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Q In this episode, we sat down with Paul Saunders, President of 

the Center for the National Interest, to discuss U.S. nuclear energy policy under 

the Trump administration. The discussion explored its implications for U.S. 

security priorities and industrial strategy, as well as its broader significance for 

ROK-U.S. cooperation.

KIPEC Roundtable is a monthly program that brings together experts from 

various fields to discuss key issues.
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The following Q&A summarizes Mr. Saunders’ key insights from the roundtable discussion.
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On January 26, the Korea Inter-Parliamentary Exchange Center (KIPEC) hosted a virtual 

roundtable discussion with Paul J. Saunders, President of the Center for the National Interest. The 

discussion focused on U.S. nuclear energy policy under the Trump administration, with particular 

attention to the security, industrial, and geopolitical drivers shaping U.S. nuclear strategy and the 

implications for ROK-U.S. cooperation.

QI. Last May, President Trump signed four executive orders1 aimed at expanding U.S. 

nuclear energy. For those who are not energy experts, why has nuclear energy become such 

a high priority for the U.S. right now?

U.S. nuclear energy policy is being driven by four main factors. First, energy security and 

independence. The Trump administration views nuclear power as a core component of its “energy 

Mr. Saunders is a leading expert on U.S. foreign and security policy, energy security, and nuclear 

and energy technology policy, with nearly three decades of experience in policy analysis, 

government service, and think-tank leadership. In addition to leading the Center, he is a Senior 

Advisor at the Energy Innovation Reform Project and a Principal Advisor at CNA Corporation. 

Previously, he served in the U.S. Department of State during the George W. Bush administration 

as Senior Advisor to the Under Secretary of State for Global Affairs, where he worked on 

transnational security issues including Russia, Ukraine, and Asia. Over the course of his career, 

he has led major research programs on energy security, climate policy, nuclear exports, and great­

power competition, and is a frequent contributor to U.S. policy debates through his writings and 

media commentary.

C® KIPEC Roundtable Report

U.S. Nuclear Energy Policy under the Trump Administration: Security, 
Industrial Strategy, and the Future of ROK-U.S. Cooperation

1 On May 23, 2025, President Trump announced four executive orders aimed at accelerating the expansion 
of U.S. nuclear energy. These orders focused on (a) revitalizing the U.S. nuclear industrial base, (b) 
reforming the Nuclear Regulatory Commission to streamline licensing and expedite the approval of new 
reactor designs, (c) promoting advanced and small modular reactor testing through the Department of 
Energy, and (d) deploying nuclear power for national security purposes, including military installations and 
Al-related infrastructure. Together, these actions sought to reduce regulatory barriers, expand nuclear 
capacity, support advanced reactor technologies, and position nuclear energy as a core pillar of U.S. 
economic competitiveness, digital infrastructure, and national security.
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Q2. How does this approach differ from the Biden administration’s approach?
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Q3. As the U.S. looks for faster, cheaper ways to expand nuclear capacity, small modular 

reactors (SMRs) are getting a lot of attention. Can you explain SMRs to a non-technical

While the Biden administration was also supportive of nuclear energy, the underlying motivations 

differ across administrations and parties. Over roughly the past 15 years, nuclear energy has 

enjoyed durable bipartisan support in the United States, though for different reasons.

Historically, Republicans have generally supported nuclear energy, sometimes with concerns about 

cost, while Democrats were more skeptical, largely for environmental reasons. During the Obama 

and Biden administrations, Democrats divided on the issue. Those focused on climate change 

increasingly came to see nuclear energy as a key solution because it provides low-carbon, firm 

power on a continuous basis, even as a minority of Democrats remained strongly opposed.

As a result, Congress has maintained broad support for nuclear energy, though not necessarily for 

every specific policy. The key difference lies in the drivers: Democrats tend to emphasize climate 

change mitigation and emissions reduction, particularly in the electricity sector, while Republicans 

focus more on secure and reliable power supply, along with national security considerations, 

including the nuclear fuel cycle and its links to the broader nuclear complex.

dominance” agenda, aimed at reducing reliance on external energy sources and ensuring a stable, 

domestic supply of electricity.

Second, economic competitiveness and electricity costs. Expanding nuclear capacity is seen as a 

way to increase electricity supply, help contain energy prices, and support domestic economic 

growth. Affordable and reliable power is increasingly framed as a competitiveness issue for U.S. 

industry.

