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 The low-level radioactive waste disposal center at Japan's Rokkasho spent nuclear fuel

reprocessing plant, shown in 2012. A new article from an international coalition of nongovernmental organizations warns

that global nuclear security efforts risk failing to address large amounts of weapon-usable plutonium (AP Photo/Koji

Sasahara).

WASHINGTON -- Years of international efforts to lock down nuclear material that could be exploited by terrorists risk

failing to deal with hundreds of tons of plutonium dispersed across the globe, according to an international coalition of

nongovernmental organizations.

Roughly 490 metric tons of separated plutonium held by a handful of nations would be sufficient to fuel 100,000 nuclear

weapons, the Fissile Materials Working Group said. Processing of waste from nuclear reactors continues to expand

nations’ stocks of the substance.

“Through the Nuclear Security Summit process initiated in 2010, countries have started securing some of the most

vulnerable nuclear materials. But they have largely left plutonium untouched,” the organization said in a May 6 article

published in the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists.

The international community should move to freeze the scope of existing plutonium reprocessing and stockpiling

activities, and eventually draw them down, the article says.

President Obama pledged in April 2009 to begin a process under which all vulnerable nuclear materials would be
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secured within four years. One year later he hosted the first security summit in Washington, a process that has elicited

dozens of national pledges on atomic protections but could run its course next year with the third meeting in the

Netherlands.

The “communique” delivered by nearly 50 states at the end of the 2010 summit cited the need to secure both plutonium

and weapon-grade uranium. While leaders also encouraged consideration of reduced use of highly enriched uranium in

powering reactors and producing medical isotopes, there was no corresponding language on curbing reprocessing of

plutonium for nuclear fuel, said article co-author Sharon Squassoni, director of the Proliferation Prevention Program at

the Center for Strategic and International Security.

The 2012 communique issued in Seoul, South Korea, featured similar wording. The United States was also the only

significant plutonium holder to address the material in its national statement to the gathering, Squassoni told Global

Security Newswire on Monday.

“In my opinion, the summit started out about one thing in 2010: let’s secure the world’s most vulnerable material. We’re

not going to say exactly what it is, but really it’s highly enriched uranium,” she said. “In all the documents we’ve seen so

far there has been very little attention paid to plutonium.”

Taking up the matter seriously would require leaders to address associated sensitive questions that they might rather

avoid, such as how to deal with nuclear waste if not by reprocessing, Squassoni said, emphasizing that she was

expressing her opinion rather than that of the Fissile Materials Working Group.

White House spokeswoman Laura Lucas on Tuesday said the summits "have consistently addressed ... all nuclear

materials, which include nuclear materials used in nuclear weapons.

"Multiple principles highlighted in the communiques from the 2010 and 2012 summits -- physical protection, secure

transport, consolidation, disposition of excess materials, and secure design of nuclear facilities -- apply equally to

plutonium as they do to highly enriched uranium," she stated by e-mail. "The United States will continue to work through

the summit process, as well as through other channels, to reduce the risks associated with all fissile material, including

plutonium."

Nuclear security projects led by the United States have appeared to lean harder on ensuring protection of highly

enriched uranium against diversion to rogue actors.

Statements from the National Nuclear Security Administration, the semi-independent Energy Department branch that

conducts nonproliferation projects overseas, often provide lump-sum figures for plutonium and uranium secured over

time.

One online fact sheet, though, shows that as of September 2009 NNSA operations had shipped close to 4,700 pounds

of highly enriched uranium held by various nations back to Russia or the United States. The agency noted only an

additional 412 pounds of plutonium or highly enriched uranium that had also been removed from other vulnerable

facilities, without specifying the end point for the materials.

The agency said on Tuesday it has identified nearly 2,900 pounds of potentially vulnerable plutonium at research and

development sites -- enough material for more than 150 nuclear weapons. Roughly 80 pounds has already been moved

to a secure location or eliminated through the NNSA Global Threat Reduction Initiative, according to agency spokesman

Robert Middaugh. That includes Sweden's full holding of separated plutonium.

