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GNEP Adds Four New Members, 
But Future Remains in Doubt

As the Bush administration winds down, its controversial
Global Nuclear Energy Partnership (GNEP) continues to
win additional adherents abroad, but faces continued
opposition at home.

Bush administration officials have claimed that GNEP,
which seeks to develop new nuclear technologies and new
international nuclear fuel arrangements, will cut nuclear
waste and decrease the risk that an anticipated growth in
the use of nuclear energy worldwide could spur nuclear
weapons proliferation. Critics assert that the administra-
tion’s course would exacerbate the proliferation risks posed
by the spread of spent fuel reprocessing technology, be
prohibitively expensive, and fail to significantly ease waste
disposal challenges without any certainty that the claimed
technologies will ever be developed.

Current reprocessing technologies yield pure or nearly
pure plutonium that can be used in fuel for nuclear reac-
tors or to provide fissile material for nuclear weapons.
GNEP proposes eventually to build reprocessing facilities
able to produce a product that would retain other elements
from the spent fuel along with the plutonium, making it
less attractive for weapons production than pure plutoni-
um. But critics note that this fuel would be much less pro-
liferation-resistant than when the spent fuel is left intact
and not reprocessed. They also point out that GNEP’s near-
term plans include more proliferation-prone technologies. 

Ministerial Meeting

On October 1, 2008, energy ministers from 23 (of 25) member
countries and 27 observer states met in Paris to advance
GNEP. The resulting joint statement was short on new
initiatives, aside from a call to “pursue new ways to sup-
port nuclear energy projects through finance mechanisms.”
However, the members represented included four countries
that had just joined the partnership – Armenia, Estonia,
Morocco and Oman (GNEP, 2008). 

None of the new members is a major nuclear energy pro-
ducer. Morocco has a research reactor and has indicated
that it would like to build a nuclear power plant in the next
decade. It has won nonproliferation plaudits, however, for
signing in 2004 (but not yet ratifying) a Model Additional
Protocol. Such protocols grant the International Atomic
Energy Agency (IAEA) greater inspection authority than
the comprehensive safeguards agreements required of
non-nuclear weapon states, as well as requiring the state to
furnish cradle-to-grave information on its nuclear activities.
Oman has little or no existing nuclear infrastructure or
expertise and the IAEA only approved its application to
join the agency on September 29, 2008. Estonia has no
nuclear power plants but may build one soon depending
in part on what is done to replace a Soviet-era nuclear
power plant in neighboring Lithuania that is being shut
down and that supplies Estonia with much of its electricity
(IISS, 2008; BNS, 2008; Collier, 2008; NTI-Estonia, 2008).
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Armenia inherited two Soviet-built VVER-400 reactors that
were built in a seismically active region. One of the reactors
was already shut down after a 1988 earthquake devastated
the country. The other, which currently supplies about 40
percent of Armenia’s electricity, is slated to close down 
in 2016 and Armenia would like to replace it with a new
reactor (NTI-Armenia, 2008).

In a October 7, 2008 interview, a senior US Department of
Energy official defended the decision to invite countries
with limited nuclear experience to join the partnership,
arguing in part that as they learned more about nuclear
power, they might opt not to pursue it.

Indeed, this summer, administration officials said that the
group’s existing members had invited 25 countries to join
the partnership, most of whom had little or no experience
with nuclear energy. These included such countries as
Algeria, Cameroon, Indonesia, Saudi Arabia, the United
Arab Emirates, and Vietnam (See GNEP Watch, No. 9).

Most of these countries did not leap at the chance to join
the group. Rather than sign its statement of principles
and participate in the effort, some chose to observe the
meeting. States that sign the statement of principles
pledge to uphold basic safety, security, and nonprolifera-
tion standards and support the development of a fuel
cycle that involves reprocessing spent nuclear fuel with-
out separating pure plutonium.

The new observer states join 16 existing observers – includ-
ing Germany, Egypt, Sweden, and South Africa – that had
previously been invited to join the partnership, but have
so far chosen not to do so (GNEP, 2008).

The US Department of Energy official denied that the fail-
ure to enlist the bulk of the invited countries represented
a lack of enthusiasm for the program or a recognition that
waning political support for the program in the United

States had left its future open to question (See GNEP
Watch, No. 9).

“It’s really a matter that we ask these countries to under-
take a significant commitment when they join and it’s 
not surprising that they would first want to come and
observe it before they feel comfortable enough to join,”
the official said.

The official also claimed that even without the leadership
of the United States, the effort would continue, given the
significant interest on the part of other countries and the
group’s success in building a viable organization. France
led the October gathering, the official noted, and China is
slated to host next year’s ministerial meeting.

US Domestic Developments

Still, the program remains under assault at home from the
Democratic-led Congress.

In wrapping up its budget for fiscal year 2009, which began
on October 1, 2008, Congress passed legislation which
significantly trimmed the small portion of GNEP funds
(around US$15 million) requested by the Bush adminis-
tration for the nonproliferation and nuclear security efforts
of the Department of Energy. The defense authorization
bill approved by the US Congress in late September 2008
limited such GNEP spending to no more than US$3 million
in fiscal 2009. The Senate Armed Services Committee in its
May 12, 2008 report on the bill explained the cuts, saying
that it “believes that the nonproliferation programs should
not directly support specific future energy technologies.” 

