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RUSSIA AND SOUTHEAST ASIA: TOWARDS NUCLEAR PARTNERSHIP*

Amid the ongoing confrontation with the West, Russia’s foreign-policy course is pivoting
towards the East, a region where new configurations of international alliances are being
shaped, where integration institutes are evolving, and where the mechanisms of influence
and cooperation are becoming more complicated.

For Southeast Asia, Russia still remains a guest whose strategic goals are unclear, but who
is, nevertheless, aspiring to build closer bilateral relations in such areas as politics,
economics, energy, science, and technology. Russia pursues a two-pronged approach to
cooperation with Southeast Asian nations. On the one hand, it is trying to strengthen its
positions in the Asia Pacific by stepping up its involvement in regional integration institutes
and processes (such as APEC, ASEAN, and EAS) and various strategic dialogue platforms
(ARF, the Asia-Europe Forum, ADMM-Plus, Asia Cooperation Dialogue forum, etc). On the

other hand, Russia is also seeking closer cooperation and contacts on a bilateral level.’

One of the key documents in the framework of Russia-~ASEAN cooperation is the Intergov-
ernmental Agreement on Cooperation in Economics and Development, which was signed in
December 2005.2

On December 13, 2005 the two sides adopted a Comprehensive Action Program for 2005-
2013. It is aimed at deepening and diversifying mutually beneficial cooperation between
Russia and ASEAN nations.® The program includes nine distinct areas of cooperation. Russia
is particularly interested in military and technical cooperation, since the ASEAN markets
account for up to 15 percent of global arms sales in dollar terms. The ASEAN nations also
pursue long-term programs of modernizing their armed forces. Russia can also help ASEAN
to diversify its energy sources, even though several of its members (Vietnam, Indonesia,
Malaysia, and Brunei) are major producers of hydrocarbons. Finally, Southeast Asian
countries are showing great interest in the latest Russian technologies in such areas as
telecommunications, biotech, and space.

Over the past decade Russia has also been trying to secure ASEAN nations’ interest in
pursuing nuclear energy cooperation.® Even though Russia is not the most significant actor in
Southeast Asia, it has a significant strategic potential, advanced nuclear technologies, and
world-class nuclear know-how. This attracts potential partners who are interested in peaceful
nuclear energy.

NUCLEAR ENERGY DEVELOPMENT IN SOUTHEAST ASIA

There is a growing realization of the need to develop renewable technologies in Southeast
Asia. Experts are worried by the prospect of growing carbon emissions as natural gas is
being replaced by coal in electricity generation. This will significantly increase the environ-
mental burden. As a result, researchers are predicting a deterioration in the environmental
situation in Southeast Asia that will pose grave public health risks, slow the development of
vital industries such as tourism, and destroy the region’s unique natural heritage.
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who approached Myanmar with a proposal to build a research reactor and a nuclear research
center in the country.?’ Russia had an opportunity to become Myanmar's main_nuclear
energy partner, but the project was later frozen for political and economic reasons.

Singapore has shown interest in medium-size and small reactors, and said it was ready to
cooperate with Malaysia in that area. In November 2010 Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong
officially declared that Singapore “cannot afford not to use nuclear energy”. Nevertheless,
the small size of the city-state and its high population density mean that any man-made
disaster would have very grave consequences.?? It seems unlikely that Singapore will build its
first NPP any time soon.

The only country in Southeast Asia that has already built (but not launched) an NPP is the
Philippines. The country’s first nuclear energy initiatives were launched under the Marcos
regime and were largely spurred by the global energy crisis of 1973. The project to build the
621MW nuclear power plant in Bataan was launched in 1976, and completed in 1984, costing
the country’s treasury 460 million dollars.?®

After the overthrow of the Marcos regime in 1986 the nuclear power plant was mothballed.
Almost 30 years on it has yet to be launched, largely because of unresolved financial and
safety problems.?* The Chernobyl accident, which happened the same year as the Bataan
NPP was mothballed, was a major blow for the project.

The arguments against the launch of the nuclear power plant include high seismic activity in
the Philippines archipelago, even though the Australian consulting company MEETS says
these fears are overblown (its researchers conducted various studies and found no
substantial risks). Potentially a more serious obstacle is the lack of qualified specialists who
could operate the NPP.2°

To summarize, among all the Southeast Asian countries, only Vietnam, Indonesia, and
Thailand have detailed plans for nuclear energy development or have declared their intention
to build nuclear power plants.?® Experts believe that nuclear energy development in the
region will begin in earnest in the early 2020s, and that firm foundations will have been laid by
2030.27 At the moment, however, that process is still in the very early stages. As Svetlana
Klyuchanskaya put it, “in most of these countries, nuclear infrastructure is being built from
scratch.... As a result, the country that wins the contract to build a nuclear power plant is also
likely to win contracts for training specialists for the future NPP, for maintaining the safety
infrastructure, etc.”

On the whole, Southeast Asia has found itself between the rock of energy shortages and the
hard place of risks (both avoidable and unavoidable) that are associated with nuclear
technologies.

CHALLENGES AND RISKS

The public in those Southeast Asian countries that are planning to build nuclear power plants
is concerned about the prospect of man-made disasters. In view of the region’s natural
conditions and climate, such disasters could inflict irreparable damage to its wildlife as well
as agriculture. (Nuclear power plants are usually built well away from big cities, even though
people living in rural areas do not like that at all.) The rural population is usually opposed to
any proposals to build a nuclear power plant in their area, regardless of the advantages of
such projects trumpeted by the media and scientists. The public opinion in small towns and
villages is often extremely intolerant of anything that has to do with nuclear energy, even
though many of these negative expectations are unfounded, and there is no reason
whatsoever for panic or alarmism. In fact, nuclear technologies can bring numerous benefits
to agrarian regions. For example, the use of radiation can improve plant emergence and
storability. Plant cells are less vulnerable to radiation; furthermore, radiation can make them
more resilient without any harmful effects for the people who eat those plants.

Southeast Asian countries need to roll out social and education programs that help members
of the public understand the real risks and benefits of nuclear energy, and to pursue
awareness campaigns that emphasize the low environmental risks posed by modern nuclear
technologies.
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