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Introduction

Multilateral development banks (MDBs) have long played a pivotal role in 

shaping global energy trajectories, by influencing which technologies 

receive financing and under what terms. For decades, the World Bank, as the 

most influential MDB, excluded nuclear energy from its energy financing 

portfolio, citing concerns over safety, environmental risk, radioactive waste, 

and the high costs of nuclear infrastructure. However, the institution's recent 

policy reversal — reconsidering its position on nuclear energy financing — 

has reignited global debate on the role of nuclear power in the just energy 

transition.

This analysis explores the drivers behind the World Bank's shift, its broader 

implications for global energy governance, and the likely impacts on energy 

access, climate goals, and developing countries seeking sustainable power 

sources. It critically evaluates the evolving narrative around nuclear energy 

within multilateral financing frameworks and assesses how this shift could 

reshape future energy systems.
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Understanding the Policy Shift of the 
World Bank on Nuclear Energy Support 

For decades, the World Bank maintained a cautious stance on nuclear 

energy. It excluded nuclear projects from its energy portfolio due to the high 

upfront capital costs, long development timelines, unresolved issues 

around nuclear waste disposal, and public safety concerns. 

In 2024–2025, the World Bank, under pressure from member states and 

global energy dynamics, initiated consultations around updating its 

Environmental and Social Framework (ESF) to reconsider its historic 

exclusion of nuclear energy. This move aligns with rising advocacy by 

nations like France, the U.S., and others in the OECD and developing world 

who see next-gen nuclear as a vital component of decarbonization. The 

reversal does not yet amount to a full embrace, but opens the door to 

funding under strict conditions — such as regulatory oversight, safety track 

record, and waste management strategies.

The tide, however, has begun to turn with several factors that have driven 

this reconsideration. 

First, the climate emergency has intensified. As the global community seeks 

decarbonization solutions, intermittent renewables alone may not be 

sufficient to deliver reliable, round-the-clock power. Nuclear energy offers a 

zero-emission base-load alternative that complements renewables 

without reliance on fossil fuels. 

Second, the energy security crisis triggered by geopolitical disruptions, 

particularly the war in Ukraine, has exposed the fragility of fossil-dependent 
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energy systems. Governments are now demanding diverse, domestically 

controlled, and stable energy sources.

Technological evolution also plays a key role. The emergence of Small 

Modular Reactors (SMRs), Generation IV designs, and enhanced safety 

systems has reduced some of the technical and environmental risks 

associated with nuclear development. 

These innovations are more adaptable to developing countries with weaker 

grid infrastructures, making them more suitable for World Bank 

consideration. Politically, growing advocacy from nuclear-supportive 

countries, such as the United States, France, and South Korea—has 

influenced internal Bank dynamics, especially as these countries are major 

stakeholders in Bank governance.

With these changes in view, the World Bank is now willing to assess nuclear 

energy projects on a case-by-case basis, under a proposed update to its 

Environmental and Social Framework (ESF). This cautious openness does 

not amount to unconditional support, but signals a readiness to consider 

funding for nuclear energy when countries demonstrate clear regulatory 

readiness, strong environmental management, and public transparency.

For many developing countries, particularly in Africa and South Asia, this 

shift could unlock new possibilities. Countries like Ghana, Kenya, and 

Bangladesh have expressed interest in exploring nuclear energy. However, 

most lack the institutional, financial, and technical capacity to undertake 

such projects without significant support. Moreover, the challenge of public 

perception, regulatory credibility, and waste disposal infrastructure remains 

profound. Without addressing these foundational gaps, nuclear financing 

risks becoming politically symbolic rather than practically transformational.
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Global Implications of the World Bank's 
Policy Reversal on Nuclear Energy Support

1.  Reframing Nuclear Energy as a Legitimate Climate Solution

The World Bank's shift carries powerful symbolic weight in the global debate 

on energy futures. By moving nuclear energy closer to the core of 

multilateral clean energy financing, the Bank is effectively rebranding it as a 

valid tool for climate action. This could change the strategic calculations of 

climate policymakers, especially in countries facing both rising emissions 

and persistent energy poverty.

