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After an exhaustive interagency study, the United States has declared that 52.7 tons of plutonium,
over half of its stockpile, is excess to its military needs, and has decided to pursue a dual-track approach to
eliminating this excess stockpile, burning some of it once-through as power-reactor fuel, and immobilizing
the remainder with intensely radioactive fission products. This effort represents a significant step toward
increasing the irreversibility of nuclear arms reductions and reducing the risk of nuclear proliferation.

The United States expects to complete disposition of this material over the next 2-3 decades, at a
net discounted present cost of approximately $1.5 billion. International verification and stringent security
and accounting for the material are planned for the entire program. U.S. studies indicate that the cost,
timing, uncertainty, environmental and safety impacts, and nonproliferation and arms reduction
implications of the reactor and immobilization options are broadly similar. Each option has advantages
and disadvantages, none large enough to be decisive; ultimately the United States concluded that highest
confidence of success could be achieved by pursuing both approaches simultaneously.

Only a small number of U.S. reactors and relatively modest modifications to U.S. immobilization
facilities will be required to implement the preferred approaches. Development and testing activities are
already underway, and demonstrations of conversion of plutonium weapons components to oxide,
immobilization of plutonium in large waste canisters, and use of fuel made from weapons plutonium in
reactors are planned for the next several years. However, neither the United States nor Russia is likely to
carry out disposition of a large fraction of its excess plutonium stockpile unless the other's excess stockpile
is also being reduced in parallel; this is a job that the two countries are going to do together, or not at all.

The dual-track approach, while controversial in the United States, is completely consistent with
long-standing U.S. nonproliferation and fuel-cycle policies, which do not encourage reprocessing, and
which support reducing stockpiles of separated plutonium worldwide. Nevertheless, political and legal
challenges to implementation of the dual-track approach can be expected, which may delay progress.

In the author's personal view, the largest obstacle to implementing plutonium disposition is the
difficulty of finding the requisite financing for disposition in Russia. An international cooperative
approach is needed, with possibilities including on-budget contributions from major governments (as are
being used to finance shut-down of the Chernobyl reactor and construction of reactors in North Korea), or
some form of barter arrangement, in which, for example, construction of the needed facilities might be
done in return for provision of uranium and enrichment services. A joint venture between Russia's nuclear
ministry and Western fuel cycle firms, financed from additional sales of highly-enriched uranium (HEU),
could provide a financing mechanism for plutonium disposition, a self-sustaining international entity to
implement the needed steps, disposition of additional quantities of HEU, and substantial business for both
Russia's nuclear cities and Western firms, all at little or no direct on-budget cost to the governments of
participating countries.

The author also argues that achieving the goal of substantially increasing the irreversibility of
nuclear arms reductions will only be achieved when the stockpiles of reserve warheads and fissile materials
available for rapid increases in the deployed arsenals are reduced and controlled, requiring a far-reaching
regime to limit and reduce the total stockpiles of nuclear warheads and fissile materials in participating
countries. To succeed in such a difficult endeavor, and to establish the necessary international financing
and management mechanisms, will require a significant increase in high-level attention devoted to this
critical international security problem.
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