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Submission to House of Representatives Standing Committee on Industry and Resources Inquiry into

Developing Australia’s Non-Fossil Fuel Energy Industry

DearSir/Madam,

Thankyoufor the opportunityto providecommentto this Committee.TheArid LandsEnvironmentCentre
(ALEC) is acommunitybased‘not for profit’ associationthatinvestigates,networks,informs,advocatesand
actson environmentalandsustainabledevelopmentissuesapplicableto the aridzoneanddesertcommunities.
With 25 yearshistoryin centralAustralia,weare thenation’sleadingproponentsof healthyfuturesfor arid
landsandpeople.

We haveprovidedcommentson thetermsofreference.At the outset,however,wemustexpressour
confusionwith the titling ofthisInquiry as “non-fossilfuel energyindustry”insteadofclearlysayingit is
abouturanium.We areconcernedthatthisterminologyrepresentsanattemptto ‘re-badge’uraniummining as
the solutionto fossil fuel basedcarbonemissions— a claimwhichis strongly disputedin thissubmissionand
elsewhere.Canthe Honorablemembersof theCommitteeprovidean explanationas to why thesetermshave
beenusedandjustify the useof suchtermsin the deliveryof animpartialInquiry?

Is the Committeetruly concernedwithnon-fossilfuels other thanuranium?Couldyoupleaseprovidea
proposedlist of non-fossilenergysourcesbeforetheCommittee,andtimelinesfor thoseinvestigations?

Thequestionof radioactiveproliferationdemandsstrict applicationof theprecautionaryprinciple.Thetoxic
byproductsfrom anuclearenergyindustrywill remainlethalfor longerthanany electioncyclein human
history. Climate-changeinducediceageswill comeandgo, deeprepositorieswill bethrustinto mountain
ranges,the Hansardwill breakbackdownintoprimevalmud, andwhatevercreatureshaveemergedasthe
peakcustodiansfor thisamazingplanetin 200,000yearswill haveinventedatermthatroughlytranslatesas
“sicknesscountry” to identify the inexplicablydeadlyzonesscatteredaroundthe Earth’ssurface...all from
the decisionswe~remakingtodayto satisfyamonochromaticview of “building the nation’swealth”.

Thereis no guaranteeof the stabilityofuraniummarketsandthereis no guaranteethat Australianuranium
staysout of anuclearweapon.Nuclearpowerisnot safeto operate,nordo wehaveanysolutionsto an
alreadygrowingwastecrisis.Critically, the hugeinvestmentrequiredfor nuclearpowercommitsthe world to
anexpensiveandrisky energystrategywhilst drawingresourcesaway frombetteroptions.We find thatthe
historyof governmentregulationof uraniummining inAustraliadoesnot inspireconfidencethatthe public
interestwill be served.On this lastpointwehopeto beprovenwrong.

We implore youto actwith caution,integrity, andstrength:leavethe stuff in the ground.

Kind regards,

I

John.Brisbin, Coordinator
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Comments to the Terms of Reference

1. Global demand for Australia’s uranium resources and associated supply issues
Thestrongworld marketprice for uraniumhasactedlike ahotpokeron theimaginationsofresource
speculatorsin recentmonths,andhasapparentlybeensufficienttogetthe uranium-miningquestionsquarely
backontothe political agenda.We seenothingbut short-termopportunismin thisdevelopment.

Thereis no shortageof uraniumthereforeAustraliahasno “throttle” on themarketvalueof thatresource.
This is evidencedby the strongargumentsof theUraniumInformationCentre:

Numerouseconomists(Tilton, 2002)havestudiedresourcetrendsto determinewhichmeasuresshould
bestreflectresourcescarcity.Theirconsensusview is that costsandprices,properlyadjustedfor
inflation, provideabetterearlywamingsystemfor long-runresourcescarcitythando physical
measuressuchasresourcequantities.(http://www.uic.com.au1nip75.htm

)

TheUIC hasdonea crediblejob of outliningthegeneralisedprocessby whichsupplycontinuouslysatisfies
marketdemandfor minerals.Reservesareno guaranteeof wealth:quite theopposite.Thereareanynumber
of developmentsthatcansignificantlydevaluetheexpectedwealthofthe rawreservesAustraliasitsupon.

