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NPT — Nuclear Proliferation Traders 
A brief look at the NPT Review Conference and “peaceful uses of nuclear 
technology” 
At the recent Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT) Review 
Conference, discussion on the "peaceful uses' of nuclear energy centred on whether 
nuclear power should be promoted as Clean Development Mechanism (under the Kyoto 
Protocol). Also, if funding for technical cooperation programs should be equal to those 
for safeguards and whether there should be stricter controls on technology transfer.  

There was little open debate on Article IV of the Treaty, which enshrines the "inalienable 
right" of all States Party to the Treaty to have access to nuclear technology. Few outside 
the disarmament/proliferation community understand the full import of this article. 
Approximately 90% of the technology for civil nuclear programs can also be used in 
military nuclear programs. Because of this the trade in dual use civil/military technology 
and government-sanctioned trafficking in weapons-useable nuclear materials (reactor-
grade plutonium), are felt by many to be an anathema to sensible non-proliferation 
policies. The transfer of industrial technology that can also be used in military nuclear 
programs further complicates this matter.  

"To encourage the use of peaceful purposes of a technology which can also be used for 
military purposes is a major contradiction in a Treaty designed to prevent the spread of 
nuclear weapons. Now that the advantages of nuclear power are questioned, and the 
close connection between the peaceful atom and the military atom widely recognised, 
the contradiction is obvious for all to see. Yet Article IV remains the only substantial 
carrot offered to non-nuclear weapons States to participate in the Treaty." That opinion, 
expressed prior to the 1995 Review and Extension Conference, was echoed at the NPT 
this year - particularly by those countries for which the 'carrot' has always been an 
unappealing.  

Indeed, the earlier disappointment over the failure of nuclear power and technology to 
'deliver' in the civil arena has is now causing significant frustration because of the failure 
of the Nuclear Weapons States (NWS) to move more quickly on a range of disarmament 
measures. Not only have they stalled on dismantling their nuclear arsenals, some of 
their national military doctrines have expanded the use or need for nuclear weapons. 
Given these problems it is hardly surprising many are asking what is the worth of the 
NPT in 2000?  

Proponents of the Treaty say that in the 1960s the world faced a growing number of 
countries capable of developing nuclear weapons programs. The fear then was that 
increasing international tensions would encourage many countries to develop nuclear 
weapons. It was this concern that drove the political processes that culminated in the 
NPT, which entered into force in 1970. At the time five countries, China, France, Russia, 
the UK and the US had nuclear weapons. The same five remain the only 'recognised' 
weapons states under the NPT. The success of the NPT should, therefore, be measured 
against the view in the 60s that there would be some 25 nuclear weapons states by 
1980.  

In addition, its supporters claim the Treaty provides the framework, if not the detail, on 
nuclear disarmament. It obliges, and legally binds, the majority of countries to refrain 
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from developing nuclear weapons - for apart from the UN Charter no other treaty enjoys 
the near universality of the NPT. There are 187 States Parties with only four remaining 
outside the NPT - India, Pakistan and Israel and Cuba (which refuses to sign because of 
the discriminatory nature of the Treaty, it is accepted that it has no weapons ambitions). 
India, Pakistan and Israel are, of course, now informally recognised as nuclear weapons 
states. However, the massive vertical proliferation of the NWS since 1970 (off set 
partially by some disarmament measures) and their failure to meet their legal 
obligations to disarm continues to cause bitterness within the international community.  

The sweetener to this is that, apart from non-proliferation and disarmament, the Treaty 
enables non-nuclear States Party to have access to nuclear technology such as reactors 
for electricity generation. Many countries are not impressed with this.  

The NPT, the deal 
Despite having trillions of dollars spent on research, development, and construction the 
world's 430 nuclear power reactors only supply 17% of the world's electricity - 
approximately 6% of end-use energy. Major cost over-runs linked to increased 
technology assurances against accidents, reduced radiation limits for workers and the 
public, electricity deregulation and the problems of nuclear waste disposal have all taken 
their toll on the attraction of nuclear power. The legal and remediation costs for disasters 
such as Chernobyl, accidental 'spills' and discharges, run into tens of billions - all this on 
top of an incalculable cost in human life and suffering. Little wonder the nuclear industry 
is in decline.  

