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Enhancing Nuclear Safety-Security Culture in East Asia 

Since 2013, the RSIS’ Centre for Non-
Traditional Security Studies has been 
organising policy roundtables on post-
Fukushima nuclear energy governance 
in East Asia, as part of the annual Sin-
gapore International Energy Week 
(SIEW).  The previous RSIS SIEW 
roundtables have highlighted that the 
biggest risk associated with nuclear 
power comes not from the nuclear 
technology itself but the lack of a   

safety-security culture – the mindsets, 
attitudes, and behaviours of those in-
volved in the operation and regulation 
of nuclear facilities and utilisation of 
radioactive materials. In this regard, 
the RSIS’ SIEW roundtable on October 
27, 2017 focuses on developing nucle-
ar safety-security culture in East Asia. 
 
An important lesson from the Fukushi-
ma accident is the need to have broad-
er perspectives on (and preparedness 
for) ‘unthinkable’ events and unfore-
seen circumstances – basically avoid-
ing complacency. Human errors such 
as complacency and lack of critical 
thinking have been identified as key 
contributors to the Fukushima nuclear 
disaster. Yet, post-Fukushima resolu-
tions in the nuclear industry have fo-
cused only on technological improve-

ments, leaving out nuclear safety cul-

ture and security culture, which still 
need to be deepened in East Asia, in-
cluding in ASEAN.  
 

Human Errors Compromising 
Safety-Security Culture  
 
In both China and Japan, a lack of a 
safety-security culture has served as 
an obstacle to strengthening safety and 
security in nuclear facilities.  
 
In October 2016, China’s National Nu-
clear Safety Administration made pub-
lic 16 safety failures that occurred in 
China’s nuclear plants during the year, 
all involving breaches of operational 
guidelines and mistakes made by  
power plant staff members.  
 

Meanwhile, the crucial critical mindset 
of the regulatory  staff was  still found 
to be lacking in Japan’s Nuclear Regu-
lation Agency (NRA), according to the 
International Atomic Energy Agency’s 
(IAEA) 2016 Integrated Regulatory Re-
view Service (IRRS) Report. The IAEA 
recommends that the training for in-
spectors should take a holistic ap-
proach and include the development of 

critical thinking. 
 
 

    Regional training courses on nuclear security are being offered by Japan to Asian countries and ASEAN Member-States.                                                                       

  Photo Credit: IAEA via flickr 
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Deepening Regional Coop-
eration on Safety-Security 
Culture  
 
Notwithstanding these challenges, 
a few steps have already been 
taken by China and Japan to sup-
port ASEAN in building capabilities 
on nuclear energy and promoting 
their technology. 

China has embarked on rapid nu-
clear power development with 37 
nuclear power reactors in opera-
tion, with 20 under construction. 
With more about to start construc-
tion, China has also been promot-
ing its nuclear technology over-
seas, including in Southeast Asia. 
For instance, China General Nu-
clear Power Corp (CGN) has al-
ready set up business offices in 
Southeast Asia. Since 2015, CGN 
has been co-organising, together 
with ASEAN Centre for Energy, 
the ASEAN-China Capacity-
Building on Nuclear Energy Work-
shop. 

Like China, Japan has also been 
promoting its nuclear reactor tech-
nology. Japan’s centres of excel-
lence such as Japan Atomic Ener-
gy Agency and Japan Atomic En-

ergy Commission have been 
providing technical training assis-
tance to ASEAN Member-States in 
enhancing nuclear regulation, 
safety, security and emergency 
preparedness. 

To make the ASEAN’s capacity-
building cooperation with China 
and Japan more comprehensive, it 
is important to complement tech-
nical training on nuclear energy 
with human resource develop-
ment, especially in developing a 
nuclear safety-security culture. 
While there are no nuclear power 
plants yet in Southeast Asia, radio-
active materials are already being 
widely used in industrial factories, 
research reactors, universities and 
hospitals in the region. 

It is therefore crucial to develop a  
safety-security culture in the joint 
activities, technical workshops, 
and meetings of the ASEAN Net-
work of Regulatory Bodies on 
Atomic Energy (ASEANTOM) and 
the ASEAN Nuclear Energy Coop-
eration-Subsector Network (NEC-
SSN). With the transboundary 
risks of nuclear accidents or the 
possibility of hijacking  radioactive 
materials ever present, it is glar-
ingly urgent that ASEAN Member-

States apply the lessons from 
Northeast Asia by collectively 
building the necessary skills and 
mindsets that will discourage com-
placency and promote critical 
thinking in using nuclear energy. 

   Suggested Readings:  

 Mely Caballero-Anthony and Julius Cesar Trajano, 2017, “Enhancing nuclear energy cooperation in ASEAN: 

Regional norms and challenges.” Chapter 7 in Learning from Fukushima: Nuclear power in East Asia, Peter 

Van Ness, Mel Gurtov, eds. Canberra: Australia National University Press.  

 IAEA, 2016, Report of the Integrated Regulatory Review Service Mission to Japan, Tokyo Japan, 10-22 Jan-

uary.  

 Zhang, Hui, 2016, “China’s nuclear security: Progress, challenges, and next steps”, Project on Managing the 

Atom, Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs, Harvard Kennedy School. 

 IAEA, 2008, Nuclear  security  culture:  Implementing  guide. Vienna:  International  Atomic Energy Agency, 

2008. 
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IAEA Director General Yukiya Amano visited the 

Livestocks Breeding and Veterinary Department in 

Yangon, Myanmar in June 2017. Radioactive 

materials and  radiation apparatus are used in 

livestock breeding.  

Photo Credit: Shiota Kamishima / IAEA via flickr 
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