The bulk of the Bush administration’s request for GNEP
was included in the peaceful energy portion of the
Department of Energy’s budget. Earlier in the congression-
al session, lawmakers looked likely to pass legislation
cutting that budget. Several months ago, however, they
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decided to effectively postpone action until next year
because Democratic lawmakers believed they would be
in a better bargaining position if November’s elections
produce larger majorities for their party in Congress and
led to the election of their standard-bearer, Senator Barack
Obama of Illinois, as president.

Instead, they approved legislation that continued spending
levels for fiscal year 2008 (which ended September 30, 2008)
through March 2009. Those levels were determined in
legislation that Congress passed in December 2007 (see
GNEP Watch, No. 4).

Nonetheless, the earlier measure provided money for
research but blocked any expenditures for constructing
commercial facilities or technology demonstration projects.

In addition, by continuing the previous legislation, Con-
gress is likely to provide far less than the US$302 million
President Bush requested for fiscal year 2009 for the
Advanced Fuel Cycle Initiative (AFCI), the technology
development arm of GNEP (See GNEP Watch, No. 5).
Continuing current spending patterns means that Congress
will provide less than US$100 million to AFCI through
March 2009. It also means that Congress did not meet

Bush’s request for US$20 million to go toward the develop-
ment of smaller-scale reactors aimed at developing coun-
tries with “smaller and less developed power grids.”

GNEP suffered another indirect blow in September. After
Russia’s conflict with Georgia in August, US President
George W. Bush said he no longer wanted Congress to
consider a US-Russian nuclear cooperation agreement.
The pact was seen as a major step in advancing GNEP
and, after Bush’s action, the decision on whether and when
to proceed has been effectively left to the next president
(Rice, 2008).

The Republican presidential nominee, Senator John
McCain of Arizona, has generally adopted a tough stand
on Russia. Senator Obama in a statement on August 26,
2008 after Russia recognized Abkhazia and South Ossetia
said that Russia’s move “makes it impossible for Congress
to enact the civil nuclear agreement” (Obama, 2008).
Moreover, even if the United States and Russia somehow
overcome the dispute over Georgia, the agreement will
face an uphill battle in the US Congress. Lawmakers have
questioned the wisdom of the agreement given Russian
help to Iran’s nuclear program and limited Russia’s sup-
port for UN sanctions on Iran.

p.3

Senegal

GNEP Members as of October 2008



GNEP WATCH – No. 10, September/October 2008

Works Cited

BNS (2008). “Parlt speaker calls to consider building 
nuclear power plant in Estonia.” Baltic News Service. 
September 8.

Collier, Mike with Baltic News Service (2008). 
“Estonia to Become Nuclear Power?” 
The Baltic Times. February 22.

GNEP (2008). Official website of Global Nuclear Energy 
Partnership: http://www.gneppartnership.org.

GNEP Watch, No. 9 (2008). “GNEP Membership May 
Double but Domestic Future in Doubt.” (August).

GNEP Watch, No. 7 (2008). “US-Russia Agreement 
Could Advance GNEP, but Congressional Watchdog 
Challenges Program Direction.” (June).

GNEP Watch, No. 5 (2008). “Bush Administration Seeks 
More Money for GNEP; Senegal and the UK Become 
Members.” (March). 

GNEP Watch, No. 4 (2008). “Canada and South Korea 
Join GNEP as US Congress Scales it Back.” 
(January/February).

IAEA (2008). Power Reactor Information System 
database. Available at: http://www.iaea.org/
programmes/a2/index.html.

IISS (2008). Nuclear Programmes in the Middle East in the 
Shadow of Iran. London: International Institute for 
Strategic Studies. 

NTI-Armenia (2008). “Armenia Nuclear Facilities,” 
Nuclear Threat Initiative. Available at: 
http://www.nti.org/e_research/profiles/Armenia/
Nuclear/facilities.html.

NTI-Estonia (2008). “Estonia Nuclear Overview,” Nuclear 
Threat Initiative. Available at: http://www.nti.org/
e_research/profiles/Estonia/Nuclear/index.html

Obama, Barack (2008). “Statement from Senator Obama 
on Russia’s Decision to Recognize Abkhazia and 
South Ossetia as Independent States.” August 26, 2008. 
Available at: www.barackobama.com.

Rice, Condoleezza (2008). “Statement on U.S.-Russia 123 
Agreement.” Department of State. September 8, 2008.

p.4

The Centre for International Governance Innovation
was founded in 2002 by Jim Balsillie, co-CEO of RIM
(Research In Motion), and collaborates with and grate-
fully acknowledges support from a number of strategic
partners, in particular the Government of Canada and the
Government of Ontario. CIGI gratefully acknowledges
the contribution of the Government of Canada to its
endowment Fund. / Le Centre pour l’innovation dans la
gouvernance internationale a été fondé en 2002 par Jim
Balsillie, co-chef de la direction de RIM (Research In
Motion). Il collabore avec de nombreux partenaires
stratégiques et exprime sa reconnaissance du soutien reçu
de ceux-ci, notamment de l’appui reçu du gouvernement
du Canada et de celui du gouvernement de l’Ontario. Le
CIGI exprime sa reconnaissance envers le gouvernment
du Canada pour sa contribution à son Fonds de dotation.

Copyright © 2008 The Centre for International Governance Innovation



57 Erb Street West
Waterloo, Ontario, Canada   N2L 6C2
tel +1.519.885.2444    fax +1.519.885.5450
www.cigionline.org


