Nuclear Fuel Cycle Royal Commission - AWU

OVERVIEW

The AWU is the oldest blue collar Union in the country representing over one
hundred thousand workers. Our coverage extends from industries as diverse
as mining, manufacturing, agriculture, government, construction and energy.
Our diverse coverage would also extend to workers in any future nuclear
industry operating in South Australia.
This royal commission is to be commended for reopening the debate on the
potential of nuclear energy. In addition to currently playing an integral part of
the nuclear fuel cycle, South Australia has vast future potential with some 30
per cent of the world's known uranium deposits. Responsible governments
cannot overlook an energy technology option capable of producing abundant
power with zero carbon emissions.
This submission asserts that the potential economic and employment benefits
of the nuclear fuel cycle are vast, and that failure to act would represent a lost
opportunity for South Australia. It also acknowledges Australia's capacity to
manage the safety, environmental and security risks associated with the
nuclear industry. As such, this submission will address the following questions
from the Issues Papers including, but not limited to 1.5, 1.7- 1.8, 1.10, 1.12,
2.2, 2.5- 2.7, 2.11 , 3.1, 3.6- 3.10, 3.13- 3.14, 3.17 and 4.2- 4.12.
In this submission the AWU relies on research from the Australia Bureau of
Statistics, the Commonwealth Government Uranium Mining, Processing and
Nuclear Energy Review, and the Minerals Council of Australia.
The submission will address the following issues relating to the uranium
sector in South Australia and Australia generally:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Economic benefits
Employment
Emissions reduction
Safety and security.

Scott McDine- National Secretary
The Australian Workers' Union
Level10, 377-383 Sussex Street, Sydney NSW 2000
Phone: 02 8005 3333 1 Fax: 02 8005 3300
Website: www.awu.net.au I Email: members@nat.awu.net.au

Nuclear Fuel Cycle Royal Commission - AWU

Part 1: Economic benefits
With 32% of the world's uranium resources, the economic potential of South
Australia's nuclear fuel cycle must be seen in the global context. With 437
operable nuclear power reactors operating, and 70 new reactors under
construction, substantial increases are projected for both nuclear power
output and uranium consumption. According to Bureau of Resources and
Energy Economics (BREE) forecasts: 1
Nuclear power capacity is set to increase;
The fastest growth will be in Asia, especially in China and South Korea;
Increases in population growth and an emphasis on climate change
policy will drive growth;
Australian production and export volumes and values will increase
substantially;
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) forecasts project global
nuclear electricity generation capacity increasing up to 200% by 2050;
OECD National Energy Agency predictions see uranium demand rising
between up to 106% by 2035;
BREE forecasts global uranium consumption and prices to rise through
to 2019. 2
South Australia has been a reliable supplier of uranium to the world market for
many years, and is an enviable position to meet a large proportion of
increased future demand. Despite having the world 's largest uranium
resource , Australia captures less that a fifth of the global market for mined
uranium. Failure to fully exploit this potential is largely due to political and
regulatory constraints.
Two major global forces, the pursuit of energy security and international
efforts to reduce the damage of climate change, are driving a broadly based
international revival of nuclear-powered generation as a reliable, low-carbon
solution for the provision of base-load electricity.
Countries around the world are establishing nuclear generating capacity; restarting stalled nuclear programs; replacing ageing nuclear power plants with
new ones, and/or greatly expanding existing nuclear power capacity - all of
which will lead to an increase in the demand for uranium. An increasing
number of new nuclear generators are being built or planned and in more
countries, in particular in our own region. Despite lower interest in expanding
European and US reactors, China's National Development and Reform
1
2

