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The IAEA currently has six active projects in the 
UAE, including one approved in 2005 to assess the 
technical and economical feasibility of a desalina-
tion and nuclear power plant. 

Foreign cooperation
Beyond the collective efforts of the GCC, the UAE 
has been pursuing its own nuclear plans. During a 
visit to the UAE in January 2008, Sarkozy signed a 
framework agreement with the UAE federal govern-
ment for nuclear cooperation in various fields, 
including nuclear power. The agreement was under 
Euratom review in spring 2008, with a view to being 
submitted to parliament within the calendar year. 
Concurrent with Sarkozy’s visit, French compa-
nies Total, Suez and Areva indicated an interest 
in supplying an integrated nuclear-power-gener-
ation project comprising two 1,600MWe European 
Pressurised Reactors and fuel-cycle products and 
services. The power plants, estimated to cost €4 
billion, would be located in Abu Dhabi and could 
conceivably come online around 2017, assuming 
three years for the feasibility studies and licencing 
process, and six years for construction. Any such 
project would require substantial investment by 
the UAE in nuclear-related physical infrastructure, 
domestic expertise, legislation and regulation and 
security, which the UAE has begun to put in place. 
However, no actual contract has yet been signed, 
and the UAE is expected to open the project to inter-
national tenders before making any commitments.66 

France is not the only country pursuing nuclear-
energy deals with the UAE. In April 2008, stating 
its desire to set ‘a good example for the region’, 
the UAE signed an MoU with the United States on 
nuclear-energy cooperation. The UAE and the US 
also affirmed their interest in negotiating a nuclear-
cooperation agreement (called a ‘123 agreement’ 
after Section 123 of the US Atomic Energy Act). In 
addition to discussions with American firms, in 2005 
the UAE reportedly held discussions with the Korea 
Atomic Energy Research Institute regarding the 
possible export of a small pressurised-water reactor 
and undertook the initial stages of a pre-feasibility 
study, although it was unclear whether the UAE was 
interested in constructing this particular reactor.67 
During an official visit to the UAE in May 2006, then 
South Korean President Roh Moo Hyun said that 
the two countries were working together to build 

such a reactor for desalination purposes. However, 
this experimental Korean reactor project now seems 
to have stalled.

Although endowed with the fifth-largest proven 
oil reserves in the Middle East and the fifth-largest 
natural-gas reserves in the world, the UAE must 
accommodate a steady growth in its population and 
tourist numbers: demand for electricity is expected 
to increase by 10% annually through to 2010.68 As 
well as its plans for nuclear energy, the emirate of 
Abu Dhabi has launched a multibillion-dollar initi-
ative to exploit alternative technologies, and has 
announced plans for a 500MWe solar power plant. 
Yet the UAE also faces strategic threats that may 
have informed its decision to explore a national 
nuclear programme.

Iran context
A territorial dispute concerning the Abu Musa and 
Tunbs islands continues to simmer between the UAE 
and Iran. The latter seized control of the Greater 
and Lesser Tunbs and part of Abu Musa in 1971. 
Abu Musa was shared between the two states in a 

US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice with UAE Foreign 
Minister Sheikh Abdullah bin Zayed al-Nahayan on the day 
that their two countries signed an MoU on nuclear-energy 
cooperation, 21 April 2008
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A country that makes the 

right non-proliferation 

decisions can reap the 

benefits of nuclear 

technology

bilateral agreement of the same year, but Iran went 
on to assert complete control over the rest of the 
island in 1992. Given its previous history of territo-
rial encroachments, the UAE has reason to fear that 
Iran’s growing nuclear capabilities could encourage 
it to act even more assertively in the region. 

The UAE has made efforts to ensure that its rela-
tions with Iran remain cordial. Around a quarter of 
Dubai’s population is comprised of Iranian citizens 
or people of Iranian origin, and Iran is the largest 
market for Dubai’s non-oil exports. In an effort to 
avoid international sanctions against their nuclear 
programme, many Iranians have transferred their 
capital and financial activities to the UAE. In May 
2007, one day after the departure of US Vice-

President Dick Cheney, 
Ahmadinejad made the first 
visit by an Iranian leader 
to the UAE since inde-
pendence in 1971 and led 
a raucous anti-American 
rally, strongly attended by 
expatriate Iranians. The 
UAE fears that the large 
Iranian population in the 
emirate of Dubai has strong 
sympathies with the Islamic 
Republic and could pose a 
threat to national stability 

by acting as an Iranian ‘fifth column’.69 In general, 
authorities in Dubai remain keen to maintain strong 
economic (and, therefore, political) links with Iran, 
while those in the federal capital of Abu Dhabi, 
who hold more direct responsibility for foreign and 
defence policy, are more concerned about Iranian 
claims to UAE frontiers and the potential domi-
nance of Iran in the region, and are subsequently 
more keen on finding ways to contain Iran without 
provoking it. 

