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The issue of renegotiation of the US-South Korea Civil Nuclear Cooperation Agreement, also 

known as the 1-2-3 agreement, has recently surfaced for public discourse. This is a highly 

technical and complex issue that is difficult for the general public to understand. Nevertheless, 

this is an issue of national importance. Therefore, careful and concerted efforts should be made 

in order to improve the general public’s understanding. This is especially true with the upcoming 

presidential elections, as this issue could be exploited in the political rhetoric. Thus, it would be 

worthwhile to carefully examine this issue to have a thorough understanding of South Korea’s 

national interests behind the negotiation for revising and extending the agreement. 

First, we need to consider whether or not it is absolutely necessary for South Korea to seek spent 

fuel reprocessing technology and uranium enrichment capability–which are used for dual 

purposes: the production of nuclear weapons and civil nuclear power plant fuel. South Korea, 

which made non-nuclear weapons policy its national strategy, has been able to maintain and 

operate nuclear power plants despite the lack of technology for reprocessing spent fuel and 

enriching uranium. Currently, there seems to be internal confusion within South Korea regarding  



 

 

 

 

 

the country’s priority as the agreement involves different players with various agendas and goals. 

The agencies in charge of nuclear reactor export promotion prioritize the enhancement of the 

export competitiveness, while the offices dealing with the North Korean nuclear problem are 

primarily concerned about maintaining the credibility of South Korea’s denuclearization policy, 

an important factor in the country’s security strategy. The nuclear science community is anxious 

to fulfill its pride by completing the nuclear fuel cycle. Meanwhile, a number of populist 

politicians demand nuclear sovereignty.  

Second, more insistence on nuclear sovereignty regarding the issue of ‘reprocessing’ in the US-

ROK negotiation is likely to increase the risk of damaging the US-ROK alliance. It seems that 

addressing the question of what to do with nuclear waste, such as spent fuels, piling up in South 

Korea’s nuclear power plants will ultimately become the main task. We can also explore new 

methods other than ‘pyro-processing (technology used to recycle spent fuel),’ a measure 

proposed by South Korea. With regard to the question of ‘uranium enrichment,’ South Korea’s 

justification for the acquisition of such technology comes from the idea of nuclear fuel self-

sufficiency. To make a breakthrough on this issue, both South Korea and the United States can 

make joint effort by reaffirming the U.S guarantee of continued supply of nuclear fuel and by 

South Korea’s pursuit to secure more diverse sources.    

Third, the claim that South Korea is treated unfairly compared to Japan is far-fetched. It is 

unreasonable to compare South Korea’s case with the Japanese one, given the clear differences 

in historical timing and strategic environment. Japan, as the only country in the world that 

experienced atomic bombing, cemented its nuclear non-proliferation credential from the early 

years. This allowed Japan to build a plutonium-based fast-breeder reactor in the 1980s. 

Furthermore, there were no nuclear threats from countries like North Korea and Iran at the time. 

However, Japan’s Monju fast-breeder reactor completed in 1991 failed to prove the economic 

and technological feasibility given the fact that the operation of reactor has been suspended for 

more than twenty years. With the increasing public repulsion towards even the light water 

reactors in the aftermath of 2011 Fukushima nuclear catastrophe, there is near-zero need for fast-

breeder reactor that uses plutonium as fuel.   

Fourth, South Korea must take into account the current international trend. Today’s international 

political landscape strongly demands the deeper implementation of nuclear disarmament, non-

proliferation, safe management of nuclear material and prevention of nuclear-terrorism, as well 

as the adoption of the Fissile Material Cut-off Treaty (FMCT). Under these circumstances, it is 

retrogressive to pursue plutonium extraction and uranium enrichment. Furthermore, we must 

note that North Korea’s nuclear weapons development is the gravest security threat to South 

Korea. It should never be forgotten that the foundation of appropriateness and strategic rationale 

for demanding North Korea’s denuclearization lies in the ‘North-South Joint Declaration of the 

Denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula’ in addition to the Non-Proliferation Treaty.  



 

 

 

 

 

What can then be done from now on? The new administration to be inaugurated after the 

December presidential elections must design a new negotiation plan. The South Korean 

government should come to the negotiation table only after having established clear goals and 

priorities that successfully reflect their national strategic interests. Should the ‘management of 

nuclear waste’ be the most pressing issue, South Korea and the United States may be able to 

creatively draw up various solutions to the problem. The already agreed 10-year joint research 

program on pyro-processing can also be considered as a catalyst to reach an interim agreement. 

As far as the promotion of South Korea’s nuclear reactor export is concerned, a joint strategy of 

cooperation between nuclear industries of both countries appears to carry the highest possibility 

for success. 

*This article is a translation of an op-ed originally published in the Dong-A Ilbo Opinion on 

August 8, 2012. The original Korean language publication is available here: 

http://m.donga.com/MColumn/3/04/20120807/48443668/2  
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