
e are often asked, “What is
the difference between the

OECD Nuclear Energy Agency
(NEA) and the International
Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA)?”
Or, to put it bluntly, why are
two international intergovern-
mental agencies needed in the
nuclear field?

It is entirely reasonable for
governments and interested
individuals to ask this question.
After all, on the surface, there
appear to be substantial simi-
larities in the areas of effort of
the two organisations, and no
member countries should have
to support redundant efforts or,
worse still, for international
civil servants to waste time and
effort in pointless turf battles.

I am happy to say at the
outset of this article that a
careful analysis shows that
each agency has different 
areas of emphasis and differ-
ent strengths. Furthermore, 
the senior managers of both
agencies are committed to co-
operation and co-ordination.
As a result, we believe that the
work of the two agencies is
complementary. The different
expertise and different focus of
the two entities, when applied
to joint efforts and to sharing
of efforts, results in a cumula-
tive effect which is greater than
the sum of the two parts.

An understanding of the
fundamental differences
between the IAEA and the 

NEA can help put things in
perspective. The NEA is an
organisation of 28 market-
oriented, liberalised econ-
omies. The IAEA, by contrast,
currently has 138 member
countries, and includes the
majority of the developing
world. All NEA members are
also IAEA members. The NEA
is a semi-autonomous organ-
isation of the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD), while
the IAEA is an autonomous
international organisation
within the United Nations
family of organisations. Those
member countries of the NEA
that operate commercial
nuclear power plants collec-
tively produce over 80 per
cent of the world’s nuclear-
generated electricity. Nuclear
power supplies about one-
fourth of the electricity in
NEA member countries, as
compared to 16 per cent of
the electricity generated
worldwide.

The mission of the NEA is to
assist its member countries in
maintaining and further devel-
oping, through international
co-operation, the scientific,
technological and legal bases
required for a safe, environ-
mentally friendly and econom-
ical use of nuclear energy for
peaceful purposes; and to pro-
vide authoritative assessments
and to forge common under-
standings on key issues as
input to government decisions
on nuclear energy policy and
to broader OECD policy analy-
ses in areas such as energy 
and sustainable development.
Therefore, the NEA focuses on
selected areas where the mem-
ber countries seek such author-
itative assessments and the
development of common under-
standings. The mission of the
IAEA is to accelerate and enlarge
the contribution of atomic
energy to peace, health and
prosperity throughout the world;
and to ensure, so far as it is
able, that assistance provided
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by it or at its request or under
its supervision or control is not
used in such a way as to fur-
ther any military purpose. Thus,
the IAEA mission encompasses
all areas of nuclear technology,
including those that are useful
to the developing world, and a
very important part of its mis-
sion relates to assuring that the
use and dissemination of nuclear
technology does not lead to the
further proliferation of nuclear
weapons around the world. 

These are very different mis-
sions, and as a result, the NEA
does no work in most of the
areas in which the IAEA oper-
ates. While the NEA believes
non-proliferation is important,
it does not conduct any work
in this area. The NEA does not
engage in any work on non-
proliferation policies or inter-
national agreements, and does
not participate in inspections to
assure compliance with non-
proliferation treaties. The NEA
also has no involvement in
providing technical assistance
to the developing world, which
is a major focus for the IAEA.
The NEA does not provide
funding for the dissemination
of nuclear technologies or
training for their use. The NEA
does not have any activity in
many of the technological
areas where the IAEA has done
extensive work – such as in
the use of nuclear technology
for agricultural applications.

Nevertheless, there are tech-
nological areas of common
interest to both organisations.
Both organisations are inter-
ested in the safe operation 
of reactors, now and in the
future. Both organisations work
on other aspects of the nuclear
fuel cycle, including waste dis-
posal. Both organisations are
concerned with the effects of
radioactive exposure on work-
ers and members of the pub-
lic. Both organisations engage
in economic and development
studies, and work in some of
the scientific areas underlying
nuclear technology.

What helps keep the work
of both agencies separate in
these areas is the different
technical and political areas of
interest of both organisations,
and their very different modes
of operation. The NEA, with its
small staff and budget (about
80 people and a budget of 
12.5 million euros1), cannot
provide assistance to its mem-
ber countries in all areas.
Indeed, its member countries,
with their highly developed
infrastructures, their extensive
research programmes, and
their considerable experience
with nuclear technologies, do
not feel the need for assistance 
in all areas. The work of the
NEA is guided by a Steering
Committee composed of its
member countries that has
promulgated a five-year
Strategic Plan to direct the
efforts of the agency, and that
develops biennial work plans
consistent with that Strategic
Plan. The Strategic Plan, and
the biennial work plans, call
for work to be focused on
areas of member country inter-
est. For example, the agency
does not, at present, do much
work in the area of low-level
waste disposal, but rather
focuses its efforts solely on
high-level waste disposal.

NEA staff has strong exper-
tise in the areas of work the
member countries wish to pur-
sue. Further, the NEA’s prod-
ucts are generally not products
of the permanent staff or con-
sultants, but rather products of
its committees and working
parties. These committees and
working parties pool the best
expertise around the world
and develop products that rep-
resent a consensus of the
world’s experts in a given area.
It should be noted that the
NEA’s committees and working
parties invite the collaboration
of non-member countries to
participate in their activities as
appropriate, including as 
either ad hoc or permanent
observers. The number of such

collaborations is limited, but it
does include those countries
outside the NEA, such as
Russia and China, that have
substantial nuclear activities
and an ability to contribute
substantively to the work of
the committees, as well as to
gain from their participation.

