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There is no apparent debate in, or about, 
Morocco concerning a hypothetical future military-
oriented programme. How Morocco would respond 
in the event of Algeria going nuclear remains open to 
question, however. Morocco was a solid Western ally 
during the Cold War, and its relationship with the US 
and France has always been more assured and stable 
than that of Algeria. By contrast, Morocco’s relation-
ship with its larger neighbour has been complex 
and troubled, especially with regard to the Western 
Sahara problem.36 In recent years, many press arti-
cles in Morocco have referred to a potential Algerian 
bomb.37 However, those in Morocco who trumpet the 
danger of a nuclear threat from the east tend to do 
so out of general opposition to Algerian policies. For 
example, in 2005 a member of parliament claimed 
that Algiers was developing nuclear weapons, and 
that Morocco was the only possible target.38

If Algeria were ever to acquire nuclear weapons, 
Rabat’s most likely reaction would be to seek 
increased defence and security ties with its two 
main Western partners, Paris and Washington. At 
the very extreme, the ‘return’ of US nuclear weapons 
to Morocco as part of an extended deterrence policy 
is a possible scenario.39 This would run contrary to 
the Pelindaba Treaty and is a far-fetched notion, 
conceivable only in circumstances in which other 
countries had already (re-)introduced US nuclear 
weapons onto their territories. However, if Morocco 
were to fall into the hands of Islamists, the possi-
bility of a national nuclear-weapons option might 
appear less  more credible. 

Tunisia
Like Morocco, Tunisia joined the IAEA in 1957 and 
signed the NPT on 1 July 1968, and then ratified it 
in February 1970. Perhaps because of the limited 
nature of Tunisia’s nuclear activities, its safeguards 
agreement with the IAEA was concluded very late: 
it was signed on 24 February 1989, and came into 
force on 13 March 1990. An Additional Protocol 
to Tunisia’s safeguards agreement was approved 
by the IAEA board of governors on 1 March 2005, 
and was signed on 24 May of the same year. As of 
May 2008, it had yet to be ratified. According to the 
government, there is no political obstacle to ratifi-
cation and the formalities will be completed within 
two years at the most. Tunisia was among the orig-
inal signatories of the Pelindaba Treaty, on 11 April 

1996, but for unexplained reasons is one of many 
signatories that, as of May 2008, had yet to ratify it. 
Tunis signed the CTBT on 16 October 1996 and rati-
fied it on 23 September 2004.

In the 1990s, Tunisia planned the construction of 
a 2MWt TRIGA-type light-water research reactor, 
licensed by the Centre National des Sciences et des 
Technologies Nucléaires (CNSTN, created in 1993). 
Though the project has lain abandoned for several 
years, Tunisia has asked the IAEA for its assistance in 
updating a feasibility study. It could be resurrected 
for training purposes, as well as isotopic produc-
tion for medicine and industry. Tunisia’s only other 
nuclear connection of note is as host country, since 
1988, to the Arab Atomic Energy Agency (AAEA), 
an independent subsidiary organisation of the Arab 
League. 

Since the early 1990s, Tunisia has been stud-
ying nuclear technology as an alternative energy 
resource to its limited natural-gas reserves, having 
conducted a site survey and participated in an IAEA 
region-wide feasibility study for the use of nuclear 
energy for desalination in the North African states. 
In 2002, Tunisia undertook a more intensive nuclear- 
desalination feasibility study with the French 
Commissariat pour l’Energie Atomique, which 
examined the La Skhira site. The study concluded 
that, as long as gas prices remained constant, 
the nuclear option would not be economical for 
Tunisia. Yet in 2005, another study by an expert 
group involving the CNSTN, as well as the Steg and 
Sonède national utilities companies, concluded that 
nuclear energy was an interesting and viable option 
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for Tunisia, a country endowed with fewer natural 
resources than most in the region. 

