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The Medical Association for Prevention of War (Australia) 

PO Box 1379 
Carlton VIC 3053 

 
12 December 2006 

 
Uranium Mining, Processing and Nuclear Energy Review Secretariat  
c/- Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet 
3-5 National Circuit 
Barton ACT 2600 
 

 

Dear Secretariat 

 

Re: Uranium Mining, Processing and Nuclear Energy Review draft report 

 

The Medical Association for Prevention of War (MAPW) provides this feedback on the draft 
report released by Dr Ziggy Switkowski on 21 November 2006. MAPW presented a detailed 
submission to the Uranium Mining, Processing and Nuclear Energy Review (UMPNER) in 
August 2006, outlining our considerable concerns about the health, safety and proliferation 
aspects of the inquiry. 

 
____________________________________ 

 
Despite its self-congratulatory and solipsistic claim to providing ‘a factual base’ and ‘an 
analytical framework’ for considering the role of nuclear power in Australia’s energy future, 
UMPNER is inherently partisan and depressingly narrow in perspective. The authors begin 
from the assumption that there is little if any role for energy conservation and efficient use 
of electricity. This failure to explore and implement habitat-friendly behaviours is precisely 
the kind of uncritical thinking which drives the climate change catastrophe. 

Within the report there are many examples of intrinsic and habitual bias. An example is the 
(optimistic) assertion that 25 nuclear reactors could give an 8-18% reduction in Australia’s 
greenhouse gas emissions by 2050 (page 2). However the reports authors neglect to 
mention the resulting generation of plutonium, a weapons fuel. Those 25 reactors working 
over 30 years (from 2020 to 2050) would produce approximately 150 tonnes of Pu-239, 
enough for thousands of nuclear weapons.  

If the adoption of multiple nuclear reactors were to effect a greenhouse gas reduction of 8 
– 18 % of national emissions by 2050 as asserted in the draft report, evaluation of a 
limitation on nuclear power’s benefit will help to guide public policy decisions on electric 
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generation technologies. The draft report notes that it is only the nuclear reaction that is 
greenhouse neutral. Greater emphasis must be given in the summary of the final report to 
the CO2 emissions associated with the mining and processing of uranium, with the 
construction and decommissioning of the power plant, and with the associated transport 
fuel. 

 

THE TRUE COSTS: 

The draft report recommends that all electricity generation activities must be treated on an 
equal footing, “on a whole life cycle basis” (page 6). This includes full and proper costing of 
CO2 emission for all the technologies. It also includes radioactive waste management, 
security measures, decommissioning, monitoring and lifetime insurance in the nuclear 
power case. This is a key public policy recommendation and should be emphasised in the 
final report, particularly in its summary. 

The draft report notes that current uranium reserves could last 50 – 100 years at current 
levels of use. Uranium is not a renewable resource, and this fact alone makes nuclear 
power unsustainable. An important corollary of that, missing from the summary, is that as 
the years pass, the reserves remaining will be of ever decreasing quality. This lower quality 
means that dollar costs, energy costs and carbon emissions all must rise as higher grades 
of ore are depleted. This is a significant public policy conclusion that must be included in 
the summary to the final report. 

 

NUCLEAR WEAPONS PROLIFERATION: 

Importantly, nuclear weapons proliferation is inadequately addressed in the draft report. It 
is a crucial issue for national security and associated public policy. The Taskforce did not 
commission a study on the issue. 

The bold assertion that increasing uranium exports would not have any influence on 
weapons proliferation is based on faith, not the facts, illustrating the recurring role of non-
military nuclear applications in proliferation of weapons programs in multiple instances.  

The final report must acknowledge that the Taskforce did not have professional 
competence in international relations, nuclear proliferation issues and national security. 
Thus the final report should advise that a competent evaluation of those issues must be 
made before decisions are made about further mining and export of uranium or about 
nuclear power for Australia. 

 

NUCLEAR WASTE: 

The report admits that "no country has yet implemented permanent underground disposal 
of high level waste... several countries are now proceeding with well developed and 
thoroughly researched plans for deep geological disposal of high level radioactive waste" 
(p5) It fails to identify that the longest planned site, Yucca Mountain in the US, which 
despite 20 years and US$9 billion expenditure, has still not been able to guarantee its 
safety as a long-term nuclear waste disposal site. A license application has not been 
submitted, it is unclear that a license would ever be granted by the US Nucear Regulatory 
Commission, and Energy Secretary Samuel Bodman admitted in Feb 2006 that no date 
could be estimated for when the repository might open. And even without new nuclear 
reactor construction, by 2012 the inventory of commercial spent fuel in the US will exceed 
the 63,000 MT statutory limit for Yucca Mountain.  

No country currently plans to have a repository in operation before 2020 at the very 
earliest, and all repository programs have encountered serous problems. 
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If the cost of disposal is included in the overall economics of nuclear electricity as the draft 
report says it must, then it would have to allow for potentially huge cost blowouts for 
management of waste, if the current world experience is to be a guide. However by stating 
that this long term solution would not need to be in place until 2050, it passes the 
responsibility on to our descendants to manage the poisonous legacy of our energy 
profligate generation. 

