per year, driven in largest part 
by industrial demand.  When asked how the global financial turmoil would af-
fect the estimates, the officials noted that the fundamental requirements would 
remain, as most of the projects predicted to contribute significantly to demand 
are government-funded and are not affected.

In exploring ways to address these growing energy needs, the UAE’s analysis 
looked at all potential options, including natural gas and renewable sources of 
energy. It concluded that domestic and imported natural gas alone would be un-
able to meet the UAE’s needs.  Given then the need to develop a portfolio of en-
ergy sources, nuclear power emerged as the best option given its economic and 
environmental profile.  Not only does nuclear power produce no carbon emis-
sions, but it even competes well with renewable energy sources such as wind in 
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richment cycle, and the UAE hopes to serve as a mod-
el for the collective nuclear energy program the Gulf 
Cooperation Council has embarked on.  This, in turn, 
could give the U.S. a point of leverage vis-à-vis Iran 
and its nuclear program.■

a lifecycle analysis, according to the study’s conclu-
sions. The UAE’s timeline is for the first-safety-related 
concrete to be poured in 2012 and the first power reac-
tor would be deployed in 2017. It plans to select private 
partners in a bidding process this year.

A number of steps have been taken in order to further 
the UAE’s commitment to non-proliferation and trans-
parency.  It has pursued (and now signed) a 123 Agree-

ment with the U.S., which allows commerce in civilian 
nuclear energy between the two countries based on the 
UAE’s commitment to norms of security, transparency, 
and non-proliferation.  It has also volunteered to forgo 
the fuel enrichment cycle and fuel reprocessing as an 
assurance of its peaceful intentions.  As a result, the 
government is currently exploring fuel leasing options.  
Finally, the UAE is a member of the Non-Proliferation 
Treaty; will sign the IAEA Additional Protocol to Safe-
guards Agreement; will join the IAEA Convention on 
Nuclear Safety and the Joint Convention on the Safety 
of Spent Fuel Management, among others; and is con-
vening an International Advisory Board of nuclear ex-
perts.

The discussion also emphasized the importance of the 
UAE’s nuclear program to the United States.  Given 
the growing power of countries and groups that oppose 
the United States’ interests, the UAE believes the U.S. 
should view its pursuit of nuclear power as an oppor-
tunity to support and empower a moderate friend in an 
environment of growing extremism.  Not only are the 
UAE’s interests in the region aligned with those of the 
U.S., but the UAE is already a trusted partner, as evi-
denced by its possession of advanced U.S. armaments 
and defense systems, and the UAE, if anything, feels 
threats to regional stability even more acutely than the 
U.S. due its size and geographic location.

Despite concerns that the UAE could use its civilian 
nuclear program as a stepping stone to military pro-
gram or that its pursuit of a nuclear program could trig-
ger regional proliferation, the UAE has emphasized the 
peaceful intent of the program and its commitment to 
transparency.  Further, the UAE’s program could serve 
as a means of countering proliferation by providing 
a model to other nations of the viability of pursuing 
nuclear energy in a responsible manner:  Bahrain and 
Saudi Arabia have also volunteered to forego the en-
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Given the need to develop a portfolio of 
energy sources, nuclear power emerged 
as the best option given its economic and 
environmental profile. 
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The UAE’s already imports 60% of 
the natural gas it uses for electricity 
production.


