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Abstract 
Issue of WMDs proliferation in general, and of nuclear proliferation 

in particular, has emerged as high priority agenda of post-cold war 

western community. However along with global non-proliferation 

efforts, a surge in nuclear energy has also been witnessed owing to 

mounting energy crisis and environmental hazardous of using 

conventional means of energy. Abundance of oil resources is 

considered a hallmark of Middle East region, nevertheless many 

states in this region has made commitment to venture into nuclear 

energy to contain depletion of their conventional energy resources. 

The region has a special focus due to its political instability and 

WMD proliferation credentials, particularly with regard to Iran’s 

nuclear program since last decade. Such troubled issue has made the 

demand of nuclear energy in Middle EAST a grave concern of 

nuclear proliferation. To address such issues of nuclear proliferation, 

Middle Eastern states have taken many voluntary nuclear safety and 

export control measures. One such decision is to voluntary forgo 

enrichment and uranium reprocessing capabilities by the state which 

intends to venture into nuclear energy, as is evident in case of UAE. 

However, the action of forgoing any nuclear related capability on 

part of an individual state is highly debatable as an appropriate way 

to address proliferation concerns.  Many states have raised serious 

reservations on issue of withdrawing ay technical capability, 

otherwise allowed under NPT. There is a need to further strengthen 

and broaden the scope of IAEA safety measures and protocols 

including verification mechanism and implementing stringent export 

control laws to achieve the overall goal of nuclear non-proliferation, 

instead of denying or withdrawing any technical capability as a 

condition to enter into a nuclear deal for peaceful purpose.  

 

Keywords: Middle East, nuclear non-proliferation, export controls, UAE, nuclear 

energy, IAEA 

 

I.  Introduction 
 Today perhaps no subject currently receives more attention from international 

nuclear non-proliferation community than the potential threat posed by Iranian nuclear 

program and its chain reaction in Middle East. From this view point, for the past one 
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decade Middle East has become a “region of concern” for security and non-proliferation 

analyst. The region is viewed as most potential area of WMD proliferation, particularly 

nuclear proliferation. Most of such concerns came to the surface after revelation of Iran’s 

clandestine nuclear program in 2002-3. For many security analysts, an active nuclear 

program of Iran (which they accuse of as for non-peaceful purpose) could trigger a chain 

reaction or nuclear arm race in the region.
1
  

 

 Apart from Iran’s nuclear program fears also stems from past WMD proliferation 

history of this region, some states accused of sponsoring terrorism and supporting 

terrorist organizations, and on-going Arab-Israel conflict in the region makes the region 

more volatile. These fears have been further compounded by a sharp increase of interest 

of most of Arab states in acquiring nuclear energy. This increase in nuclear energy 

demand is viewed as a direct consequence of Iran’s nuclear program. It has been assumed 

that Arab states in Middle East want to acquire nuclear technology to counter any 

security threat from Iran. This inflow of nuclear technology is very likely lead to its 

military use given to security issues and volatile nature of the region. 

 

 Because of such concerns many non-proliferation experts are quite apprehensive 

of technology flow into this region. However, I argue that as demand of nuclear energy 

has increased many folds in recent ‘energy crisis’ environment, so demand of nuclear 

energy in Middle East may not be necessarily linked with Iran’s nuclear program. I 

further argue that although open willingness on the part of recipient state to forgo 

enrichment right may be viewed as an additional instrument to address proliferation 

threat, but again it is impractical to make it a pre-condition for any civil deal. Forgoing 

enrichment is not as simple as to forgo a technical capability linked with nuclear fuel 

cycle, rather it has many strong political and security implications. Every state has its 

own threat and security perception and to deal all states with same yardstick is irrational. 

Moreover restricting the technical know-how of any sensitive part of nuclear technology 

to an individual state could not be used as a long term solution to contain nuclear 

proliferation. Rather there is a need to strengthen and broaden the scope of other more 

comprehensive safety and security measures to control nuclear proliferation more 

effectively. 