If wetakeresourcequantity out of thepicture,andadmitthat simplemarketmechanismsdrive resource
prices,thenspeculationaboutuntoldbillions of dollarslying belowour remoteredsandsbecomesjustso
muchbeat-up.Thereis very little bankablevaluein the simplisticobservationthatAustraliahas30% of the
world’s currentlyknownhigh-valueore. In anotheryearof highprices,wecouldfind ourselvesnumber2 or
3 on the list, entirenewmarketscouldopen,or thetechnologiesforre-usingfuelsmayhaveimprovedmany-
fold. At anymomenttheentire nuclearpowerprojectmayonceagainfall on its facedueto anynumberof
reasons...anotherChernobylstyle incidentcouldput uraniumpricesbackdownfor anotherdecadeor two.

Giventhe uncertaintiesinherentinplaying the resourcesmarket,we stronglyrecommendthatanystatements
or expectationsaboutthe “public benefit” to bederivedfromexploitinguraniumreservesmustcouchedin the
most realisticof terms.For example,accompanyinganypromiseofjobsor tax revenuesshouldbe the
proviso that“We cannotdependon thisvariablesourceof wealth to powerour corehealth,education,and
environmentalprogrammes;”and“We donot knowhow longtheincomefromthesereserveswill last;”and
“We areunabletoprovideaccuratecost/benefitargumentsbecausewe cannotquantify eithercostsor benefits
in any meaningfulway.”

2. Strategic importance of Australia’s uranium resources and any relevant industry
developments
Thechiefstrategicopportunityfor Australiais to undertakearemarkableactof globalleadershipandto leave
theuraniumin the ground.Notwithstandingargumentsaboutalternativesuppliesabove,wenotethatif the
nuclearpowerindustrycanbe heldin checkfor afew moreyearsit is quite likely thatglobalcircumstances
will havechangedsoradically thattheentireenergyparadigmwill havemovedon,makingthenuclearpower
questionirrelevant.

In themeantime,thereis no questionthatthe simpledecisionto mineuraniumis the equivalentofopening
Pandora’sBox evenwider thanit alreadyis. Thereis no way toturn backthe clock,but we canindeedmake
thingsworse.Hereare four aspectsof the strategicrole thatAustralia’suraniumcanplay:

Non-proliferation
TheideathatAustraliacan guaranteethatits uraniumis only everusedfor peacefulpurposesis patentlyfalse.
No treatyor safeguardprocesshaseverprovento be leak-proof.The enormousscandalofPakistan’ssupply
of weaponstechnologyandenrichmentequipmenthappenedunderthe IAEA’s nose;the US admitsthatIraq,
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Iran,NorthKoreaandLibya haveall beendevelopingtheirnuclearweaponsprogramswhile beinginspected
by theIAEA; the list goeson.In any eventit is obviousin absolutetermsthatmoreenricheduraniumin the
world meansmoreopportunityfor proliferation.

Note thatthe questionofnon-proliferationis not satisfiedin any way by Australiadecidingto take on
enrichmentor extendedfuel lifecyclemanagement.Australiasurelywouldbe inno betterpositionto offer an
ironclad”non-proliferationguaranteethanthatofferedby themostpowerful nationson earth.Theargument

thatinternationalsafeguardspreventdiversionofAustralianuraniumintoweaponsis specious.If Australia
suppliesuranium,this as leastallows diversionof othersuppliesofuraniuminto weaponsprograms.

Indeed,the problemof proliferationis inherentin the argumentsof industryproponentswhowant tore-
processspentfuels to recoverusefulelements.In themostup-to-datereprocessingplantseverbuilt (currently
beingcommissionedin JapanatRokkasho-Mura),anaccountancylevelof99% is beingpromised.That is,
the operatorsguaranteeto within 1%that all of thematerial (suchasweapons-gradeplutonium)receivedby
theplant is accountedfor. At thatrateof assurance,this onefacility alonewill provideenough“missing”
materialto poweranuclearweaponeverymonth.And this is thebestthatthe industrycanoffer...

