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Nuclear Security: Challenges and Progress 

 

Nuclear security is one of the comprehensive agenda proposed by President Obama for the 

purpose of leading toward a world free of nuclear weapons. At the opening plenary session of 

the 1
st
 Nuclear Security Summit in Washington, he remarked that: 

 

one year ago today in -- one year ago in Prague, I called for a new international 

effort to secure all vulnerable nuclear materials around the world in four years.  

This is one part of a broader, comprehensive agenda that the United States is 

pursuing -- including reducing our nuclear arsenal and stopping the spread of 

nuclear weapons -- an agenda that will bring us closer to our ultimate goal of a 

world without nuclear weapons.
1
 

 

In the wake of 9/11, danger of nuclear terror has drawn urgent attention from the international 

community as a whole. Especially, the United States has shown keen interests to prevent 

nuclear terror from occurring around the world. President Obama articulated the perceived 

danger as “it is increasingly clear that the danger of nuclear terrorism is one of the greatest 

threats to global security -- to our collective security.”
2
  

 

As of today, more than 2,000 tons of plutonium and highly enriched uranium are placed in 

dozens of countries with peaceful as well as military uses. There have been 18 documented 
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cases of theft or loss of theses materials, and al-Qa’ida and possibly other terrorist groups are 

seeking nuclear weapons or materials. Thus, the issue is that “Any country could be a target, 

and all countries would feel the effects.”
3
 And it is the responsibility of the civilized society 

to thwart any malicious attempt that can lead to a highest-consequence attack—another 9/11 

by many more orders of devastating effects to the world. So is the challenge how to secure 

these materials—plutonium and HEU. 

 

Launching Nuclear Security Summit as collective efforts is a visible progress to take on this 

challenge. The 1
st
 Nuclear Security Summit was convened in Washington D.C. from April 12-

13 with great success. It was a major international conference hosting leaders from 37 

countries and high-ranking officials from 10 additional countries, as well as representatives 

from 3 international agencies (the UN, the IAEA, and the EU). Over forty years have passed 

since the start of the nuclear nonproliferation system based upon the Nuclear 

Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT), yet this conference marks the first time that 47 leaders and 

representatives from around the world have gathered in one place for an earnest discussion of 

nuclear security.  

 

The 1
st
 Nuclear Security Summit in Washington 

 

The major objective of the first nuclear security summit is to gather together the leaders 

heading each country’s decision-making apparatus, focus their attention on the danger of 

nuclear terror, and to bring about a broad framework agreement on the sensitive issue of 

controlling “nuclear materials,” particularly highly enriched uranium and plutonium which 

can be used in nuclear weapon production. More specifically, we can draw 3 principal 

achievements from this conference: (1) a joint statement, (2) a plan for action, (3) mutual 

agreements and unilateral declarations.  

 

First, the 47 representatives agreed on a high-level political statement. This joint agreement, 

made up of 12 items, can be summarized as follows: 

� The participants approve of Obama’s proposal to, within the next 4 years, ensure safe 

                                                      
3 Key Facts about the National Security Summit, The White House, Office of the Press Secretary, 

April 13, 2010. 
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control of those nuclear materials around the world  

� The participants agree to make concentrated efforts to improve the safety and 

accounting  of nuclear materials among each country’s resources, with emphasis on 

enriched uranium and plutonium, and to strengthen related regulations 

� To collect the highly enriched uranium and plutonium that have been dispersed to 

various places, concentrate them together and manage them 

� To promote the “universality” of major international treaties related to nuclear 

security and nuclear terror, so that all countries can participate 

� To strengthen the abilities of law enforcement, industrial and technical personnel 

with attention given to the positive roles of systems such as the “Global Initiative to 

Combat Nuclear Terrorism”  

� The IAEA will develop guidelines for nuclear security and distribute them to the 

member states, and will allot the necessary materials for carrying them out as needed 

� To promote bilateral and multilateral support for improving nuclear security 

� To encourage nuclear energy industries to follow nuclear security regulations while 

not impeding the peaceful use of nuclear energy 

 

Secondly, the participants agreed upon an action plan in order to concretely act upon the 

promises made in the joint statement, summarized as follows: 

� To ratify and execute an international treaty on nuclear security and nuclear terrorism 

� To execute a UN Security Council resolution with the cooperation of the UN, and to 

support other countries in fulfilling it 

� To improve and put into practice guidelines for nuclear security in cooperation with 

the IAEA 

� To examine each country’s regulations and legal requirements with regards to nuclear 

security and nuclear material transactions 

� To convert civilian nuclear power facilities which use highly enriched uranium so 

that they can switch to low-enriched uranium 

� To undertake research into new nuclear fuel, detection equipment and nuclear 

forensic technology 

� To improve the industrial and institutional attitudes towards the importance of 

nuclear security 
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� To construct education and training systems so that each country can secure the 

manpower necessary to secure nuclear materials 

� To carry out joint exercises with law enforcement and customs agents to improve 

detection methods 

 

Thirdly, 30 of the countries participating in the conference made individual political 

declarations (“House Gifts”) or bilateral agreements, such as the following: 

� The U.S. and Russia announced an agreement on disposal of 34 tons of plutonium 

each, a total of 68 tons (an amount sufficient to make 17,000 nuclear warheads), and 

completion of the work planned since the Clinton administration in the 1990s  

� The Ukraine declared that it will remove all of the 163 kg of highly enriched uranium 

it acquired in the process of breaking away from the former Soviet Union and 

disassembling its nuclear weapons. 