 

OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH AND SAFETY: 

The report asserts ‘good management’ in Australian nuclear industry to date. This is a clear 
misrepresentation in view of hundreds of instances of mismanagement (leaks, spills, 
contamination, regulatory breaches) at the existing Ranger, Roxby and Beverly uranium 
mining operations and a failure to monitor health impacts in local populations despite 
known distribution of radio-toxins into the habitat and food chain. 

The draft is silent on known and quantified increased risks to workers in nuclear industry1. 
It does not take into consideration the multiple reported and controversial clusters of 
childhood cancers and congenital malformations in vicinity of nuclear reactors, while 
advocating for 25 new reactors to be built close to (ie within tens of kilometers as stated by 
Dr Switkowski in launching the draft report) population centres. 

Further the draft report displays no consideration of the well-documented capacity of LLIR 
to injure chromosomes and the long-term genetic implications, including gene pool effects 
and generational toxicity 

The authors have failed to consider the community health implications of building 25 
nuclear reactors in our communities. As well as the enormous financial burden, we can 
anticipate ‘necessary’ increases in the power of police and other surveillance authorities, in 
addition to the potential for restrictions on the public’s right-to-know and resist imposition. 

 

ACCIDENTS, TERRORISM and SABOTAGE: 

The failure to seriously address the vulnerability of nuclear reactors to sabotage or 
terrorism resulting in catastrophic radiation emergencies suggests the report’s authors 
were not interested in detailing the less savoury potentialities of nuclear electricity 
generation. Failure to do so is a case of profound bias and intellectual neglect. 

It is grossly inadequate to simply assert the unassailability of ‘modern’ reactors. There is as 
yet no practical experience with most new reactors designs, which must therefore be 
regarded as unproven and at this stage, theoretical. Serious and meaningful examination of 
the risks of building multiple new nuclear reactors around Australia would include modeled 
projections of meltdown scenarios in vicinity of the reactors either from accident or 
sabotage. Human error can not be ruled out of the risks posed by this industry. The near 
miss of a core meltdown and catastrophic release of radioactivity at Wappenfall in Sweden 
this year highlights that these risks are not specific to particular reactor designs or settings. 
Contrary to the impression given by the report, there have been not one or two serious 
nuclear reactor accidents, but a total of seven incidents, involving different types of 
reactors in different countries, including the US, Canada and UK, where breach of the 
reactor vessel have occurred.  

In several key areas there are biased and blinkered references to Chernobyl data. A 
‘balanced’ assessment would refer to the multitude of scientific data available which 
authoritatively contradicts the IAEA material. Selective reporting does not provide either ‘a 

                                                 
1 Cardis. et al 2005 BMJ 331 77–80 



 

Medical Association for Prevention of War (Australia) 
comments on UMPNER draft report 

see also MAPW submission to UMPNER Taskforce – August 2006 

factual base’ or ‘an analytical framework’ for discussion: it gives a whitewash to a complex 
and controversial subject. 

 

COMMUNITY IMPACT: 

In ‘Looking ahead’ [p.8] the authors refer to the importance of ‘community involvement’, 
not ‘community agreement’. This is in contradistinction to recognised world’s best practice. 
There is also no acknowledgement that ‘community involvement’ post Harrisburg and post-
Chernobyl brought the nuclear industry to its knees in the US and Western Europe. There is 
an implicit assumption that the community will not resist imposition of nuclear facilities and 
yet this is the factor most likely to ensure the non-viability of nuclear power in Australia 
[witness the restraints on uranium mining over the past decade, the failure to resolve 
waste management, the rejection of the Jervis Bay reactor] 

 

____________________________________ 
 

This draft report fails in these ways to investigate and state the full implications of nuclear 
power industry in Australia and globally. Furthermore, it should not be allowed to take the 
place of a comprehensive inquiry into future energy management in Australia in the 
context of global warming and nuclear proliferation, the two greatest threats to all humans 
and our total planetary system. 

The Medical Association for Prevention of War therefore finds that the UMPNER draft report 
is a made-to-order green light for a massive expansion of the nuclear industry in Australia. 
The draft report demonstrates a cavalier disregard for the inevitable detrimental impact on 
human health resulting from the spread of nuclear weapons, accumulation of radioactive 
waste, the appalling lost opportunities in energy efficiency, conservation, and the 
development and deployment of benign, sustainable and renewable energy technologies. 

 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Dr Bill Williams, MB, BS    MAPW Vice President 

Dr Ian Newman, BSc PhD FAIP.    MAPW Tasmania Spokesperson and 
Visiting Fellow in Biophysics (University of Tasmania) 

Dr Jenny Grounds, MB, BS    MAPW Treasurer 

Dr Sue Wareham, OAM, MB, BS   MAPW Immediate Past President 

Assoc Prof Tilman Ruff, MB, BS (Hons), FRACP  MAPW President 