Hazards of opera tion
Evenif 100%of Australia’suraniummanagedto stayassociatedwith non-weaponsapplications,the spectre
of catastrophicfailurestill loomslarge.Strategically,wewould saythatby keepingAustralia’suraniumin
thegroundwearegiving theworld relief fromyet anotheraccidentwaiting to happen.

Somehavearguedthatcasualtiesfrom nuclearaccidentsarelargely theoretical,while deathanddiseasefrom
coalandcarbonfuelsarereal. We agreeentirelythatthe currentsituationis tragic.However,the answeris to
intelligently cutbackon carbonfuels, notpromoteyet anotherdeadlytechnologyas areplacementrisk.

The hazardsofoperationaccrueatall stagesof thenuclearchainfrom mining towastemanagement.
Workingreactorsandreprocessingplantsarethemosthazardous.Thedangeralsoimpactson the
environmentaswell as workers.(E Cardis,M Vrijheid, M Blettneretal. 2005,Garwin2001,Green2005,
NationalAcademyof Sciences2005)

Considerthisscenario:If all ofAustralia’scurrentlyknownuraniumricheswereto beusedin nuclearpower
plantsat currentratesofconsumption,wewouldbe responsibleforanother4,200reactor-yearsofoperation.
With currentfailurerates,thatwouldpracticallyguaranteethatAustralianuraniumis responsiblefor two
moreChernobyls(Fetter, 1999.Ansolabehereetal., 2003.).GiventheAustralianPrime Minister’s
enthusiasmfor a Chineseuraniumtradedeal, wecouldcountonthoseaccidentsbeingmuchcloserto home.

Waste issues
There’sno needto cataloguethe alarmingstory of nuclearwastehere.Whatwewishto emphasise,however,
is the unavoidableconnectionbetween“exploiting” uraniumreservesas if they arejustanothermineralore,
andthe simple fact thatthereisno way to responsiblymanagethelethalafterglow of uraniumonceit has
beenusedfor its intendedpurpose.

If this StandingCommitteechoosesto placethe wastequestionoutsideits consideration,it will be
committinganastonishingactof intellectualandmoralturpitude.The strategicimportanceof Australia’s
uraniumreservesis implicitly connectedwith the strategiccrisis of mountingnuclearwastereservesaround
theworld. As longasthereis no acceptablemethodfor disposingof uranium,no responsiblegovernment
shouldpermitits furtherdevelopment.A quick reviewof developinglegalopinionfavouring“extended
producerresponsibility”shouldbesufficientto givecautionto anyonewhothinkswe canguiltlessly“shovel
andsell” with no carefor future liabilities.

I
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Sunk opportunities
A thirdgreatstrategicissueassociatedwith Australia’suraniumis thecontributionwecanmakeby leaving
enormouscapital reservesavailablefor alternativeenergysolutions.OnceAustraliaopensthegatesto
“unlimited” nuclearfuel, wewill havemadeaterriblecontributionto theestablishmentof avery expensive
energyindustry.As investmentdollarsandpublic funds flow into nuclearprojects,we will become
increasinglyunableandunwilling to developmoreintelligentenergyfutures.

3. Potential implications for global greenhouse gas emission reductions from the
further development and export of Australia’s uranium resource
It is the view of theArid LandsEnvironmentCentrethatthereis practically no valuein Australia~s uranium
resourceas acomponentof greenhousegas(GHG) abatement.

In the first instance,theactof mining andrefiningwill directlycontributeto ourdomesticGHGproduction.

Secondly,nuclearpoweraccountsfor only about18%of to world electricityproduction(IAEA, 2000),and
electricity in total is only associatedwith about30%of anthropogenicGHGreleases.Someestimatesshow
that oncehigh-gradefuel oresaredepleted,thecarbon-intensiveenergyto extractandrefineuraniumstartsto
significantly offset the“clean” energyproducedduringareactor’slifetime (van LeeuwenandSmith,2004).

