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Lax nuclear safeguards pose a key threat for Australia and the world, write JIM 
FALK and BILL WILLIAMS.  
 
NUCLEAR proliferation is a key threat facing Australia. The uranium export 
industry is worthy of consideration in this context given that uranium is not only 
the fuel for electricity-generating reactors but also feedstock for nuclear weapons 
- the most destructive weapons ever devised.  
 
The uranium industry and its supporters routinely claim that the safeguards 
system of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) ``ensures'' that 
Australian uranium (and by-products such as plutonium) will not be used for 
nuclear weapons.  
 
However, only a fraction of safeguards-eligible nuclear facilities and stockpiles are 
actually inspected by the IAEA.  
 
The director-general of the IAEA, Dr Mohamed El Baradei, is remarkably frank 
about the limitations of safeguards. In speeches and papers in recent years, Dr El 
Baradei has noted the IAEA's basic rights of inspection are ``fairly limited'', that 
the safeguards system suffers from ``vulnerabilities'', ``clearly needs 
reinforcement'' and runs on a ``shoestring budget . . . comparable to a local 
police department''.  
 
The problems with, and limitations of, safeguards are manifold. Nuclear 
accounting discrepancies are just one of these intractable problems.  
 
These discrepancies are commonplace and inevitable due to the difficulty of 
precisely measuring nuclear materials. These accounting discrepancies are known 
as material unaccounted for (MUF).  
 
This problem of imprecise measurement provides an obvious loophole for 
diversion of nuclear materials for weapons production. In a large plant, even a 
tiny percentage of the annual through-put of nuclear material will suffice to build 
one or more weapons with virtually no chance of detection by IAEA inspectors - if 
indeed the IAEA carries out any inspections at all. Australia's uranium has 
resulted in the production of more than 103 tonnes of plutonium. If just 0.1 per 
cent of this plutonium is written off as MUF, that is sufficient for 10 plutonium 
bombs similar to that which destroyed Nagasaki.  
 
Government agencies refuse to release MUF figures; for plutonium, it may well be 
significantly greater than 0.1 per cent.  
 
In addition to IAEA safeguards, countries buying Australian uranium must sign a 
bilateral agreement.  
 
However, there are no Australian inspections of nuclear stockpiles or facilities 



using Australian uranium. Australia is entirely reliant on the partial and 
underfunded inspection system of the IAEA. The most important provisions in 
bilateral agreements are for prior Australian consent before Australian nuclear 
material is transferred to a third party, enriched beyond 20 per cent uranium-
235, or reprocessed.  
 
However, no Australian government has ever refused permission to separate 
plutonium from spent fuel via reprocessing (and there has never been a request 
to enrich beyond 20 per cent U-235).  
 
Even when reprocessing leads to the stockpiling of plutonium (which can be used 
directly in nuclear weapons), open-ended permission to reprocess has been 
granted by Australian governments. Hence there are stockpiles of ``Australian-
obligated'' separated plutonium in Japan and in some European countries.  
 
As for the alleged benefits of the industry, uranium accounts for just one-third of 
1 per cent of Australia's export revenue. The industry makes an even smaller 
contribution to employment.  
 
Claims about the greenhouse ``benefits'' of nuclear power typically ignore more 
greenhouse-friendly renewable energy sources and the use of several types of 
renewables to supply reliable base-load power (for example, geothermal, 
bioenergy, solar thermal with storage, and sometimes hydro). Furthermore, as 
the limited reserves of high-grade uranium ore are used up and low-grade ore 
has to be used, greenhouse emissions from mining and milling uranium will 
become substantial.  
 
Australia would do well to recommend a wide-ranging, independent public inquiry 
into the risks and benefits of the uranium industry. Such an inquiry should also 
consider the role of the Australian Safeguards and Non-Proliferation Office 
(ASNO), as now constituted, which has, at times, offered seriously misleading 
claims about the uranium industry and nuclear power. For example, ASNO has 
claimed that Australia sells uranium only to countries with ``impeccable'' non-
proliferation credentials. In fact, Australia has uranium export agreements with 
nuclear weapon states (all of which are failing to meet their disarmament 
obligations under the Non-Proliferation Treaty), with states with a history of 
weapons-related research based on their ``civil'' nuclear programs (such as 
South Korea and Taiwan) and states (including the U.S.) blocking progress on the 
Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty and the proposed Fissile Material Cut-Off Treaty.  
 
Other seriously misleading statements made at one time or another from ASNO 
include that safeguards ``ensure'' that Australian uranium will not contribute to 
weapons proliferation, that all nuclear materials derived from Australia's uranium 
exports are ``fully accounted for'' and that nuclear power does not present a 
proliferation risk.  
 
While no agency should be judged simply on the basis of isolated statements, 
there is enough smoke to suggest that it would be sensible for any inquiry to 
check that in relation to the need for balanced advice, there is not a smouldering 
fire.  

 