Fourth, geopolitical and alliance considerations. Nuclear energy is seen as a tool to support allies’ 

energy security, particularly in light of Europe’s reduced supplies of Russian energy after the 

Ukraine war. At the same time, U.S. energy exports and nuclear cooperation are viewed as sources 

of geopolitical influence and strategic leverage.

Third, surging electricity demand linked to Al and data centers. Administration officials 

increasingly connect energy policy to the rapid expansion of artificial intelligence and high- 

performance computing. Nuclear power is viewed as one of the few sources capable of providing 

large-scale, continuous electricity needed for data centers, which some officials describe as 

“intelligence factories.”
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audience, and why policymakers see them as important for U.S. nuclear strategy and alliance 

cooperation?

Small modular reactors reverse the traditional commercial model of nuclear power. Instead of 

building a small number of very large, site-specific reactors to achieve economies of scale, SMRs 

are designed to be smaller, factory-built units that can be assembled on site. The goal is to achieve 

economies of scale through standardization and repetition rather than sheer size.

In thinking about the ADVANCE Act it is important to remember that a “nuclear facility” can be 

many things. The term can refer either to nuclear power plants or to fuel-cycle facilities such as 

uranium enrichment or reprocessing, and the outlook differs significantly between the two.

Q4. The ADVANCE Act, which passed in 2024, now lets OECD countries like South Korea 

apply for NRC licenses to own or operate U.S. nuclear plants. Under this administration, are 

we actually seeing this used? And do South Korean companies now have a realistic shot?

SMRs cover a very wide range of sizes, from microreactors producing only a few megawatts to 

designs in the 300-megawatt range, compared with traditional reactors that typically produce 

around 1,000 megawatts or more. This flexibility allows SMRs to be deployed in many different 

settings and configurations.

Another important feature of SMRs is the diversity of technological pathways. Some designs 

simply scale down conventional light-water reactors, while others use different cooling and 

moderation technologies, such as liquid metals, molten salt, or gas cooling. Some designs operate 

at very high temperatures, allowing them to provide not only electricity but also industrial heat, 

which makes them attractive for applications such as chemical plants.

Finally, modularity allows multiple reactors to be deployed at a single site, offering additional 

flexibility in how capacity is added over time. Taken together, the range of sizes, technologies, 

and deployment options makes SMRs attractive as a tool for faster, more flexible nuclear 

expansion and for cooperation with allies in both domestic and overseas markets.

Progress has been faster on the fuel-cycle side. The United States has been working to rebuild 

domestic fuel-cycle capacity, a process that began under the first Trump administration and 

accelerated after the invasion of Ukraine, when the U.S. and its allies moved to reduce reliance on 

Russian nuclear fuel. As a result, foreign participation in U.S. fuel-cycle projects is already 

occurring, with European firms pursuing or initiating enrichment-related projects in the United 

States.
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Q6. As nuclear cooperation between South Korea and the U.S. deepens, where do you see 

potential coordination challenges or political frictions?

The main coordination challenge comes from the tension between security alliances and economic 

competition. The United States is operating in a period of intensified geopolitical competition and 

Foreign ownership or operation of nuclear power plants is more challenging. The ADVANCE Act 

opens the door to licensing, but the reactor licensing process remains complex, time-consuming, 

and unsettled, particularly as the U.S. adapts its regulatory framework to new technologies. While 

licensing pathways for fuel-cycle facilities are relatively established, reactor licensing has been a 

source of frustration for both industry and regulators.

Q5. How can the U.S. and South Korea combine their strengths to better compete against 

Russian and Chinese firms in third-country markets?

As a result, foreign participation in U.S. nuclear power plant ownership or operation is likely to 

progress more slowly than fuel-cycle projects. The opportunity is real, but it is difficult especially 

for foreign companies that must secure sites, local community support, licenses, and financing. 

An additional complication is that many countries, including the United States, tend to favor 

domestic suppliers in the nuclear sector.

There are two main ways the United States and South Korea can combine their strengths to 

compete more effectively in third-country markets.

Second, the United States can contribute to South Korean-led reactor exports through fuel-cycle 

support. Although Korean companies are capable of exporting reactor designs, South Korea does 

not currently possess a fully independent nuclear fuel-cycle capability. As U.S. enrichment and 

fuel production capacities expand, the United States could provide fuel-cycle services that 

complement South Korean reactor projects overseas. Recent resolution of disputes between South 

Korean firms and U.S. companies has also helped clarify the framework for future cooperation.