The UAE has publicly forbidden the US from 
using bases in its country to attack or spy on Iran. 
During large-scale US naval exercises in the Gulf 
in March 2007, UAE President Sheikh Khalifa bin 
Zayed declared that ‘we have assured the brothers in 
Iran … that we are not a party in its dispute with the 
United States, that we will not allow any force to use 
our territories for military, security and espionage 
activities against Iran’.70 At the December 2007 GCC 
summit, two private meetings were held between the 

Iranian and UAE presidents and foreign ministers 
respectively; at least one of these dealt with the sover-
eignty of the Abu Musa and Tunbs islands.71 Iran had 
previously argued that the issue should be discussed 
bilaterally, while the UAE had wished to discuss it in 
a multilateral format or refer it to international arbi-
tration. The fact that the UAE arranged bilateral talks 
suggests that it is eager not to antagonise Iran. The 
UAE is clearly concerned about the potential conse-
quences that any US attack on Iran might have on its 
security. Yet at the same time, it is keen to maintain its 
own military deterrent against Iran. 

The UAE has military ties to several Western 
states. It signed a bilateral defence pact with the US 
in 1994, and America makes use of the Al Dhafra 
airbase as a centre for aerial intelligence, surveillance 
and reconnaissance operations, and as a staging 
ground for tankers, unmanned aerial vehicles and 
surveillance aircraft. Britain’s Defence Cooperation 
Agreement with the UAE is the UK’s largest defence 
commitment outside of NATO.72 France reaffirmed 
its defence pact with the UAE when it recently agreed 
to establish a permanent military base manned by 
around 500 personnel in Abu Dhabi. In February 
2008, France, the UAE and Qatar held joint exer-
cises in the Gulf. From an examination of the UAE’s 
recent defence purchases, it could be inferred that it 
is seeking to strengthen its military deterrent against 
Iran’s growing nuclear capability. In December 
2007, the US administration notified Congress of a 
proposed sale to the UAE, worth up to $9bn, which 
would include PAC-3 missiles designed to intercept 
theatre ballistic missiles. Congress was also notified 
of a possible sale of upgrades and refurbishment for 
three E-2C airborne early-warning aircraft, the total 
value of which could amount to $437m. In addi-
tion to the sale of defensive equipment, the US has 
apparently helped to establish an air-warfare centre 
in the UAE, where Gulf states can train their fighter 
pilots and participate in joint exercises in order to 
improve interoperability. By the end of 2008, the 
UAE will have taken delivery of the last of 80 Block 
60 F-16 aircraft purchased from the US. Along with 
highly advanced precision-strike weapons, the total 
package will cost around $8bn. The procurement of 
the Black Shaheen cruise missile allows UAE aircraft 
to deliver long-range precision munitions. The US 
recently announced its intention to supply the UAE 
with 200 JDAM tail kits. 
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The UAE has a long history as a location for 
proliferation-related activities, and Dubai served 
as a hub for the A.Q. Khan network and a trans-
shipment point for the Iraqi and Iranian national 
nuclear-procurement networks. It is suspected that 
the UAE, and particularly Dubai, is still a way-
station for illicit nuclear imports into Iran and 
possibly Pakistan. By late 2007, however, the UAE 
had reportedly begun to increase restrictions on 
Iranian businesses and enforce new export-control 
laws through inspections of cargo bound for Iran, 
although many Iranian firms continue to do busi-
ness there. The authorities in Abu Dhabi have 
stressed that they would be strict in their applica-
tion of any multilaterally agreed sanctions against 
Iran, even if that required them to put pressure on 
the authorities in Dubai. As noted above, the nuclear 
reactors under discussion with France would not be 
in Dubai, but rather Abu Dhabi.