Nuclear energy produces no direct carbon emissions and can provide 

large-scale, stable power that complements intermittent renewables like 

wind and solar. If financial institutions begin treating it as a climate-friendly 

investment, it could become more integrated into national climate plans 

and international funding mechanisms, including green bonds and climate 

adaptation funds. This inclusion could help diversify the low-carbon toolkit 

available to countries with different geographies, resource endowments, 

and developmental needs.

2. Accelerating Technological Competition and Market Dynamics

Opening nuclear energy to multilateral financing could intensify global 

competition over nuclear technology exports. Russia and China currently 

dominate the market for nuclear exports to developing countries, offering 

turnkey deals and concessional financing through state-owned enterprises. 

The World Bank's entry could shift this balance by enabling Western 
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technologies—like U.S.-developed SMRs or French and South Korean reactor 

designs—to access new markets with the credibility of World Bank backing.

This could bring enhanced transparency, more stringent safety norms, and 

better integration with global environmental standards. It may also reduce 

the dominance of geopolitical actors using nuclear exports as a tool of 

influence, giving developing countries greater choice and negotiating 

leverage. However, it also risks increasing geopolitical rivalry in fragile 

regions where nuclear development becomes entangled with power 

politics.

3.  Redefining the Scope of Multilateral Climate Finance

The inclusion of nuclear energy in multilateral finance broadens the 

definition of what counts as ÒsustainableÓ or ÒgreenÓ energy. This 

redefinition will have cascading effects on how green taxonomies are 

drafted, how sustainability-linked loans are evaluated, and how 

development priorities are structured.

At the same time, this move risks introducing tensions within and between 

development institutions. Not all MDBs have aligned positions on nuclear 

energy. The African Development Bank, for instance, has emphasized 

renewable microgrids and decentralized energy access. A fragmented 

financing landscape may emerge where different institutions promote 

incompatible models of energy transition. This would complicate cross-

border energy cooperation, donor alignment, and regional grid 

development.
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4.  Risk of Undermining Focus on Decentralized Renewables

While nuclear energy may offer long-term, centralized power, it is not a 

substitute for distributed renewable energy systems, especially in rural and 

off-grid regions. There is a legitimate concern that redirecting scarce 

multilateral funds towards nuclear projects may deprioritize more 

accessible and scalable renewable solutions such as solar mini-grids, wind 

farms, and battery storage.

Nuclear energy projects are capital-intensive, take decades to complete, 

and often face political delays. If financing mechanisms prioritize these 

mega-projects, there is a risk that immediate energy access 

goals—especially in low-income countries—may be sidelined. Thus, unless 

carefully balanced, this reversal could create a funding gap for the very 

communities multilateral development banks are meant to prioritize.
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Conclusion

The World Bank's reversal on nuclear energy support marks a significant 

evolution in global energy finance policy. It signals a broader shift in thinking 

about how best to balance the competing imperatives of energy access, 

climate responsibility, and technological readiness. For advocates of 

nuclear energy, this development represents overdue recognition of its role 

in decarbonization. For critics, it raises concerns about safety, inclusiveness, 

and the opportunity costs of mega-project financing.

What remains clear is that this move will reshape how energy projects are 

planned, financed, and governed in the coming decades. As the World Bank 

redefines its approach, it must do so with careful attention to transparency, 

equity, and local contexts. It must also ensure that nuclear financing 

complements—and does not cannibalize—the essential progress being 

made on renewables and decentralized systems.

Ultimately, whether this policy shift becomes a catalyst for inclusive clean 

energy or a controversial diversion will depend on how the World Bank 

navigates the intersection of technology, geopolitics, and development 

justice in a rapidly warming world.
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Disclaimer

This document of the referenced country is not expected to form the basis of, or be 

construed as standard legal advice; nor should any of its contents and representations 

be strictly relied upon for any activities. Electricity Lawyer (EL) will not be liable for 

decisions whatsoever that are made based on the contents of the document. 
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