 

                                                           
1
 Many US, European, and Middle Eastern leaders, military personals, academicians and writers have put such 

claims. To mention a few, Jeffery Goldberg has argued that Iranian nuclear arsenal would incite Saudi Arabia 
and Turkey to go for their own nuclear arsenals, Jeffrey Goldberg, “Why Obama Might Save Israel from 

Nuclear Iran,” Bloomberg, November 7, 2011, <http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2011-11-08/why-obama-

might-save-israel-from-nuclear-iran-jeffery-goldberg.html> (accessed March 12, 2012). Egyptian ambassador 
to the UN in 2010 stated, “if Iranian program proves to be a military program…it could be a threat to Egypt and 

to all the countries in the Arab world,”; Elaine M. Grossman, “Egypt Plays Key Nonproliferation Role, But 

Keeps Nuclear Options Open,” Global Security Newswire, June 10, 2010, 
<http://www.nti.org/gsn/article/egypt-plays-key-nonproliferation-role-but-keeps-nuclear-options-open/> 

(accessed March 12, 2011). Gen. James Mattis, stated in an open hearing for the Senate Armed Services 

Committee that if Iran would be allowed to develop a nuclear weapon, another state in the Middle East region 
will follow the course for sure. Luis Martinez and Lee Ferran, “US Gen.:An Iranian Nuke Would Spark arms,” 

abc News, March 5,2013, accessed  August 12,2013, http://abcnews.go.com/Blotter/us-gen-james-mattis-

iranian-nuke-spark-arms/story?id=18659131 
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 Purpose of my paper is to evaluate the existing non-proliferation instruments like 

international obligations regional/global treaties, conventions and IAEA safeguards to 

analyze whether they can be used to curtail WMD proliferation in Middle East, even if 

some state does not forgo its right of enrichment. In this regard my focus would be on the 

IAEA comprehensive safeguards and additional protocol. Apart from international 

safeguard measures I will also touch upon the importance of domestic trade controls as 

another instrument to curtail nuclear proliferation. 

 

II. Nuclear Renaissance in Middle East and Reasons for Concerns 
 In recent days many states from Middle East has shown their interest in acquiring 

nuclear energy to meet their growing energy demands .In this regard Apart from the six 

Gulf States, Tunisia, Libya, Jordan, Egypt and even impoverished Yemen are also 

committed to pursuing nuclear energy programs.
2
 Following are some of the nuclear 

energy agreement inked between different states. 

 

 The six-nation Gulf Cooperation Council (Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, 

the United Arab Emirates [UAE] and Oman) set up a nuclear exploratory 

commission in 2007 to prepare a "strategic report" for submission to the alliance's 

summit later in 2009. 

 Saudi Arabia opened negotiations with the U.S. in 2008 to obtain "a nuclear 

capacity," ostensibly for "peaceful purposes." 

 Egypt also signed a nuclear cooperation agreement, with France, later in 2009.  

 France concluded a similar nuclear cooperation accord with the UAE IN 

November 2008, promising to offer these oil-rich lands "a complete nuclear 

industry."The UAE, to be sure, has signed a cooperation agreement with the U.S.  

 On March 2008, the United States and Bahrain signed a deal on peaceful nuclear 

energy cooperation. 

 Egypt and Russia have signed a deal in March 2008 clearing the way for Russian 

involvement in building up Egypt's nuclear power industry. 

 

 However the interest in nuclear power by the region has increased the concerns of 

many experts that the inflow of nuclear technology in this region could contribute to 

nuclear proliferation in the region and even beyond. There are many reasons to concern 

for these non-proliferation experts. These factors range from existing territorial disputes 

to absence of democratic regimes in most of the states, states like Iran and Syria are 

accused by the West as sponsoring the terrorism and extremist elements. However at the 

top of these concerns, is the region’s past or present WMD capabilities. 