Conclusion
The UAE is likely to be the first state in the Middle 
East beyond Iran to produce nuclear energy. It has 
the financial resources to procure power plants, 
the foreign expertise required to help manage such 
a project and the political will to see it through to 
its conclusion. UAE officials understand the legal 
and technical requirements for safe and secure 
nuclear-power generation and are moving ahead in 
a determined fashion to put the necessary institu-
tional arrangements in place. In March 2008, the UAE 
cabinet endorsed a policy statement on the develop-
ment of nuclear energy, which was described as a 
commercially competitive option. The UAE stated its 
commitment to complete operational transparency 
and to the highest standards of non-proliferation, 
including the ratification of the Additional Protocol 
and international nuclear-safety instruments, and 
the adoption of the Nuclear Suppliers Group export 
guidelines. The statement, released as a white paper 
in April, outlined various commitments that would 
be undertaken if the decision were made to establish 
a nuclear-power programme, including renouncing 
any domestic reprocessing or enrichment capa-
bility in favour of a long-term and secure external 
supply of nuclear fuel; developing a robust security 
infrastructure; and deploying only advanced third-
generation light-water reactors. The UAE stated that 
it hoped to promote these principles within the GCC 

nuclear initiative, and to establish a new model for 
non-nuclear states to explore and develop nuclear 
energy with the full support of the international 
community.73 

To underscore the contrast with Iran and to 
demonstrate that opposition to Iran’s nuclear 
programme is based only on proliferation grounds, 
Western governments are keen to support Abu 
Dhabi’s quest for nuclear power. The UAE’s 
emerging status as a non-proliferation model, in 
contrast to its recent history as a hub for the black 
market, also demonstrates the extent to which a 
country that makes the right non-proliferation deci-
sions can reap the benefits of nuclear technology.

Yemen: overly eager?

Yemen, the only republic on the Arabian Peninsula, 
is much poorer than its neighbours, with a per capita 
GDP of between $650 and $800. It faces numerous 
socio-economic challenges, including a rapidly 
expanding population, high levels of illiteracy and 
declining oil reserves. It relies on assistance from 
the Gulf states, Western countries and international 
institutions. Yemen is not a member of the GCC; 
although it has partial observer status on some 
committees, the granting of full membership does 
not appear to be imminent.74 

Nevertheless, in common with the GCC states, 
Yemen has expressed an interest in developing 
nuclear energy for electricity generation and desal-
ination, and in 2007 it announced plans, soon 
rescinded, to construct five nuclear reactors over the 
following decade in cooperation with an American 
company. A lack of secure government or foreign 
funding, uncertain security conditions, the unsuit-
ability of the American firm initially chosen to 
implement the programme, along with an under-
developed energy infrastructure and technical base, 
all mean that, unless it obtains substantial foreign 
assistance, any Yemeni nuclear programme will face 
severe difficulties. 

Non-proliferation posture
The People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen and the 
Yemen Arab Republic, which in May 1990 merged 
to form the Republic of Yemen, acceded to the 
NPT in 1979 and 1986 respectively. The Republic 
of Yemen joined the IAEA in 1994, and signed a  
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comprehensive safeguards agreement in September 
2000. This agreement, along with an SQP, entered 
into force on 14 August 2002. Yemen signed the 
Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty on 30 September 
1996 but has still not ratified it. As a member of the 
IAEA board of governors, in February 2006 Yemen 
voted to report the Iranian nuclear issue to the UN 
Security Council.

Sparse nuclear infrastructure
Yemen has no enrichment, reprocessing, conver-
sion or fuel-fabrication facilities, nor any research 
or power reactors. In other nuclear applications, 
over the past decade, it has embarked upon several 
technical-cooperation projects with the IAEA. Most 
of these have been related to agriculture and medi-
cine, similar to those of its GCC neighbours. Yemen 
has also received assistance to implement a radia-
tion-protection infrastructure through the IAEA’s 
Model Project, and is part of the US Department 
of Energy’s International Radiological Threat 
Reduction programme. 

