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Background to the Research Project 

 
• Project on ‘Nuclear Security’ 

focuses on policy and governance 
issues related to civil nuclear 
power 
 

• Draws upon critical security 
theory to analyse and assess how 
‘security’ is understood and 
employed as a concept within 
debates on nuclear 
 

• Specific emphasis on the practical 
and policy ramifications of 
different understandings of 
‘security’ 

 



What is ‘Nuclear Security’? 

• One conception of ‘nuclear security’ or many? 

• ‘ “Nuclear” strictly means relating to a nucleus 
or relating to or using energy released in 
nuclear fission or fusion’, hence ‘The adjective 
“nuclear” is used in many phrases to modify a 
noun that it cannot logically modify. It must be 
borne in mind that the meaning of such 
phrases may be unclear’ (IAEA 2012: np) 

 



 

 Central claim: possible to 
find multiple and subtly 
different definitions and 
understandings of ‘nuclear 
security’ invoked in 
different policy contexts 

 

 Does this matter? To what 
extent are the differences 
important? Are they 
problematic? 

 



Defining Nuclear Security:  
The Global Context 

• ‘Nuclear Security Project’: 
‘global action to reduce 
urgent nuclear dangers 
and build support for 
reducing reliance on 
nuclear weapons, 
ultimately ending them as 
a threat to the world’ 
(http://www.nuclearsecur
ityproject.org/about/abo
ut-nsp )  
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Does ‘Nuclear Security’ =  
Abolition of Nuclear Weapons? 

• Washington Nuclear Security Summit 2010: ‘concept of 
‘nuclear security’ is explicitly seen to be concerned 
with ‘reducing the threat of nuclear terrorism, and 
preventing terrorists, criminals, or other unauthorized 
actors from acquiring nuclear materials.’ 

 

• Seoul 2012: nuclear disarmament, nuclear proliferation 
and peaceful uses of nuclear energy ‘reaffirm[ed] as 
shared goals’ by all participants; but ‘we also share the 
objective of nuclear security’ (Seoul Nuclear Security 
Summit, 2012: 1) 



Nuclear Security: The Role of the IAEA 

• Summits have identified the ‘essential role of 
the IAEA in strengthening the international 
nuclear security framework’ 

• The IAEA defines nuclear security as ‘the 
prevention and detection of, and response to, 
theft, sabotage, unauthorized access, illegal 
transfer or other malicious acts involving 
nuclear material, other radioactive substances 
or their associated facilities’ (IAEA 2012: np) 



IAEA: ‘Nuclear Security’ 

• IAEA argues that ‘safety’ 
and ‘security’ are distinct, 
but overlapping 

• ‘Safety matters are 
intrinsic to activities, and 
transparent and 
probabilistic safety 
analysis is used’, whereas 
‘Security matters concern 
malicious actions and are 
confidential, and threat 
based judgement is used’ 
(IAEA 2012).  



IAEA as ‘norm entrepreneur’? 

• IAEA seeks to promote ‘nuclear security 
culture’ at national levels 

• ‘A sustainable nuclear security culture is 
needed in the management of activities 
involving nuclear or other radioactive 
material. As a result, nuclear security would 
be an establishing factor in the broader use of 
nuclear energy’ (IAEA 2009: 3) 



Nuclear Security:  
‘narrow’ and ‘wide’ conceptions 

• IAEA is not alone in attempting to promote a specific 
conception of nuclear security… 

 

• John Ritch, World Nuclear Association: ‘In common usage, 
“nuclear security” refers to protecting against malicious abuse 
of nuclear materials and technology. But a second meaning 
relates to the security benefits derived from nuclear power: 
the energy security and the environmental security which our 
world will so urgently need in the 21st century and which 
nuclear power is uniquely able to deliver on a global scale.’ 
(March 2012) 



Conclusion 

• At least three conceptions of nuclear security 
in play as associated :  

o with disarmament;  

o with terrorism and sabotage;  

o with energy and the environment; 

• Are these all compatible? Should we view 
them as distinct or as overlapping concepts? 
What are the practical implications that 
follow?  

 