 

 Although most analyst attribute present surge in nuclear energy demand in Middle 

East to nuclear program of Iran, however the history of WMDs proliferation is much 

older in the region. According to the sources available six key states in the region that 

possess WMD or such capabilities are; Israel, Iraq, Iran, Libya, Syria, and Egypt. Some 

sources indicate that Turkey and Saudi Arabia has also been deliberating the acquisition 

of military nuclear capability for some time, however no hard evidence is available till 

                                                           
2  Richard Beeston, “Nuclear energy in Middle East”, the Times, November 4, 2006. 

 

http://www.nuclearpowerdaily.com/reports/Arab_states_race_for_nuclear_power_999.html
http://www.nuclearpowerdaily.com/reports/Arab_states_race_for_nuclear_power_999.html
http://www.nuclearpowerdaily.com/reports/Arab_states_race_for_nuclear_power_999.html
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date. Israel although never confirmed its nuclear weapon program is indeed the pioneer 

state to introduce nuclear technology in the region. Israel is believed to begin its search 

for nuclear weapons as early like1948 at the very inception of its state. Later Iraq, Syria, 

Libya were accused of having plans or activities with regard to WMD activities. 

However, with September 2007 Israel attack on Syrian facility, which is believed to have 

been a nuclear reactor under construction with North Korea assistance, any imminent 

nuclear proliferation threat seems very unlikely yet not overruled. More recently Iran’ 

nuclear program is center of attention of most security and non-proliferation experts.  

 

 According to an analysis, “states like Israel, Iraq, Iran, Libya, Syria, and Egypt 

reportedly have WMD capabilities. In the Middle East, Iran’s nuclear program, together 

with Israel’s nuclear arsenal and the chemical weapons of other neighboring states, add 

grave volatility to an already conflict-prone region.”
3
   The WMD issues become more 

serious with incomplete participation of these states in international nonproliferation 

treaties and conventions. As analyzed, “having incomplete signing and ratification 

records and mixed success in adherence, the key Middle East powers’ participation in 

nonproliferation regimes is a point of controversy within the region and a source of 

frustration for the international community.”
4
 Because of all these issues most of the non- 

proliferation experts view the region as ‘region of concern’. This mindset is best 

indicated by resent response of them towards nuclear energy demand by many Arab 

states. A sharp increase in energy demand in the region is viewed largely as ‘nuclear 

chain reaction’ to Iran’s nuclear program in the region. According to one assessment, 

“the greater danger is the reactions of other states in the region. A nuclear chain reaction 

could ripple throughout a region and across the globe, triggering weapons decisions in 

several, perhaps many, other states.”
5
 

 

 Another controversy which has become the reason for concern particularly for 

supplier states is that some countries in Middle East want to keep their enrichment option 

open. Most of the nuclear energy negotiations involving potential suppliers and recipient 

states appear to carry a pre-condition of forgoing enrichment option before signing a civil 

nuclear deal. Though willingness on part of recipient state to forgo nuclear option may be 

viewed as an additional step to address proliferation concern, yet to make it a pre-

condition may not be feasible approach keeping in view the concerns like assurances of 

sustained supply, depoliticizing the supply process etc. of each state in the region. A 

civilian nuclear deal may not be viewed as strictly an economic or technical business; 

rather it has many political considerations attached.  

 

 Same is the case with enrichment and reprocessing capabilities (ENR). Forgoing 

such capabilities is not mere forgoing some technical capability rather it has many 

political dimensions to consider.  Making this kind of arrangement acceptable to 

countries that are not firm allies of supplier states, some mechanism to guarantee the fuel 

supply would be needed to work out. Such issue of fuel assurances is considered more as 

having political complications, rather than technical or economic payoffs. According to 

some analysts, the issue of supply guarantees becomes more problematic with insufficient 

                                                           
3
Joseph Cirincione; Jon B. Wolfsthal; Miriam Rajkumar,  Deadly Arsenals: Nuclear, Biological and Chemical 

Threats  (Washington, DC:Carnige Endowment for international Peace, March 2005),p.17. 
4Ibid. 
5Ibid. 
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diversity of supply. At present, main places to purchase enrichment services include, the 

United States Enrichment Corp. (U.S.-owned and operated), Eurodif (internationally 

owned but French-operated), URENCO (internationally owned and operated), and Russia 

(state-owned and operated). This is not much diversity of supply, either politically or 

commercially.
6
  Oil crisis of 1970s and the United States and France refusal to provide 

with Iran needed nuclear fuel (despite payment was made) because of the 1979 Islamic 

Revolution, presents illustrations of fuel monopoly and political implications, 

respectively. No nation can afford to put a major part of its electricity supply at the mercy 

of a supplier who might cut it off for any political reasons.  