Resources and Energy Quarterly, September 2014
http://www.minerals.org.au/resourcesluranium/uranium_nuclear_forecasts
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Commission plans to increase their power production to 58 gigaatts of
electrical output by 2020, according to the World Nuclear Association (WNA). 3
IBISWorld forecast that in 2014-15, Australia will produce nearly 6499.5
tonnes of uranium with industry revenue near $696.7 million. Over the longer
term, Deloitte calculate that under a moderate approach to carbon emission
reduction worldwide, and with all States and the Northern Territory allowing
mining, Australia could supply 25% of the world market with the vast majority
of this supply to come from South Australia. In terms of export volumes, that
opportunity equates to exports rising from to 37,000 tonnes a year by 2030.
Uranium exports could add between $14.2 billion and $17.4 billion (assuming
mining is allowed in WA and Old) in net present value terms to Australian
GOP between now and 2030. This would present a significant economic boost
to the South Australian economy. Increased South Australian uranium
exports could help avoid an additional 11 billion to 15 billion tonnes of
greenhouse gas emissions up to 2030.
This is a measure of the opportunity South Australia is missing. Based on
forecasts of large increases in demand, the gap will grow significantly unless
action is taken quickly to expand South Australia's productive capacity. Future
demand growth for uranium is therefore assured. The question is to what
extent will the state of south Australia, and Australia more broadly, benefit.
The lifting of State Government bans on uranium mining has been good news
for industry and jobs. These changes have already cleared the way for
explorers with resource projects to ramp up their activities and work harder.
When industrialised economies are attempting to reduce carbon emissions, it
is reckless to prohibit on uranium mining activites, when:
•
•
•
•
•

3

There is growing demand for nuclear power among Australia's trading
partners;
There is broadly-based scientific consensus about the greenhouse gas
mitigation characteristics of uranium;
Australia has robust regulation of uranium mining and of the conditions
of export;
The expansion of exports would be of general economic benefit to
South Australia;
There is a case for reaping that benefit because Australia itself is
addressing its greenhouse emissions obligations and may incur costs
in doing so; and

IBISWorld Business Environment Report, World Price of Uranium, February 2015, p 2.
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•

There is a national political consensus in favour of expanding mining.

Nuclear energy is also an increasingly cost effective energy option, over the
assumed financial and operational life of plants. This is supported by
modelling from the US Energy Information Administration (EIA), and accounts
for the costs of capital, fuel , maintenance and financing. 4
The public benefit of the nuclear fuel cycle is evident in royalties paid to state
and territory governments from Uranium mines, and through taxation and
other payments made by mining companies.
With the world price of uranium is forecast to rise in the five years to 2020,5
this benefit could potentially increase.
Part 2: Employment

There are opportunities to increase employment at every stage of the nuclear
fuel cycle.
South Australia is currently experiencing its highest jobless rate in 15 years,
with unemployment well above the 6% national rate at 8.2%. A decline in
traditional manufacturing employment has compounded the unemployment
problem South Australia
The uranium industry generates approximately $620 million per annum in
export revenue whilst providing 4,000 jobs. Presently Australia has an 11 per
cent share of the global uranium market.6
These figures could be vastly improved if Australia were to reach it's true
potential in the uranium sector. If Australia's domestic uranium production was
increased in line with its natural uranium endowment, export revenue would
be $2 billion per annum while adding 10,000 jobs.
Regulation prohibiting the expansion of the uranium mining industry is already
prohibiting job growth in Australia. Looking to Queensland as an example,
Australian Uranium Association (AUA) assessments of labour needs suggest
that State Government uranium mining bans could stand in the way of more
than 2,600 new jobs.
In a soft national employment market, such job creation is more needed than
ever.
• http://www.minerals.org.au/file_upload/fileslpublications!Uranium_Naturai_Energy_ FINAL.pdf
5
IBISWorld Business Environment Report, World Price of Uranium, February 2015, p 2,
6
http://www.minerals.org.au/file_upload/fileslpublications!Uranium_Naturai_Energy_ FINAL.pdf
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Current employment levels in uranium fluctuate due to regulatory uncertainty. 7
Most of these jobs are in remote regions already experiencing limited
employment opportunities. 8 Expansion in the sector opens up potential
opportunities for cooperative agreements with local communities and
indigenous groups.
Some communities see uranium exploration and m1n1ng favourably as a
means of improving quality of life, while other communities are not
supportive. 9 As a result, consultation with local and indigenous communities
will be vital.
Uranium expansion on traditional indigenous land and in regional centres can
provide desperately needed economic and employment boost in areas that
have become economically moribund.
Expansion of the nuclear fuel cycle could add value to the current workforce
by creating professional, skilled and unskilled employment. Flow on effects
from investment in the nuclear fuel cycle would also see an indirect increase
in employment in secondary industries.
As noted in the table below, the nuclear industry is a global employer of
significance that provides highly skilled, highly paid jobs: 10
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1BISWor1d Industry Report 80808 Uranium Mining in Australia (May 2015)
·Uranium Mining, Processing and Nuclear Energy- Opportunities for Australia' (2006) Australian Government, p 22.
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43.
8
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Job opportunities
There are four active uranium mines in Australia, with Olympic Dam (BHP)
and Four Mile (Quasar Resources and Alliance Resources) extracting
uranium, and Ranger (ERA) and Beverley (Heathgate Resources) processing
stockpiled uranium. Current workforce estimates place employment figures at:
•
•
•
•