"GTRI is currently working with other international partners to remove additional separated plutonium in 2014," Middaugh

stated by e-mail. "GTRI's short-term goal is to remove and/or confirm the disposition of [882 pounds] of high-risk

research plutonium from at least three continents by the end of 2016."

http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/communiqu-washington-nuclear-security-summit
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http://nnsa.energy.gov/mediaroom/factsheets/preventingnuclearterrorism
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Focusing greater attention on uranium is not unreasonable, Squassoni and Fissile Materials Working Group coordinator

Lesley McNiesh acknowledged in their paper.

In excess of 32 nations hold roughly 1,440 tons of HEU material at more than 100 civilian sites and an unclear count of

military installations, the article says.

Uranium can be employed in production of the most basic nuclear device, which would produce detonation via the

collision of one HEU fragment with another. A plutonium weapon would require more sophistication and its fuel would

first have to be extracted from particularly radioactive nuclear waste.

“I think the conventional wisdom is that for a terrorist highly enriched uranium is easier to work with and you can more

easily make a gun-assembly type device like what we exploded over Hiroshima,” Squassoni said in an interview.

Nonetheless, she and McNiesh warned that even minimal amounts of plutonium could be extremely dangerous in the

wrong hands, as fuel for a nuclear weapon or a radiological "dirty bomb.

The International Panel on Fissile Materials lists nine countries -- China, France, India, Israel, North Korea, Pakistan,

Russia, the United Kingdom and the United States -- as holding 260 metric tons of civilian plutonium and 230 tons of

military plutonium.

Those nations are known to hold 19 plants designed to extract plutonium from nuclear waste. Five were either not

operating or set for closure as of late 2012.

Interest remains strong in using plutonium separation as a means of providing fuel for reactors.

China is considering reprocessing for civilian purposes, Squassoni said.

Japan as of late 2012 was operating one reprocessing plant and restarting another despite having only two reactors

operating in the wake of the 2011 earthquake-provoked meltdown at the Fukushima Daiichi power plant.

South Korea is also seeking authorization to conduct a form of reprocessing, called pyroprocessing, in a renewed

nuclear trade deal with the United States. Differences between Washington and Seoul on the matter have delayed

replacement of the existing pact, which has been extended by two years to 2016.

Multilateral efforts to address the threat face significant complications, according to Squassoni and McNiesh. The

international Conference on Disarmament remains unable to initiate negotiations on a treaty to prohibit production of

fissile materials for nuclear weapons. Meanwhile, the Obama administration is rethinking its strategy for eliminating 34

tons of plutonium as part of a disposition deal with Russia.

Other activities -- including establishing nuclear fuel banks intended to give nations a steady source of reactor material

without having to establish domestic capabilities -- ultimately “aren’t sufficient to reduce the risks posed by stockpiles,”

their article states.

It was written on behalf of the Fissile Materials Working Group, which encompasses more than 70 U.S. and foreign

organizations participants including the American Association for the Advancement of Science, Harvard University’s

Project on Managing the Atom, the China Arms Control and Disarmament Association and the University of Antwerp in

Belgium.

Along with reducing reprocessing and stockpile sizes “over time,” the FMWG article calls for nations to institute “the

most stringent standards of safety, security, accounting and protection of public health” for any separated plutonium

activities, restrict handling and transport of the material, and aim for dry storage rather than reprocessing.

http://fissilematerials.org/facilities/plutonium_separation.html
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The coalition is in regular contact with policy-makers and stakeholders in plutonium reprocessing and is planning side

events on the issue at a nuclear security conference scheduled for early July in Vienna, Austria, McNiesh said.

An “international knowledge summit” is being planned with Dutch and South Korean partners to convene alongside the

2014 Nuclear Security Summit in The Hague, she said in an interview.

“It’s definitely both a short and a long game,” McNiesh said.
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