First, South Korea can provide workforce capacity and supply-chain support for U.S. reactor 

projects overseas. Many U.S. companies want to deploy their reactor designs internationally, but 

the current U.S. nuclear manufacturing base and skilled workforce are limited. If multiple projects 

move forward at the same time, the United States will not be able to meet global demand on its 

own. South Korean construction capabilities and industrial capacity could therefore play a critical 

role.
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is trying to strengthen alliances by enhancing allies’ capabilities to compete both strategically and 

economically.

There are also risks when security and economic interests diverge too far. Ukraine is an important 

example. Before 2014, it sought closer security alignment with the United States and NATO while 

remaining economically dependent on Russia. That imbalance proved unsustainable and had 

severe consequences for Ukraine and beyond.

President Trump tends to pursue negotiations transactionally, seeking specific outcomes while 

remaining willing to negotiate. However, any change to the current arrangement would require a 

complex and time-consuming interagency process on both sides. While the outcome is uncertain, 

there is a real possibility that the terms of the existing understanding could evolve either through 

greater flexibility within the current framework or through a new agreement.

The joint fact sheet released after the Trump-Lee summit introduced deliberate ambiguity 

regarding the future of the U.S.-ROK 123 Agreement. The language can be interpreted in two 

ways: either as opening a pathway toward renegotiating the agreement, or as signaling a more 

permissive U.S. approach within the existing framework. It remains unclear which interpretation 

will prevail, and clarification will take time.

Q7. After the Trump-Lee summit, there’s renewed focus in South Korea on advancing the 

nuclear fuel cycle. What should lawmakers understand about the U.S. position on 

enrichment and the 123 Agreement?

This discussion will not occur in isolation. The United States is likely to pursue additional 123 

agreements with other countries, and the terms of those agreements will influence expectations 

and dynamics in the U.S.-ROK context.

However, U.S. alliances, including the U.S.-ROK alliance, are fundamentally security-based, built 

around shared threats and defense interests. Turning those security alliances into effective 

economic alliances is more difficult because economic interests do not align as neatly as security 

interests. In practice, allies are often expected to cooperate and compete at the same time, 

particularly in areas such as jobs, exports, and industrial policy.

These tensions are politically sensitive because economic issues inevitably become domestic 

political issues in democratic, market-based systems. Governments face real constraints in 

managing these trade-offs. While the challenge is serious and structural, it is solvable through 

mechanisms such as consortia and other cooperative frameworks that help align economic interests 

more closely.
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Q9. From your perspective, what is one concrete action South Korean policymakers could 

take to strengthen South Korea’s role as a key partner in the U.S. nuclear revival?

Third are political and industrial considerations, including where submarines would be built, how 

supply chains would be divided, and how jobs would be allocated between the United States and 

South Korea. These issues remain unresolved and reflect the broader dynamic of cooperation and 

competition between allies.

There are three main issues. First is nuclear submarine technology itself, and how much of that 

technology the United States is willing to share. This is an extremely sensitive area.

Second are fuel-cycle issues. Submarine reactors must be very small, which means they require 

fuel with much higher energy density than civilian reactors. U.S. nuclear submarines use highly 

enriched uranium. South Korea has discussed designs that would use lower enrichment, but still 

above civilian levels. This raises the central question of whether South Korea would be able to 

enrich and manufacture its own fuel for a submarine fleet, directly linking civilian fuel-cycle 

capabilities to the military program.

Rather than a single step, there are three areas that U.S. administrations consistently prioritize. 

First is investment in the United States. Steps that encourage or facilitate additional South Korean 

investment in U.S. nuclear manufacturing and plant construction would strongly align with U.S. 

priorities and demonstrate long-term commitment.

Second is U.S. workforce development. As the nuclear sector expands, the United States will need 

more trained workers across manufacturing, engineering, and plant operations. South Korean 

cooperation in training and workforce development could make an important contribution.

Q8. What are the main hurdles to U.S. support for a South Korean nuclear-powered 

submarine?

Third is market access and reciprocity. While the ADVANCE Act opened U.S. markets to OECD 

partners, similar access does not currently exist in South Korea. Expanding U.S. access to the 

South Korean nuclear market could attract greater U.S. investment, technology transfer, and 

cooperation, while also supporting South Korea’s emissions-reduction goals.
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