Olympic Dam, South Australia: 4300 total jobs across mixed
resource operations;
Four Mile, South Australia: 140 jobs;
Ranger, Northern Territory: 500 jobs across ERA workforce;
Beverley, South Australia: 200 jobs across Heathgate workforce.

Looking to Queensland to project analogous employment figures, potential
mines and their employment requirements would be:
Valhalla deposit, Mt lsa Region: 800 full-time jobs averaged over 18
months in the construction phase; and 180 workers directly employed
and 170 contractor and other jobs in operations;
Ben Lomond, west of Townsville: 200 jobs in the construction phase;
and 150 or more direct jobs in the operational phase plus 100
contracting jobs;
Maureen, north Queensland: 200 jobs in construction, 100 or more
direct operational jobs and 100 contracting jobs;
Westmoreland deposit, north west Queensland: 330 jobs in
construction, 230 mine site jobs and 60 more office and exploration
jobs.
This represents a total of 1,530 construction jobs and 1,090 direct mining and
contracting jobs that could be created according to the former Australian
Uranium Association. Export returns would generate many more.
Considering that Queensland has 3% of Australia's uranium resources,
compared to South Australia's 80%, it can be extrapolated that a fully
developed South Australia nuclear fuel cycle would employ over 10,000
workers.
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Part 3: Emissions Reductions

Australia is well paced to reap the benefits of rising global interest in nuclear
energy as a low emissions energy source. In fact, any credible approach to
reducing global - and indeed Australia's - emissions footprint must include
within it an enhance role for the nuclear power industry.
Australia can either develop a fully integrated nuclear energy cycle industry,
as explored by the Howard Government, or at a minimum can provide the
world with the inputs for emissions reduction by unleashing its vast reserves
to the world for the purposes of clean energy creation.
World policy makers agree nuclear energy has an increasingly important role
in the effort for climate relief.
The Executive Secretary of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC), Yvo De Boer, has stated that:
I have never seen a credible scenario for reducing emissions that did
not include nuclear energy.
And US President, Barack Obama, said when outlining his climate change
and 'green jobs' strategy:
"There will be investment in solar power, wind power and nextgeneration biofuels. We'll tap nuclear power, while making sure it is
safe. And we will develop clean coal technologies"
Prominent Australian policy-makers share these views, with former Chairman
of the Australian Nuclear Science and Technology Organisation (ANSTO)
Ziggy Switkowski stating that:
I really believe nuclear power has a place in the mix for Australia for all
sorts of reasons: we are a geologically benign environment, we 've got
a large part of the world's uranium, we are technically smart and we
are committed to moving to a cleaner energy mix.
As the global economy increasingly pursues green energy solutions, nuclear
energy has an important role to play by contributing to low emission energy
generation. Research undertaken by the University of Sydney's Centre for
Integrated Sustainability Analysis has placed the lifecycle emissions of
nuclear generated electricity as comparable with hydro and wind turbine
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sources (both popular renewable sources) in an Australian context, and well
11
below the emissions profiles of coal and natural gas.
Ufecycle emissions of different electricity generating technologies"
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Modelled scenarios from The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) highlight the factors likely to limit warming as:
... more rapid improvements in energy efficiency and a tripling to nearly
a quadrupling of the share of zero- and low-carbon energy supply from
renewable energy, nuclear energy and fossil energy with carbon
dioxide capture and storage (CCS), or bioenergy with CCS (BECCS)
by the year 2050
In the 2014 the US-China Joint Announcement on Climate Change, two of our
major trading partners noting the significance of nuclear energy as part of the
energy mix in a climate constrained global economy.

