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Experts differ on whether this week's Nuclear Security Summit represented a step 
forward or whether it amounted to all talk and no action.  

The summit was held here on Monday and Tuesday in a bid to figure out how to 
start securing vulnerable nuclear material worldwide, prevent nuclear smuggling, 
foil attempts at nuclear terrorism and demonstrate commitment to the issue.  

The meeting's participants agreed on several broad points, the first being that 
the threat of nuclear terrorism was indeed a serious one.  

Participants also agreed to secure vulnerable nuclear materials within their 
borders in four years' time, which was the goal U.S. President Barack Obama 
outlined in a speech in the Czech capital Prague one year ago. They also agreed on 
what Obama called the responsibility of nations to "maintain effective security of 
the nuclear materials and facilities under our control."  

Leaders also committed to what Obama called a sustained program of international 
security.  

But one point stoked controversy among some experts: The U.S. president said no 
new institutions were needed, but that the summit aimed to strengthen those that 
already exist, such as the United Nations and the International Atomic Energy 
Agency (IAEA).  

"By primarily endorsing existing instruments ...the summit has missed the 
opportunity to affirm that protection of weapon-usable materials from theft is an 
international responsibility and is too important to be left up to the individual 
states to implement as they see fit," said Edwin Lyman, senior scientist at the 
Union of Concerned Scientists.  

He added that while the summit achieved what he called a few important but minor 
objectives, it was a major disappointment.  

"What is needed, and what the summit should have endorsed but didn't, is a new 
international regime with stringent mandatory standards, formal peer reviews and 
tough enforcement mechanisms," he said.  

The summit also failed to address the continued production and stockpiling of 
plutonium in certain countries, he added.  
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"As stocks of vulnerable materials grow, they will be even harder to secure than 
they are today, making an already dangerous situation seem worse," he said.  

U.S. regulations for protecting this material from theft when it is transferred 
to the civilian nuclear sector are completely inadequate, he said.  

Matthew Gertken, geopolitical analyst at Stratfor, a global intelligence 
company, said the summit did little to move toward securing nuclear materials.  

"We don't think this summit amounted to much other than an attempt to emphasize 
Obama's commitment to the international process," he said.  

And while the agreement to secure nuclear materials by 2014 is necessary, there 
is no guarantee that will happen, he said.  

Gertken said an effective agreement would mean an agreement of nations not 
signed onto the Non-Proliferation Treaty to start giving up their nuclear weapons. 
He added that Stratfor advocates no policy positions.  

Still, other experts said the summit was a step in the right direction.  

"This is a president who reads the diplomatic environment very sharply," said 
Matthew Rojansky, deputy director of the Russia and Eurasia program at the Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace.  

The Bush administration, by contrast, established a number of new coalitions and 
institutions that ended up competing with existing institutions.  

"On a political level, that sent the wrong message, and Obama is doing the 
opposite," he said.  

Justin Logan, associate director of foreign policy studies at the Cato Institute
think thank, said the president wanted to get other nations on board to take action 
toward securing fissile material and broaden the discussion on nuclear weapons 
after the Nuclear Posture Review and the new Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty 
(START) with Russia.  

Scott Payne, policy advisor for national security at the Third Way think tank, 
called the summit a success, citing the U.S.-Russia Agreement to reduce nuclear 
material as a powerful example.  

While the summit concluded in an unspectacular manner, it was a step forward. 
Payne said more such steps are likely to follow.  
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