� Chile announced that as of March 2010 it has removed 18 kg of highly enriched 

plutonium that it had possessed.  

� Mexico announced that it will use low-enriched uranium instead of highly enriched 

uranium to fuel its nuclear reactors, and the U.S., Canada, and Mexico signed a 

declaration to support this effort. 

� Malaysia, which was used as a base for nuclear trafficking by the Pakistani scientist 

Dr. Khan, pledged to strengthen its export controls to prevent illegal smuggling and 

theft of nuclear technology. 

� Italy signed a Megaport agreement with the U.S. to install nuclear detection facilities 

in its major ports 

� Japan and South Korea pledged to establish a regional center to support action on the 

items pledged at this nuclear summit, and to promote research and development into 

nuclear detection and nuclear forensic. 

 

Nuclear Security and Counterterrorism 

 

Nuclear security is at the crossroads between containing nuclearization and conducting 

counterterrorism strategy as shown in <Figure 1>. In the nuclear realm, President Obama’s 

comprehensive agenda works to contain nuclearization by promoting nuclear disarmament, 

preventing nuclear proliferation, and securing nuclear materials.  
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In the terrorism realm, U.S. counterterrorism strategy consists of three pillars. The first is 

“broader counterterrorism policy of disrupting, dismantling, and defeating terrorist 

networks.”
4
 The second pillar is so-called “first and best line of defense”—to bolster ability 

“to detect smuggled material, recover lost material, identify the materials origin and 

prosecute those who are trading in these materials.”
5
 The third is to secure nuclear material, 

which leads to an overlapping area of mission between containing nuclearization and 

counterterrorism.  

  

  

                                                      
4 Press Briefing by Ben Rhodes, Deputy National Security Advisor for Strategic Communications; 

Gary Samore, Senior White House Coordinator for WMD Counterterorrism and Arms Control; and 

Laura Holgate, Senior Director for WMD Terrorism and Threat Reduction, The White House, Office 

of the Press Secretary, Washington Convention Center, Washington, D.C., April 13, 2010. 

5 Key Facts about the National Security Summit. 
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<Figure 1> Linkage of Nuclear Security and Counterterrorism  

 

 

An Integrated Approach for Nuclear Security—Oriented R&D 

 

The 1
st
 Nuclear Security Summit ushered in a new age of nuclear security to the world. In this 

age of nuclear security, constant vigilance on the danger of nuclear terror is a prerequisite for 

successful nuclear fuel cycle R&D. So do we need an integrated approach for nuclear R&D. 

With due attention given to the linkage of nuclear security and counterterrorism, an integrated 

approach will guide nuclear fuel cycle R&D by assuring that all the components in the 

nuclear and terrorism realms are properly reflected in the R&D process. In the nuclear realm, 

nuclear fuel cycle R&D will be conducted in a way to fulfill the objectives of nuclear security 

and also dictate to observe the norms and rules of nuclear disarmament and non-proliferation. 

In the terrorism realm, securing nuclear material is highlighted as a way to avoid the danger 

of nuclear terror in conjunction with first/best line of defense and disrupting terrorist network.  
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An integrated approach can be put into practice by taking necessary steps internationally as 

well as nationally. Nuclear security summit is a collective-action forum to meet nuclear 

security needs in the international dimension. It can be an umbrella framework under which 

relevant international norms and rules are strengthened and additional devices are adopted. 

For example, international norms can be reinforced by signing and ratifying International 

Convention on Suppression of Acts of Nuclear Terrorism (NTC) and Convention on Physical 

Protection of Nuclear Materials (CPPNM). Providing the Proliferation Security Initiative 

with more legal authorities by creating the Proliferation Security Convention can be an 

additional device to enhance nuclear security in the international dimension. Nationally, each 

country can take various domestic measures to upgrade its level of awareness on nuclear 

security and to uproot potential danger of nuclear material diversion and nuclear terror. For 

instance, tightening the existing export control regulations and educating the industry and 

public on the importance of nuclear security is an area where each country can invest 

resources and come up with visible outcome.  

 

An integrated approach will lead us to build a reliable and compact “nuclear security net.” 

Under such a net, nuclear fuel cycle R&D will be conducted in a peaceful way by minimizing 

the risk of diversion of hazardous nuclear materials and preventing nuclear terror.  

