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On Eve of Nuclear Security Summit, Faster, Broader Global Effort Needed  
to Secure All Nuclear Materials in Four Years  

Would Greatly Reduce Chances of Terrorist Nuclear Attack  
 

As more than 40 heads of state convene in Washington for President Obama’s nuclear security 
summit, a new report released today finds that despite significant progress, the world is not yet 
on track to meet the Administration’s goal of securing all stockpiles of nuclear weapons and 
weapons-usable nuclear materials within four years.  
 
To meet the four-year objective President Obama set in Prague in April 2009, global leaders 
must redouble efforts following the upcoming nuclear security summit, shifting the global 
nuclear security effort onto a faster and broader trajectory, according to Securing the Bomb 2010, 
which can be found at www.nti.org/securingthebomb 
 
“Nuclear terrorism remains an urgent danger to world security, and securing nuclear weapons 
and materials within four years would dramatically reduce the risk,” said Associate Professor 
Matthew Bunn of Harvard University’s Project on Managing the Atom, the report’s author.  
“Sustained White House leadership will be needed to overcome complacency and convince 
policymakers around the world to act.  We need to hit the ground running in translating summit 
commitments into concrete actions on the ground to secure these stockpiles and keep them out of 
terrorist hands.”  

 
Securing the Bomb 2010 highlights impressive progress: the United States has helped remove all 
highly enriched uranium (HEU) from nearly 50 facilities around the world; security and 
accounting upgrades have been completed at 210 of the weapons-usable nuclear material 
buildings in Russia and Eurasia of an estimated total in the range of 250; 19 countries have 
removed all weapons-usable nuclear material from their soil – with four countries having done so 
between President Obama’s Prague speech and early 2010.   
  
Still, the threat looms large.  Terrorists are seeking nuclear weapons, and the materials needed to 
make them are still housed in hundreds of buildings and bunkers in dozens of countries – many 
in urgent need of better security.  There have already been 18 documented cases of theft or loss 
of plutonium or highly enriched uranium, along with incidents that provide striking evidence of 
security weaknesses – including a 2010 break-in by unarmed peace activists at a Belgian base 
where U.S. nuclear weapons are reportedly stored and a 2007 armed attack on a South African 
site housing hundreds of kilograms of HEU. 
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According to the report, the greatest risks are in Pakistan, whose small and heavily guarded 
stockpile confronts immense threats from both insiders theft and outsider attack; Russia, which 
has the world’s largest nuclear stockpiles in the world’s largest number of buildings and bunkers, 
security has improved dramatically but still has important weaknesses, and which faces 
substantial threats, particularly from potential insider thieves; and HEU-fueled research reactors 
around the world, which often have limited stocks of nuclear material, but generally have the 
weakest security measures in place.  
 
Securing the Bomb 2010 calls for a greater sense of urgency, continuous engagement from 
Presidents and Prime Ministers, and clear metrics that give focus and traction to the global 
project.    
 
“We are in a race between cooperation and catastrophe, and the pace of cooperation has 
accelerated.  This report shows significant progress, but spells out clearly the required 
imperatives of a global effort,” said former Senator Sam Nunn, Co-Chairman of the Nuclear 
Threat Initiative, which commissioned the report.  “It makes clear that we need worldwide 
understanding of the threat, the scope and urgency of the essential work, as well as clear goals 
and accountability for progress.  The Obama-led nuclear security summit is extremely important 
in terms of putting a spotlight on the threat and the required global response.”    
 
As part of meeting the President’s important four-year goal of securing nuclear weapons and 
materials globally, the report argues, it may be possible to cut in half the number of countries 
with weapons-usable nuclear material and all remaining countries could have clear and well-
enforced rules requiring operators to protect nuclear stocks against a robust set of insider and 
outsider threats. 
 
While these gains are possible, they can be accomplished only by expanding and accelerating 
current efforts.   The report recommends several essential steps:   
 

• Build a sense of urgency. Only if policymakers around the world become convinced that 
nuclear theft and terrorism are real and urgent threats to their countries’ security, the 
report argues, will the four-year nuclear security effort succeed.  To make that case, the 
report calls for joint threat briefings, outreach to intelligence agencies, nuclear terrorism 
exercises, and realistic tests of a country’s ability to defeat insider and outsider threats.   
The nuclear security summit is an important step in building this sense of urgency. 
 

• Upgrade nuclear security to higher standards in more facilities in more countries.   
Achieving effective security for all nuclear material worldwide will require going well 
beyond the former Soviet Union and Pakistan, and ensuring security measures will be 
effective against a broad range of insider and outsider threats.  The four-year deadline 
cannot be met with lengthy negotiations for U.S.-funded upgrades at every site – it will 
be essential to combine U.S.-funded upgrades with steps countries are convinced to take 
on their own.  These efforts must include not just equipment but training, exchange of 
best practices, steps to strengthen security culture, and measures designed to ensure 
security will be maintained for the long haul.  

 
• Take a broader approach to reducing the number of sites where nuclear weapons, 

plutonium and HEU exists.  Consolidating sites is essential; it can be cheaper, faster, and 
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more effective to close down a nuclear site than to secure it.  The four-year effort should 
seek to consolidate more types of nuclear material, using different incentives and a 
broader range of policy tools.    

 
• Work to ensure that countries implement and enforce effective nuclear security 

regulations.  These rules should include realistic testing against insider and outsider 
threats. 

 
• Forge effective global nuclear security rules. The United States should work with other 

key nuclear countries to seek a common understanding of the essential elements that have 
to be in place for nuclear security and accounting systems to be “appropriate” and 
“effective” as required by UN Security Council Resolution 1540, and help countries 
around the world to put those essential elements in place.   

 
• Broaden best practices.   Global leaders should help countries with nuclear materials 

exchange best practices and strengthen nuclear security culture.  
 

• Create mechanisms that hold countries accountable.   Countries participating in this effort 
should build an international understanding of the work to be done, as a baseline for 
judging progress of the four-year effort.   Each country should designate one key official 
to be responsible for their states efforts and to confer with officials from other countries 
and international organizations.    

 
• Provide leadership.   Only intense and continuous engagement from Presidents and Prime 

Ministers will overcome a maze of obstacles posed by complacency, secrecy, political 
disputes, sovereignty concerns, and bureaucratic obstacles.   

 
• Fund this effort like the indispensable national security effort that it is.  The sums spent 

by the U.S. government to lock down nuclear materials worldwide are a tiny fraction of 
the budgets of the Departments of Defense, Energy and State.  Nuclear security, the 
report argues, is affordable.   Congress should ensure that steps to sharply reduce the 
threat of nuclear terrorism are not slowed by lack of money.    
 

“The challenge is large and complex, but it is a finite task; it is doable,” said Professor Bunn. 
“Our biggest obstacle is not complexity; it’s complacency.”  
 
Securing the Bomb 2010 is the only available source for “one-stop shopping” on all aspects of 
the effort to secure nuclear weapons and materials worldwide.   Since NTI first commissioned 
this annual report from the Managing the Atom Project in 2002, the report and its 
recommendations have increased public awareness of the nuclear terrorism threat and helped 
spur increased government action to reduce nuclear dangers. 
 
The Project on Managing the Atom, based at the Belfer Center for Science and International 
Affairs at Harvard’s John F. Kennedy School of Government, is Harvard’s principal research 
group focusing on nuclear weapons and nuclear energy policies.  NTI is a Washington-based 
non-profit organization, focused on reducing the threats from nuclear, biological, and chemical 
weapons and materials.                   