The civil nuclear industry is however attempting to regain favour by promoting nuclear 
power over fossil fuel electricity generation. In 1990 it was estimated that to replace all 
existing coal powered plants would mean building one nuclear reactor every 2-3 days for 
the next forty years - a total of 5,000 over 35 years. More than half of the reactors 
would have to be built in the developing world, at an estimated capital cost of $5.3 
trillion. Given this, to attempt to replace even a quarter of fossil fuel plants with nuclear 
power reactors would be an impossible task. It is not surprising that faced with statistics 
such as these, the global community did not take up the "nuclear challenge."  

The many problems associated with nuclear power have not stopped its supporters from 
continuing to promote it as a suitable source of electricity generation. At the NPT 
Conference, Main Committee III heard a proposal from Canada that the conference final 
report should contain language 'about nuclear power being compatible with sustainable 
development and measures to reduce greenhouse gases. France, another well-known 
advocate of nuclear power, added a reference to the Clean Development Mechanism 
(CDM) of the Kyoto protocol. Many non-nuclear states opposed this move, in particular 
objecting to the idea that nuclear power should be considered as a CDM. Despite the 
efforts of pro-nuclear power states, the final language signalled a clear rejection of 
attempts to link nuclear power, the CDM under the Kyoto Protocol.  

The final report did, however, contain text that linked sustainable development and 
nuclear energy. Given the role of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) within 
the NPT framework and that this technology is meant to be the 'up side' of the treaty, it 
is hardly surprising some support for nuclear energy was mentioned. The speed and 
decisiveness with which non-nuclear states vetoed the original language was seen as a 
measure of the strength of the opposition to expansion of the nuclear power industry. 
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Some observers believe this was a significant move within the NPT context, as without 
the 'benefit' of nuclear energy to balance the deal, this places more pressure on the NWS 
to disarm.  

However, not all NPT States hold that view. For them there are many other nuclear 
technologies, apart from power reactors, they would like to exploit. This small-scale 
technology is vigorously promoted by the IAEA via a series of regional cooperation 
agreements (Australia coordinates the 17-nation RCA in this region). At this level of 
information sharing and technology transfer the discussion over benefits and risks 
becomes murkier. Here the definition of 'nuclear energy' does not simply mean 
electricity generation. This field covers many ways in which the "power of the atom" can 
be used - from isotope production using cyclotrons to medical irradiation plants using 
waste products from power programs. Unfortunately it can also cover dual-capable 
civil/military technologies such as research reactors.  

The involvement of the IAEA naturally leads to questioning of agency resources. For the 
IAEA is not only tasked with promoting nuclear technology, but also with safeguarding 
nuclear materials and overseeing nuclear technology transfer. An effective safeguards 
regime is viewed as a vital adjunct to ensuring the "peaceful uses of nuclear energy." 
The problem is whether safeguards funding should be level with, or exceed, the funding 
available for technical cooperation programs.  

Safeguards v. technical cooperation programs  
In his address to the conference, Mr. ElBaradei (Director General of the IAEA) noted the 
1995 Conference had: 'reiterated the call of successive Review Conferences that "every 
effort should be made to ensure that the IAEA has the financial and human resources 
necessary", inter alia, to meet its safeguards responsibilities effectively. But despite 
these calls our safeguards mandate continues to be increasingly underfunded.'  

Elbaradei noted the amount of nuclear material under safeguards is increasing, as is the 
number of nuclear facilities, yet the budget for safeguards has been frozen for "over a 
decade" due to a policy of zero real growth. The regular budget for safeguards stands at 
approximately US$82 million per annum, but expenditure has averaged about US$95 
million per year. Additional amounts are being met through extra-budgetary funding - by 
2001 some 20% of the safeguards program will be met by voluntary contributions.  

In response to this problem the Group of 10 (G10 - of which Australia is a member) 
submitted a working paper, 'Resources for Safeguards', which suggested the Conference, 
"strongly urge all States to ensure that the Agency's budget provides these (safeguards) 
resources through assured regular financing." Also, that States of the IAEA use the 
forthcoming review of the safeguards financing formula to agree "on an equitable and 
stable formula which will fully fund the Agency's safeguards activities." (emphasis 
added).  

The IAEA's predicament is reflected in the situation being experienced by some national 
safeguards agencies. Australia's Safeguards & Non-Proliferation Office (ASNO) has, for a 
number of years, noted it does not have the recommended complement of staff due to 
funding problems and yet faces an increasing workload. In reply to questions over this 
an official from the Australia's Department of Foreign Affairs has said ASNO is, however, 
"coping." Does the same view hold of the IAEA? Is such a situation acceptable to meet 
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the needs and expectations of the international community - what does the world want 
more of: safeguards or technical cooperation?  