Evenif 500 newpowerplantswereaddedto the current420in the next35 ears(afeatthat would require
severaltrillion dollarsof investmentandanuntoldquantityof humancapital),the entireimpactofthe nuclear
powerexperiencewouldbe to reducetotalanthropogenicGHGemissionsby somethingin therangeof 5%

(in Green,2005).This reductionis almostirrelevant,whereasthetrillions ofsunkcapitalwouldpractically
guaranteeno othermitigation or adaptationstrategiescouldbefunded.

4. Current structure and regulatory environment of the uranium mining sector
(noting the work that has been undertaken by other inquiries and reviews on these
issues).
The obviouspoint to be notedis that,in thehistory of thisdebate,thepowerofa small,well capitalisedlobby
groupcontinuesto havethe capacityto drivedecisionsoverthedeterminedobjectionsof the larger
community.Regardlessof theinquiriesandreviewsof thepast,wepointout that:

- Thegeneralcommunityhasconsistentlyshownits desirethaturaniumminingbe slowed,or halted,
yetwith enoughmoneyin theright handsthe “debate”resurfacesregularly;

- History doesnot inspireconfidencein theability of governmentsto regulateuraniummining in the
Public Interest. For example,the OlympicDam mineenjoysarangeof exemptionsfrom the South
AustralianEnvironmentalProtectionAct, theWaterResourcesAct, the AboriginalHeritageAct and
the Freedomof InformationAct. (ACF, 2005.)A 2003 Senateinquiry into the regulationof uranium
mining inAustraliareported“a patternof under-performanceandnoncompliance”,it identified
“many gapsin knowledgeandfoundan absenceofreliabledataon whichto measurethe extentof
contaminationor its impacton the environment”,andit concludedthatchangeswerenecessary“in
orderto protecttheenvironmentandits inhabitantsfrom seriousor irreversibledamage”.(Senate
ReferencesandLegislationCommittee.)

- Traditionalownerslike thosenearthe RangerUraniumMine arenearlyunanimousin their rejection
ofthe “benefits” thatmining hasbroughtto theirpeople(Margarula,2005)...andyet with enough
moneyappliedin the rightplaces,certain“representative”groupssuchastheNorthernLand Council
canbe persuadedto supportfurthermining development;
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- The desireto conserveresourceswhile still living rich andmeaningfullives is strongerthanever
(Hamilton,2005),yet therepresentativeprocessof governmentincreasinglyactsasthenarrow
instrumentof consumption-dependentcommercialinterests.

Given thiscontext,wehaveno commenton the frustratingattemptsto regulatemining or governthe
developmentof uraniumresourcesthroughanygovernmentinstrumentalities.Thisdespairdoesnot,however,
preventusfrom spendingourtime andenergiesin providingsubmissionson mattersofpublic import to
Committeessuchas your.Perhapsthis commitmentof optimismwill bereciprocated.

Conclusion
We recognisethatthisCommittee’sinvestigationhasbeendeliberatelysetto amyopic focus,andis
fundamentallybiasedtoward“developing”Australia’suraniumoresin averycommercialsense.That’sjust
thepoliticsof theday. Andyetwemusttakethis opportunityto begthe Committeeto look afractionmore
broadly,to considera fewdecadespastthis week’sspotmarketfever, andmakeits recommendationsto
Governmentaccordingto the precautionaryprinciplesthatwill keepuson awisercourseto the future.

Australiais alreadyarich country.We areunderno dire economicthreatthatdemandsahasty,uncritical
expansionof uraniummining.Besottedby theprospectof afew billion dollarsin easycash,the industryhas
not presentedasingleconvincingargumenttojustify its activitiesotherthan,in summary,“there’smoneyto
be madetoday.”Seldomhasthatargument,on its own, deliveredany lastingbenefitto ourspecies.In the
caseof uraniumandits role in the nuclearcycle of insanity,theneedforutmostcautionhasneverbeenmore
justified.
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