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6RXWK�.RUHD��WKH�5HSXEOLF�RI�.RUHD��52.��LV�RQH�RI�WKH�ZRUOG¶V�OHDGLQJ�FRXQWULHV�LQ�WKH�
peaceful use of nuclear energy. It currently operates 26 nuclear power reactors, and 
QXFOHDU�SRZHU�DFFRXQWV� IRU�DSSUR[LPDWHO\����SHUFHQW�RI� WKH� FRXQWU\¶V� WRWDO�HOHFWULFity 
JHQHUDWLRQ��,Q�WHUPV�RI�QXFOHDU�SRZHU�JHQHUDWLRQ��6RXWK�.RUHD�UDQNV�DPRQJ�WKH�ZRUOG¶V�
top five countries, following the United States, China, France, and Russia. South Korea 
also possesses world-class capabilities in the construction, operation, and export of 
nuclear power plants. The supply of high-quality, affordable, and stable electricity 
through nuclear power has contributed significantly to enhancing the international 
FRPSHWLWLYHQHVV�RI�6RXWK�.RUHD¶V�FRUH�LQGXVWULHV��LQFOXGLQJ�VHPLFRQGXFWRUV��DXWRmobiles, 
shipbuilding, steel, and petrochemicals. 

<HW� 6RXWK� .RUHD¶V� QXFOHDU� HQHUJ\� VHFWRU� KDV� D� VHULRXV� VWUXFWXUDO� GHILFLHQF\�� 6RXWK�
.RUHD¶V�QXFOHDU�LQGXVWU\�ODFNV�HQULFKPHQW�DQG�UHSURFHVVLQJ�FDSDELOLWLHV��ZLWKRXW�ZKLFK�
it cannot produce or manage its own fuel. The industry therefore cannot support South 
.RUHD¶V�HQHUJ\�VHFXULW\�DQG�VHOI-reliance. For South Korea, nuclear remains an unstable 
energy source vulnerable to shifts in the external geopolitical and geoeconomic 
environment.  

For this reason, it is welcome news that, at the summit between the United States and 
South Korea in Gyeongju in October 2025, President Donald Trump supported South 
.RUHD¶V�DFTXLVLWLRQ�RI�HQULFKPHQW�DQG�UHSURFHVVLQJ� 

According to a joint US-6RXWK�.RUHDQ�IDFW�VKHHW�UHOHDVHG�LQ�1RYHPEHU�������³&RQVLVWHQW�
with the bilateral 123 Agreement and subject to U.S. legal requirements, the United States 
VXSSRUWV�WKH�SURFHVV�WKDW�ZLOO�OHDG�WR�WKH�52.¶V�FLYLO�XUDQLXP�HQULFKPHQW�DQG�spent fuel 
UHSURFHVVLQJ�IRU�SHDFHIXO�XVHV�´� 

'HVSLWH�WKLV�DJUHHG�ODQJXDJH��6RXWK�.RUHD¶V�DFTXLVLWLRQ�RI�HQULFKPHQW�DQG�UHSURFHVVLQJ�
capabilities is expected to be a long and challenging exercise. Within the framework of 
the ROK-US alliance and the bilateral nuclear cooperation agreement, the United States 
LV�H[SHFWHG�WR�H[HUW�DOO�DYDLODEOH�OHJDO�DQG�SROLWLFDO�LQIOXHQFH�RYHU�6RXWK�.RUHD¶V�SXUVXLW�
of enrichment and reprocessing, to ensure that it proceeds in a manner consistent with 
6RXWK�.RUHD¶V�VWDWXV�DV�D�QRQ-nuclear weapon state. Certainly, South KoUHD¶V�VXFFHVV�LQ�
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acquiring enrichment and reprocessing capabilities will depend on its nuclear non-
proliferation credibility, which the United States regards as an essential condition for 
cooperation on sensitive nuclear technologies. 

Affirmations are not enough 

Given the US position, Korean governments have repeatedly reaffirmed their strict 
adherence to nuclear nonproliferation principles. In the US-South Korean Washington 
Declaration of April 2023, then-President Yoon Suk Yeol ³UHDIILUPHG� WKH� 52.¶V�
longstanding commitment to its obligations under the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty 
(NPT) as the cornerstone of the global nonproliferation regime as well as to the US-ROK 
Agreement for Cooperation Concerning Peaceful Uses of NucleaU�(QHUJ\�´�3UHVLGHQW�/HH�
Jae Myung, at a Cabinet meeting on December 2, 2025, criticised calls in some domestic 
FLUFOHV�IRU�6RXWK�.RUHD¶V�QXFOHDU�DUPDPHQW��GHVFULELQJ�LW�DV�D�³UHDOLVWLFDOO\�LPSRVVLEOH�
RSWLRQ�´�+H�IXUWKHU�H[SODLQHG�WKDW��LI�6RXWK�.RUHD�ZHUH�WR�SXUVXH�QXFOHDU�DUPDPHQW��LW�
would face strong opposition and sanctions from the United States and the international 
community; that the South Korean economy could not withstand such sanctions; and that 
no South Korean citizen would want to live like North Koreans. Foreign Minister Cho 
Hyun also emphasised in an APLN commentary in April 2026 that, for South Korea, 
XSKROGLQJ�WKH�137�LV�³QRW�VLPSO\�D�PDWWHU�RI�SULQFLSOH��EXW�D�ORJLFDO�VWUDWHJLF�LPSHUDWLYH�´ 