Since March 2006, the Tunisian government 
has taken a renewed interest in the development 
of nuclear energy. In November 2006, the govern-
ment decided to undertake a preliminary study of 
the economic and technical feasibility of a 600MWe 
nuclear reactor. The following month France and 
Tunisia signed a lab-to-lab-type nuclear-cooperation 

agreement. The feasibility study will take 3–4 years 
to complete and will examine various kinds of power 
plants, with a goal of bringing a nuclear-power 
plant online in 2020. The reactor’s purpose would be 
twofold: to provide electricity to the desert central 
regions and to desalinate sea water. In common with 
its neighbours, however, Tunisia still has many steps 
to take, including finding the financing, before such 
plans become a reality. 

Notes



Nuclear Programmes in the Middle East: In the shadow of Iran

The Maghreb 

117

15 	 COMENA replaced the Haut Commissariat pour la 

Recherche, created in 1986, which itself had replaced the 

Commissariat aux Energies Nouvelles, created in 1982.
16 	 Burr, ‘The Algerian Nuclear Problem, 1991: Controversy 

Over the Es Salam Nuclear Reactor’.
17 	 Bill Gertz, ‘China Helps Algeria Develop Nuclear Weapons’, 

Washington Times, 11 April 1991. 
18 	 ‘El Salam Reactor: Ain Oussera’, GlobalSecurity.org: http://

www.globalsecurity.org/wmd/world/algeria/el-salam.htm. 
19 	 Mark Hibbs, ‘Cooling Towers are Key to Claim Algeria is 

Building Bomb Reactor’, Nucleonics Week, 18 April 1991, pp. 

7–8; Ann MacLachlan, ‘Algerian Leader Asserts Good Faith 

in Nuclear Research Reactor Plans’, Nucleonics Week, 23 May 

1991, pp. 11–12; US intelligence assessed that the reactor’s 

power could be increased to 50MWt. See the collection of 

declassified US documents available at http://www.gwu.edu/ 

~nsarchiv/nukevault/ebb228/index.htm. Some analysts pointed 

out that China had a history of building research reactors 

with ‘disproportionate cooling’. See David Albright and Corey 

Hinderstein, ‘Algeria: Big Deal in the Desert?’, Bulletin of the 

Atomic Scientists, vol. 57, no. 3, 1 May 2001, p. 47.
20 	 The US government noted in 1991 that the site had been 

defended by anti-aircraft batteries and early-warning radar 

from mid January to mid March of that year – that is, during 

Operation Desert Storm. See the collection of declassified US 

documents available at http://www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/

nukevault/ebb228/index.htm.
21 	 Joseph Cirincione with Jon B. Wolfstahl and Miriam 

Rajkumar, ‘Algeria’, in Cirincione, Wolfstahl and Rajkumar, 

Deadly Arsenals: Tracking Weapons of Mass Destruction 

(Washington DC: Carnegie Endowment for International 

Peace, 2002), p. 299; Wisconsin Project on Arms Control, 

‘Algeria: Nuclear Reactor Update’, The Risk Report, vol. 1, 

no. 5, June 1995, p. 12, http://www.wisconsinproject.org/

countries/algeria/reac-updt.html; US intelligence estimated 

in 1991 that if the reactor’s power were increased to 50MWt 

and fuelled with natural uranium, the plutonium-produc-

tion capability would be approximately 10–13kg. See the 

collection of declassified US documents available at http://

www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/nukevault/ebb228/index.htm.
22 	 Wisconsin Project on Arms Control, ‘Algeria: Nuclear 

Reactor Update’, p. 12; US intelligence noted in 1991 that 

a power increase to 50MWt would imply a capability to 

produce 3kg of plutonium annually. See the collection of 

declassified US documents available at http://www.gwu.

edu/~nsarchiv/nukevault/ebb228/index.htm. 
23 	 Wisconsin Project on Arms Control, ‘Algeria: Nuclear 

Reactor Update’, p. 12; Albright and Hinderstein, ‘Algeria: 

Big Deal in the Desert?’, p. 50.