Part of the problem is that whenever increased funding for safeguards is raised, pressure 
is also put on the IAEA to increase the Technical Cooperation Fund. In 1999 the IAEA's 
technical cooperation work represented an investment of $100 million (an amount 
matched by 'in kind donations' from Member States of the Agency). Indeed. Mexico, 
Egypt and China all submitted papers calling for an increase in funding for technical 
assistance, noting that there has been an increase in IAEA membership from 122 to 130 
states, without a corresponding increase in budget.  

Some countries question whether technical assistance funding for 'peaceful uses' should 
match that for safeguards programs. Some also believe that even if some nuclear 
applications (such as in agriculture, health and environmental monitoring) are not 
contentious, safeguards work must still take priority.  

Others countries, however, continue to press their right to use "atomic energy." Even 
though these same countries have rejected nuclear power - and may not even operate 
research reactors - they believe they should have the opportunity to exploit what small 
benefits there may be from utilising other applications of nuclear technology.  

Whether the call for increased technical funding is genuine - or an attempt to expose the 
failure of the NPT to deliver on the beneficial side of the bargain - these manoeuvres 
may act as a block on the IAEA in securing increased funding for safeguards. Some 
States may be willing to pay more for safeguards but may not want to make additional 
contributions to technology transfer. If forced into making extra contributions to both 
areas, so that funding balances, they might simply refuse to make any additional 
contributions whatsoever.  

Technology Transfer, Technology Control 
Contentious though the above issues were, the Review Conference also faced 
considerable problems in reconciling the obligations under the NPT to ensure non-
proliferation and the rights of States to be able to access nuclear technology. Who is 
allowed to transfer technology and who is allowed to receive it is a major issue in the 
non-proliferation debate.  

Over the four weeks of the conference this became a particularly intractable issue. A 
number of countries, mainly from the Non-Aligned Movement and including China, 
blocked measures to increase controls and accountability over the conditions governing 
the exporters and receivers of dual use technology.  

The trade in nuclear technology is under arrangements made through the Zangger 
Committee and the Nuclear Suppliers Group (NSG). The former, founded in 1971, was 
comprised of State Party to the NPT. The NSG, founded in 1974, included both NPT-
signatories and non-NPT members (all members are now in the NPT). The European 
Commission and 33 countries of the 187 States Party to the NPT (including four of the 
NWS) make up the NSG. China is not a member.  

Technology transfer is conducted through use of a "trigger list" and guidelines of the 
Zangger Committee and the NSG. These cover technologies purely for nuclear use and 
nuclear related dual-use items and technologies and "items that can make significant 
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contribution to an unsafeguarded nuclear fuel cycle or nuclear explosive activity, but 
which has non-nuclear uses as well, for example in industry." The NSG guidelines apply 
to transfers to all NNWS, while the Zangger Committee memoranda only apply to 
transfers to NNWS not party to the NPT.  

The main complaint of those countries resisting calls for increased export controls was 
that the guidelines are being applied in a arbitrary and discriminatory fashion - 
particularly by the NWS and/or developed countries. The argument was that this 
continued the "them and us" not only in terms of weapons (and the political power that 
flows from such) but also advanced civilian industrial and nuclear technology in general.  

As the conference drew to a close a major row erupted over wording on Iraq and 
whether it was complying with IAEA inspections. This gave some countries the 
opportunity to press further to have significant areas of text on export controls deleted 
at the very last minute. Where the conference had previously spent time arguing over 
words or sentences, whole paragraphs suddenly disappeared. The call for all States to 
"adopt the understandings of the Zangger Committee" on nuclear cooperation with non-
nuclear weapons States not Party to the Treaty (read: India, Pakistan and Israel) was 
wiped. Noting the voluntary agreements with the IAEA on nuclear related exports went 
too.  

Also deleted was the call for NWS of the NPT "to commit themselves not to enter into 
any kind of nuclear technical cooperation and assistance with States not party to the 
NPT." Whilst it was openly acknowledged China objected to this, the views of the US - 
and its relationship to Israel - were not discussed.  

The world may have to face a situation similar to that in Iraq - where a weapons 
program developed under the guide of 'peaceful uses' before it will really address the 
contradictions within the NPT. Sadly, whilst the NPT conference wasn't quite busy as 
usual, there was certainly no talk of shutting up the shop.  
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