'HVSLWH�6RXWK�.RUHD¶V�XUJHQW�DQG�LQGXVWU\-driven need for enrichment and reprocessing 
FDSDELOLWLHV��DQG�GHVSLWH�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW¶V�UHSHDWHG�DIILUPDWLRQV�RI�DGKHUHQFH�WR�QXFOHDU�
non-proliferation principles, the geopolitical environment for such a move remains far 
IURP�IDYRUDEOH��7KLV�LV�GXH�LQ�SDUWLFXODU�WR�1RUWK�.RUHD¶V�JURZLQJ�QXFOHDU�DUVHQDO�DQG�
heightened nuclear threat, as well as the high level of public support within South Korea 
for an indigenous nuclear weapons capability. 7KHUHIRUH��OHVW�6RXWK�.RUHD¶V�SXUVXLW�RI�
HQULFKPHQW� DQG� UHSURFHVVLQJ� EH� YLHZHG� ZLWK� VXVSLFLRQ� LQ� WKH� IDFH� RI� 1RUWK� .RUHD¶V�
growing nuclear arsenal and a concomitant increasing support within the country for 
indigenous nuclear weapons capability, Seoul needs to offer more institutional and legally 
binding instruments to reinforce its commitment to non-proliferation. To this end, this 
article proposes the enactment of a Basic Law on the Peaceful Use of Nuclear Energy. 

Strengthening the legal framework for peaceful use 

6RXWK�.RUHD¶V�FXUUHQW�QXFOHDU� OHJDO� IUDPHZRUN�UHVWV�RQ� WZR�PDLQ�SLOODUV�� WKH�1XFOHDU�
Energy Promotion Law and the Nuclear Safety Law. The former focuses on promoting 
the research, development, production, and utilisation of nuclear energy, while the latter 
focuses on safety regulation to prevent radiological hazards and ensure public safety. 
However, these two laws either omit or insufficiently articulate the highest-order 
principles governing the use of nuclear energy, including peaceful use, with respect to 
compliance with nuclear non-proliferation obligations, assurance of nuclear transparency, 
contributions to world peace and the common prosperity of humankind, international 
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cooperation, the securing of sustainable nuclear energy, and the enhancement of energy 
security.  

One could argue that implementing a law on peaceful use is unnecessary. After all, South 
Korea has faithfully implemented its obligations as a party to the NPT and as a member 
of various nuclear non-proliferation and nuclear security regimes. Nevertheless, these 
SULQFLSOHV�KDYH�QRW�EHHQ�VXIILFLHQWO\�FRGLILHG�DV�VXSUHPH�QRUPV�ZLWKLQ�6RXWK�.RUHD¶V�
domestic nuclear legal system. 

If the proposed Basic Law on the Peaceful Use of Nuclear Energy were to codify the 
above-mentioned principles governing the use of nuclear energy, several advantages 
could be expected. First, it would clearly declare and guarantee, both domestically and 
inWHUQDWLRQDOO\��WKDW�6RXWK�.RUHD¶V�XVH�RI�QXFOHDU�HQHUJ\�LV�FRQILQHG�WR�SHDFHIXO�XVHV��$�
law is a stronger national commitment than a governmental policy statement or a promise 
by political leaders. It also assigns legal responsibilities and obligations to relevant actors. 
Violators would be subject to legal sanctions. If sensitive technologies such as enrichment 
and reprocessing were pursued under this law and within a framework of legal oversight, 
external suspicions regarding military diversion and nuclear proliferation would be 
significantly alleviated. 

0HDQZKLOH�� LQ� UHVSRQVH� WR� 1RUWK� .RUHD¶V� WKUHDW� RI� QXFOHDU� DWWDFN�� WKH� 6RXWK� .RUHDQ�
government is seeking to introduce nuclear-powered submarines, or SSNs, as part of its 
effort to strengthen its non-nuclear deterrent. Some observers at home and abroad have 
argued that South Korea may pursue indigenous enrichment in order to supply nuclear 
fuel for SSNs. However, the Basic Law on the Peaceful Use of Nuclear Energy would 
prohibit the diversion of civilian peaceful enrichment facilities for military use in support 
of SSNs. In fact, the South Korean government has made clear that the introduction of 
enrichment would be limited to peaceful and civilian purposes, and that low-enriched 
uranium fuel for SSNs would be supplied by the United States.  

5HOHYDQW� IRUHLJQ�SUHFHGHQWV� LQFOXGH�-DSDQ¶V�$WRPLF�(QHUJ\�%DVLF�$FW�DQG� WKH�8QLWHG�
6WDWHV¶�1XFOHDU�1RQ-Proliferation Act. The former is a basic law that comprehensively 
addresses the peaceful use, safety, and promotion of nuclear energy, and serves as a useful 
reference model for the Basic Law on the Peaceful Use of Nuclear Energy proposed here. 
The latter focuses on nuclear nonproliferation. South Korea, too, faces numerous nuclear 
nonproliferation policy challenges, and should actively consider enacting a Basic Law on 
Nonproliferation to address them in a comprehensive and effective manner.  

Moving forward responsibly 

As South Korea seeks to strengthen its nuclear energy sector by acquiring enrichment and 
reprocessing it can better showcase itself as a responsible state in the pursuit of peaceful 
use of nuclear energy and a model in nuclear non-proliferation. Legislation that can 
legally and institutionally guarantee the credibility of its nuclear non-proliferation 
commitments can be an effective way of doing so. 
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