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Five Years After Fukushima: Is Southeast Asia Ready
for Nuclear Power?

The crippled Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant. Courtesy of Flickr account of the International Atomic Energy Agency.

Since the devastating triple disaster
struck Japan in 2011 when a powerful
earthquake off Japan's north-east
coast triggered a massive tsunami that
led to the Fukushima nuclear accident,
key Southeast Asian stakeholders
have been debating whether the
region is ready to safely use nuclear
power. In August, the Philippines
announced its plan to study the
opening of the mothballed Bataan
Nuclear Power Plant, which has never
been operated since it was built in the
1980s due to safety concerns. Vietnam
plans to open its first nuclear power
plant (NPP) by 2028 while Malaysia
and Indonesia have long had nuclear
energy ambitions although no national
decisions have been made yet. It is
expected that 0.5-0.6% of power
supply in the region will be generated
from nuclear power by 2035. Since the
triple disaster in Japan, can regional
cooperation help ASEAN Member-
States strengthen nuclear safety to

address public concerns over the
introduction of nuclear power in the
region?

National and Regional
Initiatives on Nuclear Safety

In the wake of the Fukushima accident,
the importance of enhanced regional
cooperation on nuclear safety and
emergency preparedness and
response (EP&R) were recognised by
the regulatory authorities of ASEAN
Member-States particularly as future
plans to construct NPPs in the region
are made. To this end, the ASEAN
Network of Regulatory Bodies on
Atomic Energy (ASEANTOM) facilitat-
ed inter-regional cooperation by assist-
ing the European Commission in
conducting its Feasibility Study on
Regional Cooperation on Nuclear
Emergency Preparedness and
Response in ASEAN. Finalised in
February 2016, it contains a regional
strategy, including an action plan for
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ASEANTOM'’s implementation with
support from the European
Commission and the International
Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA).

Various national initiatives have
also been introduced to boost
nuclear energy cooperation in the
region. Thailand and Vietnam
co-hosted a regional meeting on
radiation environment monitoring
cooperation to facilitate infor-
mation exchange and seek
opportunities to establish a
regional early warning network;
and Malaysia hosted a workshop
on institutionalising nuclear safety
regulations and the future of
regulatory and legal framework on
nuclear power. Indonesia
launched the Centre of Excellence
on Nuclear Security and Emergen-
cy Preparedness (I-CoONSEP) to
strengthen nuclear security and
EP&R at the national and regional
level. I-CoNSEP plans to be the
host for regional training on EP&R
by 2017.

Suggested Readings:

The National Nuclear Energy
Agency of Indonesia plans to
construct the Indonesia

Experimental Power Reactor to
prepare for the possible future
utilisation of nuclear power and
boost the training of its 470
nuclear scientists including young
nuclear professionals on the safe
operation of a small-scale nuclear
power reactor. In Vietnam, the
Nuclear Energy Specialist Training
programme was introduced in
2014 to train 40 young specialists
for Vietnam's nuclear power
programme.

Gaps in Nuclear Safety in
Southeast Asia

However, there are still significant
regional concerns over nuclear
safety in South-east Asia. The
region currently does not have
enough human resources that can
safely operate its future NPPs. In
terms of preparations for a nuclear
accident, the aforementioned
feasibility study concludes that

there is a lack of training on joint
emergency responses in ASEAN;
83% of government bodies in the
region involved in emergency
preparedness do not have access
to the radiological early warning
system of their respective
countries.

In view of the challenges to
nuclear power development plans,
ASEAN Member-States interested
in using nuclear energy need to
assure their neighbours that they
will be able to safely operate their
NPPs. This can be done by boost-
ing cooperation and cultivating a
regional culture of nuclear safety.
In this regard, RSIS aims to con-
tribute to the regional conversation
on nuclear energy in Southeast
Asia by organising the RSIS
Roundtable on Nuclear Safety
and Cooperation in ASEAN at the
Singapore International Energy
Week on October 29.
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