24 	 ‘Reactor NUR (Algeria) – Introduction’, http://www.invap.

net/nuclear/nur/intro-e.html; and Roberto Mario Ornstein, 

Argentina as an Exporter of Nuclear Technology: Past, Present 

and Future (Buenos Aires: Consejo Argentino Para Las 

Relaciones Internacionales, 2001), pp. 25–6, http://www.

cari1.org.ar/pdf/nucleareng.pdf.
25 	 Albright and Hinderstein, ‘Algeria: Big Deal in the Desert?’, 

p. 50.
26 	 Ibid., p. 49.
27 	 See Cirincione et al., Deadly Arsenals: Tracking Weapons of 

Mass Destruction, p. 301.
28 	 Quoted in M. Gonzales and J.M. Larraya, ‘El Cesid Warns 

That Algeria Can Have the Capacity to Produce Military 

Plutonium in Two Years’, El Pais, 23 August 1998 [English 

translation by ISIS], http://www.isis-online.org/publica-

tions/algeria/elpais.html.
29 	 David E. Sanger and William J. Broad, ‘As Nuclear Secrets 

Emerge in Khan Inquiry, More Are Suspected’, New York 

Times, 26 December 2004. 
30 	 ‘Un nouvel essor pour le nucléaire en Algérie’, La Nouvelle 

République, 8 March 2005. 
31 	 An ‘African Regional Cooperative Agreement for Research, 

Development and Training Related to Nuclear Science and 

Technology’ was signed in 1990.
32 	 See Daniel A. Pinkston, ‘Algeria Seeks Nuclear Cooperation 

with South Korea as Seoul Prepares New Nuclear Plans’, 

WMD Insights, June 2006, http://www.wmdinsights.com/

I6/I6_AF2_AlgeriaSeeks.htm.
33 	 Reuters, ‘US and Algeria Sign Nuclear Cooperation Pact’, 

10 June 2007, http://www.iht.com/articles/2007/06/10/front-

page/nukepact.php.
34 	 In addition, Russia has recently become a significant 

‘strategic partner’ of Algeria, through important sales of 

conventional weapons, including a 2006 $8bn deal. 
35 	 See Dossier de présentation des essais nucléaires et leur 

suivi au Sahara (Paris: Ministère de la Défense, January 

2007, p. 4, http://www.defense.gouv.fr/content/down-

load/60823/571529/file/SAHARA.pdf.
36 	 Morocco annexed the former Spanish province of Western 

Sahara through the ‘Green March’ in 1975. Algeria has been 

supportive of the Polisario Front, which fights for Sahraoui 

independence.
37 	 See for instance Abdellatif El Aziz, ‘Alger prépare sa bombe 

atomique’, Maroc Hebdo, no. 558, 16–22 May 2003, pp. 

18–19. See also Amale Samie, ‘L’Algérie veut sa bombe’, 

Maroc Hebdo, no. 613, 9–15 July 2004, p. 13, which includes 

the following question: ‘As neighbours continuously 

squabbling and bearing the heavy weight of a 40-year-old 

dispute, how could we not fear that Algerian technology 



Chapter five

an IISS strategic dossier118

could be one day used by an Algerian Islamist government 

which would spread Morocco with plutonium?’
38 	 Abdelmohsin El Hassouni, ‘Ahmed Zarouf: “Alger possède 

l’arme chimique”’, Aujourd’hui Le Maroc, 4 January 2005, 

http://www.dissident-media.org/infonucleaire/alge_prolif.

html.

39 	 US nuclear weapons were reportedly stationed in French 

Morocco from 1954 until France’s departure from the NATO 

integrated military structure in 1967. See Robert S. Norris, 

William M. Arkin and William Burr, ‘Where They Were’, 

The Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, November–December 

1999, pp. 26–35.


