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Nuclear security: Continuous
improvement or dangerous
decline?
Matthew Bunn, Martin B. Malin, Nickolas Roth, William Tobey

World leaders face a stark choice at the final Nuclear
Security Summit later this week: Will they commit to
efforts that continue to improve security for nuclear
weapons, fissile materials, and nuclear facilities, or will
the 2016 summit be seen in retrospect as the point at
which attention drifted elsewhere, and nuclear security
stalled and began to decline? The answer will shape the
chances that terrorist groups, including the Islamic
State, could get their hands on the materials they need
to build a crude nuclear bomb.
In a report
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(http://belfercenter.ksg.harvard.edu/files/PreventingNuclearTerrorismWeb.pdf)we published late in March, we outline the shape of the threat and the steps
that must be taken to keep potential nuclear bomb material out of terrorist hands.
The world has made a lot of progress in securing vulnerable nuclear weapons-usable
material:
More than half of the countries—30 of 57—that have had weapons-usable nuclear
material on their soil eliminated it, in nearly all cases with US help.
Security for nuclear weapons and materials at scores of sites around the world has
been dramatically improved. Essentially every country that still has nuclear
weapons or weapons-usable nuclear materials has tightened its security
requirements over the past two decades.
At the 2014 nuclear security summit, 35 states joined together in a “strengthening
nuclear security implementation
(http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/235508.pdf)” initiative, in
which they pledged to meet the objectives of International Atomic Energy Agency
security recommendations and accept regular reviews of their nuclear security
arrangements. In 2016, Jordan joined the initiative.
Since reactor conversion efforts began in 1978, 65 highly enriched uranium-fueled
research reactors have converted to low-enriched fuel

(http://www.sciencemag.org/news/2016/01/ridding-research-reactorshighly-enriched-uranium-take-decades-longer-projected), and well over 100
have shut down.
As of March 2016, only eight more countries

(https://www.iaea.org/newscenter/news/road-towards-entry-into-force-ofkey-nuclear-security-agreement) need to ratify the 2005 amendment to the
physical protection convention

(https://www.iaea.org/publications/documents/conventions/conventionphysical-protection-nuclear-material) before it goes into force (although it has
been 18 years since it was first proposed).
But a global “reality check” on the status these efforts reveals that there’s a lot more to
be done.
Since the 2014 Nuclear Security Summit, there has only been modest progress
securing vulnerable nuclear-weapons useable material around the globe, and some
efforts have lost ground. At the end of 2014, Russia cut off most nuclear security
cooperation with the United States. The Obama administration is proposing its lowestever budget for programs to improve nuclear security around the world. Fewer
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countries are announcing major security improvements at nuclear facilities, and some
are hanging on to highly enriched uranium or plutonium stocks they clearly do not
need. And, the Nuclear Security Summit process is coming to an end—potentially
decreasing international attention to this issue.
Meanwhile, threats are constantly evolving, and there are new, worrying trends. Two
years ago, the Islamic State was one of many small extremist groups. Today, it controls
swaths of Iraq and Syria, is recruiting globally, has demonstrated a desire and
capability to strike far beyond its borders, and espouses apocalyptic rhetoric. And
incidents such as an IS operative’s intensive monitoring of a senior official of a Belgian
facility with significant stocks of HEU

(https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/europe/brussels-attacks-stoke-fearsabout-security-of-belgian-nuclear-facilities/2016/03/25/7e370148-f295-11e5a61f-e9c95c06edca_story.html) highlight the continuing threat.
Since the last Nuclear Security Summit, security for nuclear materials has improved
modestly—but the capabilities of some terrorist groups, particularly the Islamic State,
have grown dramatically, suggesting that in the net, the risk of nuclear terrorism may
have increased.
We offer several recommendations to get nuclear security on the path of continuous
improvement:
All countries and organizations that handle nuclear weapons, highly enriched
uranium, and plutonium need to commit to provide effective and sustainable
protection for these stocks against the full range of plausible adversary threats—
and provide adequate resources to fulfill that commitment.
The United States and Russia should rebuild their nuclear cooperation based on a
new, equal approach, drawing ideas and resources from both sides and including
both nuclear energy and nuclear security initiatives.
The United States should seek to expand nuclear security cooperation with
Pakistan, India, and China, and undertake nuclear security discussions and good
practice exchanges with all of the countries where nuclear weapons or weaponsusable materials exist.
The United States and other interested countries should take a broader approach
to consolidating nuclear weapons and materials at fewer locations around the
globe, addressing plutonium as well as highly enriched uranium and both military
and civilian material. These countries should offer incentives to shut down
unneeded facilities and help convert them to use fuels that cannot be made into a
nuclear bomb.
In the absence of Nuclear Security Summits, senior officials of interested
countries should continue to meet to oversee implementation of existing nuclear
security commitments and suggest ideas for additional steps.
Interested countries should develop approaches for building real confidence that
effective nuclear security measures are in place without unduly compromising
sensitive information.
Effective and sustainable nuclear security is the single most effective means of
preventing terrorists from acquiring a nuclear weapon. Now is the time for world
leaders to put the world on the path toward continuous improvement in nuclear
security.
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Indeed nuclear safety and security should be the prime responsibility of all
concerned states. It is extremely crucial for the United States to address
concerns of smaller nuclear powers like Pakistan. These states feel alienated
particularly in nuclear business. Nuclear security summit should focus how
to boost confidence of smaller powers for more integration.
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The nuclear security is the continuous danger still because of the favours
given by world leadre to countries like India where every other day
happened a case of nuclear theft.
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