 

 Idea like Global Nuclear Energy Partnership (GNEP) or ElBaradei’s proposal of a 

global fuel bank under IAEA guarantees are still topics under discussion and may not be 

offered or perceived as tangible supply guarantees.  Moreover for many states the full 

fuel cycle is a matter of right (under NPT), and not just an intension or motivation. 

Another issue is that, none of the potential nuclear countries has proper nuclear 

regulations, domestic maintenance capacity or the skill force in place to run a nuclear 

plant.
7
 

 

 Accordingly – and due to the reasons described above – other states may be less 

willing to accept the forgoing of enrichment/reprocessing capability as a pre-condition to 

future civilian nuclear deals. Cases of UAE or Bahrain to forgo enrichment option to 

acquire nuclear energy may be viewed more as independent decisions of theses state 

rather than presence of some security guarantees by the supplier states. 

 

III. How to Deal with Proliferation Concerns 
 Keeping all these concerns in mind how to deal with growing nuclear demand is 

an issue under immense debate. There is no denying the fact the there is global increase 

of interest in utilizing the nuclear energy as a substitute of rapidly depleting fossil fuels. It 

is also a fact that there is a global trend of acquiring or substituting the conventional 

sources of energy with nuclear energy to meet the ever increasing energy demands, and 

in such case the Middle East is not an exception. As analyzed by Sharon Saqassoni “only 

in the Middle East, where countries rely on oil for about 30 percent of their electricity 

generation, could substitution of nuclear power for oil make a significant difference.”
8
 

 

 First there is a need to change the mindset vis-a-vis proliferation concern of the 

region. International community must realize that demand of nuclear energy does not 

necessarily link with Iran’s nuclear program (as most of these states have true need of 

nuclear energy to meet their ever growing energy needs). Secondly the inflow of nuclear 

technology may not necessarily lead to its misuse for non-peaceful purposes. The case 

becomes stronger if all safety and security measures (like IAEA Comprehensive 

safeguards and Additional Protocol) are in place. The states who desire to keep 

enrichment option open, may pose some security concerns but again they can be 

                                                           
6Vali Nasar and Ray Takeyh, “The Coast of Containing Iran,” Council on Foreign Relations, no.2 

(January/February 2008):63. 
7 Mohamad Kadry,Al-Ahram , “Civil Nuclear Energy, Proliferation Challenges and Implications for the ME,” 
Center for Political and Strategic Studies, September 2009. 

http://www.icnnd.org/research/Kadry_Civil_Middle_East.pdf 
8Sharon Saqassoni, “Nuclear Renaissance:Is It Coming?Should it,”, Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace, October 2008, http://www.carnegieendowment.org/files/nuclear_renaissance1.pdf 
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answered by adopting equally additional international safeguard measures of IAEA, or 

some additional unilateral safety measures by supplier state. But denying the flow of 

nuclear technology for commercial use or pre-conditioning it with forgoing of enrichment 

option, is not a solution rather it may have many negative implications. For example, 

when asked, whether the approach by the UAE and Bahrain may be appropriate for the 

broader region, including Egypt, Fahmy responded, that this would be acceptable only if 

it applied "to the region as a whole," adding that such an approach would not be 

acceptable if it were aimed at "only limiting the rights of the Arab states." 
9
  

 

 Meanwhile, there are many other feasible ways to deal with these issues. In this 

regard international no-proliferation treaties, conventions, UNSC resolutions, and IAEA 

comprehensive safeguards along with additional protocol could be used as strong 

instruments to curtail any proliferation threat. On the part of potential nuclear energy 

states practical legislative and administrative steps for an effective export controls could 

strengthen the security guarantees further. Keeping in view the importance of an effective 

export controls infrastructure, the IAEA has cautioned that the “states just beginning to 

embark on the path towards nuclear energy can expect at least fifteen years to elapse 

before their first plant begins operation, they will need this time to develop the necessary 

physical and intellectual infrastructures.”
10

   The main purpose of this transitional time 

period is that recipient state may have sufficient time to build an effective export control 

system to meet its non-proliferation objective, before any physical nuclear transaction. 

