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Threats & Risks in Trafficking
by Richard Hoskins

Database (ITDB), a respected source of credible 
information on nuclear trafficking and other unau-
thorized activities first established in the mid-1990s. 
(see sidebar ‘Information Against Trafficking’). The ITDB 
contains information on 1340 incidents reported by 
States since 1993. Many more incidents have been 
reported in open sources but await confirmation or 
denial by the States involved.

The number of incidents reported to the ITDB each 
year fluctuates. Until very recently it has shown some 
very substantial increases. But this is not necessar-
ily an indication that the problem is getting worse: 
other factors are also at work. Some are administra-
tive, but other reasons include better control and 
inventory measures, and improved national detec-
tion and interdiction capabilities. Therefore, the 
increase in the numbers of incidents being reported 
may, at least in part, be an indicator of success in 
efforts to improve security. It should also be noted 
that the number of States reporting to the ITDB has 
increased substantially; from 72 in 2002, to 99 at the 
end of 2007.

Absolute numbers have their attractions, especially 
to headline writers, but each incident reported to the 
ITDB has an intrinsic significance for security which 
is related to individual circumstances and type of 
material involved. The IAEA is in the late stages of 
developing a methodology for assigning a value for 
‘security significance’ of each incident reported. This 
will be used for internal analytical purposes first and, 
if IAEA Member States and others such as the media 
find it useful, its use will be extended.

From Weapons Grade to the 
Not-So-Dangerous
The IND threat can be defined as incidents in which 
weapons usable material is involved. Fortunately, 
episodes regarding high-enriched uranium (HEU) 

or plutonium (Pu), are, in statistical terms, relatively 
rare. Only 18 incidents have been reported since the 
database began collecting information. But this pro-
vides no grounds for complacency. Given the con-
sequences of the detonation of an IND, any incident 
which involves material for such a device is of the 
highest concern.

Some of the cases in the early 1990s involved kilo-
gram quantities, but we have not seen these amounts 
since. Typically cases have involved gram quantities 
in recent years. But a worrying aspect is that some 
incidents are, or appear to be, linked - e.g., HEU seized 
in France and Bulgaria. This raises the possibility that 
the materials offered for sale and/or recovered, were 
samples drawn from larger caches which as yet are 
unrecovered. Alternatively, and equally worrying, is 
that linked cases are evidence of a weakness in secu-

Information  
Against Trafficking

Now in its fifteenth year of operation and approaching the recruit-
ment of the hundredth participating State, the IAEA’s Illicit 

Trafficking Database (ITDB) is not just a database. A better description 
would be to call it an information system which includes information 
dissemination and analysis, both regular and, on request. These pro-
duce some interesting insights into the threat.

Its scope is intentionally broad, extending beyond the narrow defini-
tion of illicit trafficking as is found in areas such as drugs or small arms. 
Developed in close consultation with the participating States and 
established in more or less in its current form many years ago, the ITDB 
covers all types of radioactive material, all quantities, and all unauthor-
ized activities including thefts and losses, interdictions and recoveries, 
sales and attempted sales, unauthorized movements and disposals.

By including all forms of unauthorized activities, the potential for mak-
ing a real contribution to understanding the problem and identifying 
potential solutions is maximized.