11

http//www.minerals.org.au/file_upload/files/publications/Uranium_Naturai_Energy_FINALpdf
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This finding corresponds with the OECD International Energy Agency's World
Energy Outlook (WEO) that projects nuclear power generation to grow
anywhere between 57% to 161 % by 2040.
Part 4: Safety & Security

The OECD Nuclear Energy Agency holds uranium mining to be one of the
safest and environmentally responsible forms of mining in the world.
Australia's existing uranium industry has demonstrated a capacity to mitigate
environmental and health risks, from tailings management, to mine
rehabilitation and uranium transportation.
Australia's regulatory framework functions to reduce the environmental impact
of the nuclear fuel cycle, from the approval process to strict reporting
conditions. The Minerals Council of Australia refers to Uranium mining
regulation as 'complex system of federal , state and territory legislation,
guidelines and policies administered by a variety of agencies and
organisations, covering the full supply chain, from exploration to export and
mine closure and rehabilitation .'
Prominent nuclear disasters in Fukushima and Chernobyl have impacted on
public perceptions of the nuclear fuel cycle.
In spite of these disasters there is ample evidence to suggest that the risks
associated with nuclear energy can be extensively removed in an Australian
context. It is also worth noting that such disasters, while clearly unacceptable,
have been the exception rather than the rule.
Nuclear energy has a strong safety record when measuring fatalities per unit
of energy produced.
This is due to both strong regulatory practices, and substantial energy output
produced for relatively little industrial activity. Australian has transported over
11 ,000 container movements in 30 years of Uranium mine export activity, in
which there have been no risks to public health.
Despite impacting on mental and social well-being, the 2011 Fukushima
disaster has not caused radiation related fatalities.
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Safety at work

Reducing death, injury and illness at work is a top priority our union, with the
AWU advocating for workplace safety through expertise, resources and
regular training.
In the context of the nuclear fuel cycle, workers must be protected from
radiation emitted by uranium. Australian practices and regulation already
draws upon internationally and scientifically recognised standards. Any future
uranium industries should adopt and where possible seek to improve these
best practice hazard reduction systems.
Global security

Australia is prevented from contributing to the development of nuclear
weapons through International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) safeguards and
a network of bilateral agreements. Australia's Uranium export policy thereby
functions 'to establish a framework of control within which the benefits which
many countries see in the peaceful use of nuclear energy can be safely
realised.'
Although high-level nuclear waste poses greater safety risks, the bulk of
radioactive waste is made up of low-level material with 1% radioactive
content. On a global scale, nuclear waste comprises approximately 0.1 % of
hazardous waste.
As a global exporter of potentially hazardous material that can be used in
terrorist activities it is in Australia's direct national security interests to know
about the whereabouts of this material upon its development through the
nuclear fuel cycle process.
Australia's safety record , when combined with a large and mostly uninhabited
geography, suggests potential for future storage and management of
radioactive waste. Much of this vast land expanse is found in South Australia.
Australia's geography is rarely subject to tectonic shifts and thus makes it an
excellent, global candidate for the storage phase of the fuel cycle. Such
remoteness would also assist with managing the likely political difficulties
associated with the development of this industry. Scare campaigns would
need to be pre-empted and responded to in a careful manner.
Storage while appropriate from a moral and security perspective would also
present an economic boon to South Australia's economy. South Australia
could rightfully expect to extract a significant rental premium from nations that
do not wish or are not capable of storing nuclear waste.
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While the storage of waste would present environmental and security
challenges, when balanced against external risks, economic benefits and
Australia's obligation to use its natural advantages as a candidate for storage,
it is clear that this an industry that should be developed into the future.
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