Another strong focus of the
NEA is its experience in pro-
viding Secretariat services for
international research projects.
We currently serve this func-
tion for over a dozen such spe-
cial projects, many of them in
the safety area. It is worthwhile
to point out that these projects
may involve countries that are
not members of the NEA. For
example, the recently com-
pleted RASPLAV project and
the current MASCA project
both utilise research facilities 
in Russia.

While at first glance it may
seem that the NEA’s smaller
membership might be limiting,
in fact, it has turned out to be
a strength. The smaller, more
homogeneous membership of
the NEA simplifies decisions on
which countries to involve and
how materials can be shared.
Projects are naturally multina-
tional rather than global, and
as appropriate, may be initi-
ated with only a subset of the
NEA membership. Coupled
with that, the ability to involve
selected non-member countries
helps assure that other per-
spectives are brought to the
table as appropriate. 

The different missions and
memberships of the two orga-
nisations have resulted in com-
plementary strengths. While the
NEA’s organisational structure
and processes are designed for
supporting multinational proj-
ects in emerging areas of tech-
nology, the IAEA’s structure
and activities are more appro-
priate for the dissemination of
insights and products world-
wide. On a number of occa-
sions, the IAEA has taken a
tool piloted by the NEA for
multinational applications and
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further developed it for a
worldwide audience. Just as
importantly, the NEA and the
IAEA have worked in partner-
ship on numerous projects to
develop applications that meet
the needs of both of their con-
stituencies.

Two prominent examples of
mutual effort are the IAEA/NEA
Incident Reporting System (IRS)
and the International Nuclear
Event Scale (INES). The IRS
was initially developed to col-
lect information on potential
safety-related events at nuclear
power plants (NPPs) and to
provide it to regulatory author-
ities. It has since evolved to
address not only power instal-
lations, but also research reac-
tors and fuel cycle facilities
around the world. INES was
developed as a means to com-
municate promptly to the pub-
lic the safety significance of
events reported at nuclear
power plants. It also has been
subsequently expanded to
address events at all types of
nuclear installations as well as
occurrences associated with
the transportation of radioac-
tive materials and the use of
radioactive sources.

Both of these products logi-
cally needed to be used world-
wide for maximum value. The
NEA’s smaller membership,
with a number of members
who had tools of their own in
these areas, was able to initiate
activity quickly in the devel-
opment of these products. The
IAEA, with its wider member-
ship, expanded the scope of
these tools and was, ultimately,
the organisation most appropri-
ate for their long-term manage-
ment. The NEA has continued
to work with the IAEA on both
these systems, jointly managing
the IRS and as a member of
the Advisory Committee for
INES. Thus, the development
and implementation of these
systems has followed a symbi-
otic, mutually beneficial path.

The IAEA’s broad member-
ship also makes it the appro-

priate organisation for provid-
ing for reviews of safety per-
formance at nuclear power
plants throughout the world in
order to promote the continu-
ous development of opera-
tional safety globally, such as
through its Operational Safety
Review Teams (OSARTs); for
assisting countries as needed in
developing their infrastructures
for the safe and effective oper-
ation and regulation of nuclear
facilities, such as through train-
ing; for providing a global
forum for discussion of and
advice on safety issues at
nuclear installations, such 
as through its International
Nuclear Safety Group (INSAG);
and for setting basic standards
of safety to help assure that
regulatory standards through-
out the world adhere to certain
fundamental principles.

The different strengths of
the two organisations have,
from time to time, caused their
member countries to seek the
assistance of one or another of
the organisations in specific
activities. Thus, countries
within the IAEA encouraged
the establishment of the
International Project on
Innovative Nuclear Reactors
and Fuel Cycles (INPRO) as a
vehicle to help member coun-
tries assess current and emerg-
ing nuclear technologies and
make effective decisions on
what technologies are best
suited for each country’s
needs. Likewise, the member-
ship of the Generation IV
International Forum (GIF),
which is largely, but not exclu-
sively composed of NEA mem-
bers, sought out the NEA to 
tap into its experience in co-
ordinating research projects 
by asking it to serve as the
Technical Secretariat for GIF.

Although it is clear from the
above that there is a distinct
and complementary role for
each of the two organisations
in areas of common interest, it
is also true that, without some
conscious co-ordination, what

begins as a complementary
activity can turn into a duplica-
tion of effort. The two organi-
sations have, over the years,
developed co-operative links at
all levels of both organisations.
The links include ongoing con-
tacts between project managers
of related activities in both
organisations, and an annual
co-ordination meeting at the
senior management level to
discuss plans in each agency
for the coming year.

These communications have
led the two agencies to pool
their expertise on a number of
joint activities, including con-
ferences and publications, and
to participate actively in each
other’s committee meetings
and conferences. 

Thus, through a combination
of the differences between the
missions and working methods
of the two agencies, and
through the strong links estab-
lished, the NEA and the IAEA
provide complementary and
co-ordinated services to their
member countries in areas of
mutual interest. 

Note:

1. In comparison, the IAEA has about
2200 employees and a regular budget
of about US$ 300 million, but it
should be noted that these figures
include staff and resources for all
activities, not just the ones in areas of
common interest.
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