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The

global

nuclear

energy

sector

has

undergone profound changes in the last
decade,

with

the

geopolitics

around

it

evolving much in tandem. Over the last few
years, there has been a monumental shift in
the global nuclear energy sector, with the
traditional nuclear-supplying bigwigs like the
US, Canada and some Western European
nations replaced by countries like Russia and
China as lead suppliers of nuclear-related
technologies across the world. Additionally,
the demand centre for nuclear energy has
also shifted from the West to the East in the
new and emerging economies in the Middle
East

and

Asia-Pacific.

This

shift

has

significant implications for the geopolitics of
the nuclear energy sector, which to date

remains strategic in nature, highly regulated by national governments and
international organizations, a key pillar of energy security, and an important foreign
policy tool for countries.
USA: Nuclear Industry in Decline
The said shift in the nuclear energy sector was prompted by the Fukushima disaster
in 2011, which caused the Western nations to retrench and created space for new
suppliers like Russia and China. Currently, the US has 94 licensed to operate nuclear
power plants, generating about 20% of the total electricity in-use*. The most recent
addition to the US NPPs came online in 2016, and there has been a dearth of new
construction in the sector ever since, even though about 10 NPPs are due to retire by
2025**. The decline in the nuclear energy industry in the US was made starkly
evident when the global nuclear major Westinghouse announcing bankruptcy in
2017.
* https://www.nrc.gov/reactors/power.html
** Nakano, Jane (2020), The Changing Geopolitics of Nuclear Energy, https://bit.ly/37kH0FU

Russia: Rosatom- One-stop Nuclear Shop
The situation has been quite contrary in Russia, which has emerged as the centre of
the global nuclear energy industry and the main exporter of nuclear technology.
The Russian nuclear energy major Rosatom is a state-owned enterprise which is
both vertically and horizontally linked, thus making it a one-stop nuclear shop.
Rosatom’s range of activities covers the entire nuclear fuel cycle from operating the
country’s

NPPs,

to

maintaining

Russia’s

nuclear-powered

icebreakers

and

manufacturing various NPP related components. Between 2009 and 2018, Rosatom
accounted for 23 of the 31 export orders placed around the world, and by 2018, it
was involved in the construction of 36 NPP units in 12 countries*. In 2017, notably
the same year that Westinghouse announced bankruptcy, Rosatom signed a US$ 30
billion worth agreement with Egypt for the construction of El Daaba NPP.
Additionally, Rosatom is involved in the construction of Akkuyu NPP in Turkey,
Rooppur NPP in Bangladesh, and other units in countries like China, India,
Uzbekistan and Belarus.
China: Leapfrogging to advanced nuclear technology
A second emergent player in the nuclear energy sector has been China which is fast
leapfrogging to advanced nuclear reactor technologies and emerging as the
alternative supplier. Domestically, China has 48 operational NPPs, with another 18
under construction**. Nuclear power in China is expected to rise annually at a rate
of 1.9%. China’s rapid rise in the civil nuclear industry, as with many of its other
sectors, has been supported by its domestic laws mandating technology transfer. In
2007, Westinghouse was awarded a major contract of building four Generation III
AP1000 nuclear reactors in China, but with a mandatory transfer of technologies.
This allowed China access to AP1000 reactor designs, which have been tweaked to
make way for China’s indigenously developed Hualong One Reactor, making it their
main export product. Additionally, nuclear energy has been well integrated into
China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) as a part of which China is implementing
nuclear power projects in at least 28 BRI countries***. Today, China is participating
in NPP construction in countries including Pakistan, Iran, Turkey and South Africa,
and has signed MoUs with Kenya, Egypt, Sudan, and Kazakhstan****.

* Schepers, Nevine (2019), Russia’s Nuclear Energy Exports: Status, Prospects and Implications,
https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/2019-02/eunpdc_no_61_final.pdf
** Banks, George David (2017), The Rise of China’s Civilian Nuclear Program and its Impact on US
National Interests, https://accf.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/ACCF_China_paper_03.pdf
*** Nakano, Jane (2020), The Changing Geopolitics of Nuclear Energy, https://bit.ly/37kH0FU
**** Nuclear Power in China 2021, https://www.world-nuclear.org/information-library/countryprofiles/countries-a-f/china-nuclear-power.aspx

Demand-side Shift
In addition to the supply side changes, demand for nuclear power has also
significantly shifted from the west to the east. India has been pursuing the
development of its civilian nuclear energy, slowly but steadily. Saudi Arabia has
announced plans to construct two large nuclear power reactors, UAE’s first NPP, the
Barakah NPP, was commissioned in 2020. NPP construction is already underway in
Turkey and Bangladesh, while several other emerging economies have announced
their plans for including nuclear power in their total energy mix. The problem of
cost inflation that has plagued the nuclear energy sector for many years is now
being tackled by replacing the giant NPPs with the easily scalable Small Modular
Reactors (SMRs) that produce up to 300 MW of energy. This step opens the
prospect of nuclear making a definite comeback through advanced and scalable
reactor designs.
Geopolitical Ramifications
The observed diversification of nuclear energy sector away from the traditional
bigwigs of western nations and towards the east can have many significant
ramifications on the geopolitics of nuclear energy. In the first instance, with the
observed retrenchment of the US from the nuclear industry, the global nonproliferation institutions supported by them run the risk of being considerably
weakened or side-lined by countries with state-sponsored nuclear energy industries
governed by opaque regulations and little accountability. This lack of regulatory
oversight of a sector that is much strategic in nature, with multifaceted outputs, can
also threaten the global non-proliferation regime. Secondly, nuclear energy is
making a comeback after years of slowdown observed in the post-Fukushima era.
This comeback is supported by the growing concerns over climate change and
countries’ growing commitment towards carbon neutrality and net-zero emissions,
which cannot be fulfilled by renewable energy alone. This makes it even more
important for the global nuclear regime to be further strengthened, making it more
inclusive, transparent, accessible and regulated. Thirdly, nuclear energy is a potent
foreign policy tool that locks countries in a buyer-supplier relationship for at least
40 years. This helps cement bilateral ties and as has been observed in many cases,
leads to the culmination of other bilateral and strategic agreements. The expansion
of supplying countries’ area of influence through the implementation of NPP
projects is a direct corollary of the oil geopolitics that was observed in the preceding
decade and needs greater attention by all stakeholders.
****
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