The National Atomic Energy Commission of 
the Republic of Yemen (NATEC) was established in 
1999 by presidential scientific adviser Dr Mustafa 
Bahran (who became its chairman and later elec-
tricity and energy minister), with an emphasis on 
building infrastructure for radiation protection. 
In 2007, Bahran stated that Yemen’s radiological 
safety and security system would be upgraded to 
a ‘nuclear safety and security system’, as a prereq-
uisite to any further development of Yemen’s use 
of nuclear energy, particularly nuclear power and 
desalination.75 

Interest in nuclear energy
After registering his candidacy for re-election in 
July 2006, President Ali Abdallah Saleh stated 
that he would seek to produce nuclear energy 
for civilian use as part of his overall plans for the 
republic’s development. In June 2006, Minister 
of Foreign Affairs Abubakr al-Qirbi had said that 
Yemen would seek to convince neighbouring coun-
tries to establish a regional authority to promote 
the peaceful use of nuclear energy; in November 
Bahran said that Yemen planned to use nuclear 
energy to meet its electricity shortfall, with the 
help of investment from American and Canadian 
companies. 

Yemen’s statements regarding its nuclear ambi-
tions, and the foreign assistance that would be 
required to fulfil them, became more frequent 
following the GCC’s announcement of its own 
nuclear plans in December 2006. Saleh voiced his 
support for the GCC’s joint energy proposal, and 
said that Yemen was ready to join it. There is so far 
no indication that the GCC will invite Yemen to do 
so. Saleh apparently discussed potential nuclear 
cooperation with Sarkozy during a visit to France 
in June 2007, while in August Bahran repeated that 
foreign companies would build the nuclear reactors 
required for Yemen’s electricity production.

In September 2007, Yemen’s nuclear plans took on 
a more precise form: the government announced that 
it had signed a $15bn agreement with an American 
energy company, Powered Corporation, to construct 
five reactors over the following decade. These would 
eventually be able to generate 5,000MW of electricity. 
Bahran announced that a $3m feasibility study would 
be launched in the first half of 2008 and construc-
tion of the first reactor could begin in early 2009; 
this reactor would be able to produce 1,000MW of 
electricity by the end of 2012. Bahran added that the 
project would be in keeping with IAEA guidelines 
and would follow a ‘build, own and operate model’.76 
Such a model would probably be the only feasible 
one, given Yemen’s minimal indigenous infrastruc-
ture. The magnitude of this proposal is illustrated by 
the fact that Yemen’s total power-generation capacity 
was some 1,000MW in 2005, with only 42% of the 
population having access to electricity.77 

However, since this announcement, Yemen’s 
nuclear ambitions have suffered severe setbacks. 
IAEA officials assess that the country lacks the 
required financial, regulatory and legal infrastruc-
ture, as well as the power grid, to accommodate 
nuclear-power reactors. Yemen would be able to 
licence, build and operate such reactors only after 
many years of infrastructural investment. Yet it 
has so far struggled to secure investment from 
abroad.78

Although Bahran claimed in September 2007 
that Powered Corporation would ‘oversee efforts to 
secure the financing of the project’, investigations 
of the company by several journalists gave no indi-
cation that it had the ability to raise the $15bn that 
had been envisaged for the project.79 Press reports 
suggested that the contract had been awarded on the 
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basis of a friendship between Bahran and the CEO 
of Powered Corporation. The Yemeni cabinet subse-
quently refused to endorse the initial agreement 
signed in September 2007. The deal was cancelled 
following an intervention by the National Supreme 
Anti-Corruption Authority, which argued that the 
company did not have the necessary experience 
or capital for the project. Given Yemen’s deficit of 
infrastructure, finance and technical expertise, any 
future nuclear programme will be dependent on 
securing substantial foreign assistance and/or being 
allowed to join the GCC’s cooperative project. 

A major factor inhibiting foreign investment 
may be Yemen’s instability. Foreign tourists and 
workers have been targeted frequently in recent 
years, and terrorists suspected to be allied to or 
inspired by al-Qaeda have mounted or planned 

several attacks against oil tankers and infrastructure. 
In addition, Yemen is riven by tribal and sectarian 
disputes, including an insurgency by a northern 
Zaydi Shia group known as the Al Houthi Revolt, 
which the central government claims is supported 
by Iran, although the extent of Iran’s involvement in 
northern Yemen is disputed. A ceasefire agreement 
was brokered in June 2007, but the situation remains 
unstable.80 

Yemen has a genuine need for improved power 
generation in order to provide both electricity and 
fresh water for its growing population, although it is 
not clear if nuclear power is the best option. A desire 
not to be left behind or overshadowed by its more 
prosperous neighbours helps to explain Yemen’s 
eagerness to tout nuclear-energy proposals, despite 
the obvious problems such a project would face. 
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