 

 Though each of above mentioned steps has their own security and safeguard 

implication but Additional Protocol and an effective export control system could play an 

extremely vital role in curtailing misuse of nuclear technology for non-peaceful purpose. 

 

IV. Additional Protocol 
 IAEA safeguard alone cannot ensure the physical protection of nuclear material or 

nuclear facilities. It is the equal responsibility of state to undertake all the necessary 

security and safety measures. One of most effective way to curtail nuclear proliferation 

may be timely detection of any suspicious nuclear activity to take timely action against it. 

Success in detecting future proliferation depends heavily on the extent of authority 

granted to the IAEA with regard to its verification and inspection jurisdiction. Although 

safeguard measures to detect and prevent the diversion of nuclear technology from 

peaceful to non-peaceful activities, always remained the core activity of IAEA, however 

one can identify a steady progress in terms of strengthening IAEA safeguard measures, 

from declared nuclear activities verification to undeclared activities. The proliferation 

experiences of Iran, Iraq, North Korea and Syria indicates that proliferators are likely to 

conduct their clandestine activities at undeclared sites. With this challenge in mind the 

IAEA took many steps to strengthen its safeguard system. Approval of Model Additional 

protocol by the IAEA Board of Governors in 1997 is manifestation of IAEA 

determination towards its nuclear non-proliferation goal. This underscores the importance 

of countries' signing and implementing the IAEA's Additional Protocol, which commits 

                                                           
9 Peter Crail and Jessica Lasky-Fink, “Middle Eastern States Seeking Nuclear Power,” Arms Control Today, 

March 2008,http://www.armscontrol.org/print/2993 
10 Sharon Squassoni,Nuclear Renaissance,2008. 
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states to provide access and information beyond their basic responsibilities under their 

Safeguards Agreements.  

 

 Following are the principle goals of Additional Protocol as described by the IAEA; 

 

 The principal aim of protocols concluded on the basis of the Model Additional 

Protocol is to equip the system with better tools for the IAEA to provide assurance 

about both declared and possible undeclared nuclear activities.  

 

 Under additional protocols, States are required to provide the IAEA with an 

expanded declaration that contains information covering all aspects of their nuclear 

fuel cycle activities.  

 

 States with additional protocols must also grant the IAEA broader rights of access 

to safeguards relevant locations and enable it to use the most advanced verification 

technologies. 

 

 Previously, routine access was generally limited to specific “strategic points” in 

declared facilities. Additional protocols require States to provide access to any 

place on a nuclear site and to other locations where nuclear material is, or may be, 

present. 

 

 States are required to provide access to all locations that are, or could be, engaged 

in activities related to the nuclear fuel cycle and, in cases where such access may 

not be possible, to make every reasonable effort to satisfy IAEA requirements 

without delay through other means. 

 

 Additional protocols also provide for certain improved administrative procedures, 

including streamlined procedures for designating inspectors and for the granting of 

long term multiple entry visas, and improved means by which inspectors may 

communicate.  

 

 The strengthened safeguards system is based on States’ commitments to support a 

verification system where qualitative assessment takes place alongside quantitative 

accounting measures.
11

 

 

 Keeping in mind the extant and scope of IAEA comprehensive safeguards and 

Additional Protocol, the threat of misuse of civil nuclear technology for WMD 

activities could be curtailed to a large extant. Adherence to Additional Protocol 

could be used as a very effective tool even in cases of civil nuclear deals in which 

states want to keep their enrichment option open. 

 

 Another main concern of misuse of nuclear program and nuclear proliferation is by 

exporting nuclear related technology and equipment especially of dual use to other 

states. While looking at the various options to control the misuse of nuclear energy 

                                                           
11IAEA Safeguard Agreements and Additional Protocols, available at 
http://www.iaea.org/Publications/Booklets/Safeguards3/safeguards0408.pdf 
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and nuclear proliferation, the domestic export control system could be pivotal with 

regard to exporter-export and diversion of nuclear technology and equipment. 