 

The 2012 Nuclear Security Summit in Seoul  

 

South Korea was invited to host the next Nuclear Security Summit in Seoul in 2012. As host 

country of this international summit tasked with preventing nuclear terrorism, an issue which 

the U.S. president and the American people recognize as a highest-consequence threat, this 

signifies that South Korea stands on the front line in stopping nuclear terrorism and, together 

with the U.S., is playing a leading role in the global anti-nuclear terror movement. In the 

current environment of change in the international security paradigm, with rise of nuclear 

terrorism as a new security threat, South Korea is taking joint steps with the U.S. and is ready 

to play a central role in avoiding nuclear devastation. 

 

Internationally, hosting the 2
nd
 Nuclear Security Summit will be an opportunity to show that 

South Korea has transformed its status to an active contributor to international security. In 
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terms of alliance with the U.S., as a symbolic event comparable to the participation in the 

Vietnam War during the President Park Chunghee era in the 1960s, this will help to create 

conditions for an even more solid alliance for dealing with major security challenges around 

the world including the North Korean nuclear issue. In the end, South Korea’s hosting of the 

2
nd
 Nuclear Security Summit will stand out in the 60-year history of the alliance as a 

landmark event which will play a central role in constructing a firmer base and casting 

ROK/U.S. relations in a new mold. 

 

The summit also will be a good opportunity to awaken the epistemic community and the 

public in South Korea regarding the danger of nuclear terror and the risk of mismanagement 

of nuclear materials. Compared to western countries with advanced nuclear energy programs, 

South Korea is a way behind in terms of public education on hazardous effects of nuclear 

weapons and the serious consequences of nuclear proliferation. That is why opinions are 

occasionally popping up in South Korea such that Seoul needs to develop its own nuclear 

weapons in response to North Korea or it can take over nuclear weapons in the North after 

unification.  

 

Ironically, the North Korean nuclear crisis has been an excellent education opportunity for 

South Koreans to learn about the negative consequences of going for nuclear weapons. And 

the 2
nd
 Nuclear Security Summit will become an additional education layer for South 

Koreans to recognize that containing nuclearization and preventing terror is an issue that 

must draw their utmost attention as a responsible middle power.  

 

North Korea, Iran, and Syria were not invited to the first Summit. North Korea deceived 

international society in developing nuclear weapons, Iran is pursuing a similar path, and 

Syria’s attempts to smuggle in a new model 5MWe nuclear reactor from North Korea were 

thwarted by an Israeli air strike. These three countries are suspected to be connected together 

in a nuclear proliferation food chain. With regards to North Korea, which, despite the earnest 

entreaties of the international community over the past 20 years, has disregarded all its 

promises and developed nuclear weapons, the UN Security Council has applied the strongest 

economic sanctions since the end of the Korean War. Syria is still under investigation by the 

IAEA, and Iran is subjected to strong U.N. sanctions as well. 
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The current North Korean regime is a target of vigilance for the Nuclear Security Summit. 

The North Korean nuclear issue has long ago extended beyond the Korean peninsula and 

become a global concern. North Korea stands at the center of global nuclear proliferation; its 

secret nuclear cooperation with Pakistan and Syria has been exposed, and recently suspicions 

have arisen that it is engaged in nuclear trafficking with Myanmar or Iran. Even if North 

Korea were to make pledges to the U.S. that it would not engage in nuclear terrorism itself, 

there are abundant fears that nuclear materials from North Korea might be used by terrorist 

groups such as al-Qa’ida. 

 

On this point, South Korea’s hosting of the 2
nd
 Nuclear Security Summit holds special 

significance for deterring North Korea’s proliferation activities. Hosting this conference in 

South Korea, which is directly threatened by the nuclear proliferator—North Korea, can be 

seen as a strong warning to the North Korean leadership from the international community. 

For North Korea it is a diplomatic and political sanction which will bite as painfully as 

economic sanctions.  

 

In the age of nuclear security, North Korea needs to correctly interpret the international trend 

towards containing nuclearization and counterterrorism. As President Obama made clear, 

North Korea must understand that as long as it holds on to its nuclear weapons, it will only 

deepen its sanctions and isolation and will have no future.
6
 The regime must wake up to the 

fact that the foreign capital and economic revival upon which they are staking their fate will 

not be possible as long as they possess nuclear weapons. 

 

It would be wonderful if the 2
nd
 Nuclear Security Summit could become an opportunity for 

North Korea to reestablish itself as a normalized nation. As President Lee Myung Bak made 

clear, if North Korea rejoins the NPT by 2012 and takes real steps towards denuclearization, 

it will be invited with the warm welcome of international society. South Africa, which 

worked to develop nuclear weapons in the 1980s but subsequently abandoned them, was 

greeted with a warm reception from the Summit participants in Washington. We eagerly look 

                                                      
6 The NPR says that “their [North Korea and Iran] continued defiance of international norms and 

agreements will lead only to their further isolation and increasing international pressure.” The Nuclear 

Posture Review Report (Washington, DC: the Department of Defense, April 2010), p. 9. 
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forward to the possibility that, at the 2
nd
 Nuclear Security Summit, the leaders of North and 

South Korea might join hands as North Korea declares it has carried out complete 

denuclearization, and we can declare that the Korean peninsula has achieved a new milestone 

towards “a world without nuclear weapons.” 