Need of export controls become more important in case of Middle East because 

the region possess some large shipping hubs (which are previously accused of 

using in illicit trafficking of nuclear materials). Again responsibility lies on both 

suppliers’ states in terms of ensuring before any transition that the export control 

systems of recipient state are in place. On the part of recipient state before entering 

into any nuclear deal they must first put all administrative, legislative and 

enforcement measures in place for an effective export control system. Keeping in 

view the importance of export controls, the IAEA has cautioned that the “states 

just beginning to embark on the path towards nuclear energy can expect at least 

fifteen years to elapse before their first plant begins operation, they will need this 

time to develop the necessary physical and intellectual infrastructures.”
12

  

 

 All states in Middle East are member of NPT (except Israel). All states from the 

region showed their support and willingness to comply with UNSC resolution 

1540, which obliges all member states of UN to introduce domestic legislation and 

export controls to prevent proliferation of WMDs. Although the main target of the 

resolution are non-state actors, however the overarching purpose is to prevent 

proliferation of any WMD related equipment and technologies for any non-

peaceful purpose. Important thing is that almost all states in the region had 

submitted their reports to 1540 Committee; however as analyzed “in fact, several 

of the reports were merely diplomatic statements supporting the spirit of the 

resolution and did not serve to build any confidence that implementation and 

enforcement were taking place.”
13

 But important point is that the states who 

previously never showed  due attention to domestic legislation and export controls 

and even accused of being involved in WMD related activities have now realized 

the importance of an effective export control specially as an effective confidence 

building measure to access nuclear energy. 

 

V. A Way Ahead: Conclusion 
 After passing of UNSC resolution 1540, most of the states around the globe have 

recognized the importance of non-proliferation and domestic export controls; same is the 

case in region of Middle East. International community is also more focused in the region 

because the region has the record of all kind of WMD related record, from state having a 

nuclear weapon to state accused of pursuing a nuclear weapon path, to states having 

potential of WMD proliferation in terms of technology and expertise.  

 

 Many states have taken tangible steps to counter the nuclear-proliferation by 

introducing domestic controls however as analyzed, still there is a long way to go and 

there is a need to further strengthen the domestic controls. Following steps are proposed 

to achieve this goal; 

 

 For appropriate utilization of resources and expertise states should distinguish high 

priority areas from low priority areas. This can be done by carefully analyzing the 

weakness and loopholes in existing system. few examples of such weak areas 

                                                           
12Sharon Squassoni ,Nuclear Renaissance,2008. 
13Ibid. 
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could be transit points, porous borders, non-state or terrorist actors, weak 

legislation,  insufficient enforcement, inadequate organizational structure, lack of 

expertise etc. the states are needed to focus more on the existing weaknesses than 

other low priority areas. 

 

 Supplier states of nuclear technology can also assist the recipient state in terms of 

finances, expertise and training by bilateral agreements. Infect the supplier states 

should take it as a responsibility to help the recipient state for development of an 

effective export control system (as also indicated in most of cases). 

 

 Regional organization could also play an important tool in implementing the 

objectives of non-proliferation and export controls owing to their economic, 

cultural, social, and political and security similarities. This point was very well 

highlighted by former Secretary General of UNO Kofi Annan, with regard to SC 

resolution 1540 and 1673 he emphasized that, “further progress can be achieved 

through United Nations interaction with regional and other intergovernmental 

organizations…. To strengthen states national capacity to implement their 

obligations.”
14

 In case of Middle East GCC and Arab League is the main regional 

organization. As also analyzed, “regional organizations such as the GCC and the 

Arab League could play a valuable role in helping their respective blocs fulfill 

their binding obligations under UNSCR 1540 and in promoting regional 

cooperation in counter proliferation efforts.”
15

 

 

 On broader side weak   domestic controls and proliferation issues may be linked 

with other domestic and regional issues like Arab-Israel Conflict, Israel as a 

nuclear weapon state, Iran failure to fulfill its all IAEA obligations, political 

instability in Iraq, all such issues directly or indirectly influence in shaping the 

overall security environment of the region and states security policies towards 

nonproliferation. This is the hi-time that International community should also pay 

serious attention to these areas for regional stability and global security. 

 

 More political will and efforts both from international community and regional 

players are required to realize the long vision goal of WMD free zone and Nuclear 

Weapon Free Zone are in Middle East. 
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