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Editorial
Dear readers of the WISE/NIRS Nuclear Monitor,

In this issue of the Monitor:
• Nuclear Monitor editor Jim Green writes about the ongoing uranium price slump;
• Michael Mariotte from the Nuclear Information and Resource Service writes 
   about protracted problems with nuclear waste management in the US;
• Jim Green writes about several nuclear threads to the situation in Syria including
   the risks of a military strike on Syria’s research reactor, and the failings of the 
   nuclear safeguards system;
• Cesar Jaramillo from Project Ploughshares (Canada) points out the duplicity 
   of nuclear weapons states as they pressure Syria to abandon Weapons of Mass 
   Destruction even as they modernise their own nuclear weapons programs;
• The Nuclear News section includes updates on France’s energy transition, 
   and an acknowledgement from the World Nuclear Association that its 2011 
   projections for nuclear power growth can no longer be met because of the  
   Fukushima disaster, strong competition from alternative generating technologies
   and reduced power demand growth expectations.

Feel free to contact us if there are issues you would like to see covered in the Monitor.

Regards from the editorial team.
Email: monitor@wiseinternational.org

768.4331 Since September 2, the spot 
price has been still lower, at US$34.00. 
Those prices are just over half the spot 
price of US$66.50 / lb on 11 March 
2011, the first day of the triple-disaster 
in north-east Japan.[1]

The long-term contract price has been 
reasonably stable in recent months at 
US$57 / lb. At that price, the value of 
annual global uranium requirements 
for power reactors is around 
US$10 billion.

Uranium price slumps, Paladin 
energy in trouble

FNArena wrote on September 17: “The 
issue of low uranium prices discoura-
ging new supply is not just one of the 
spot price itself but one of the marginal 
cost of new supply. Producers sugge-
sted to Ux that the average marginal 
cost of production of operating mines 
is around where the spot price is now, 
but the marginal cost of developing a 
new mine is more like US$65-70/lb. 
From the nuclear energy prospective, 
respondents rated the most significant 
demand-side influences as, in 

Uranium price slumps, Paladin 
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US NRC to find out just how confi-
dent public is in radioactive waste 
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The spot uranium price fell to US$34.50 / lb U3O8 in late July, 
a price not seen since December 2005 during the upswing of a 
spectacular price bubble which peaked in June 2007 at US$138 / 
lb. The 12% price slump in July was the biggest monthly loss since 
March 2011.
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descending order of influence, 
Japanese reactor restarts, Chinese 
reactor build, the premature shut-
down of older US reactors and the 
emergence of newcomer countries 
to nuclear energy (about equal), and 
the upcoming French nuclear licence 
renewals.”[19]
Raymond James analyst David 
Sadowski expects an average spot 
price of $40 per pound this year, $52 in 
2014, and $70 in both 2015 and 2016.
[2] Michael Angwin from the Australian 
Uranium Association expects low pri-
ces until about 2017/18, and a nasdaq.
com article states that “the road to 
recovery for this battered commodity 
will be a long haul”.[3,4] Rob Atkinson, 
outgoing CEO of Energy Resources of 
Australia, says the uranium spot price 
is woeful, making it extremely difficult 
to make the case for developing a new 
mine, and the market will remain diffi-
cult for at least another two years.[21]

The industry hopes that reactor res-
tarts in Japan will improve the situa-
tion − but restarts will be slow and in 
many cases strongly contested. The 
industry hopes that new build in China 
will improve the situation − but pre-Fu-
kushima nuclear growth projections 
have been sharply reduced and China 
now plans to approve a “small number” 
of new reactors projects each year.[5]

The industry hopes that the end of the 
US-Russian ‘Megatons to Megawatts’ 
program − downblending highly enri-
ched uranium from weapons programs 
for use in power reactors − will improve 
the situation. But mine production 
has met an increasing proportion of 
demand in recent years − 78% in 2009 
and 2010, 85% in 2011 and 86% in 
2012 (the shortfall was around 10,000 
tonnes of uranium in 2011 and 2012).
[6] This suggests that the end of the 
Megatons to Megawatts program will 
have a moderate impact. There is 
scope for weapons material to conti-
nue to supply the civil market regar-
dless of future bilateral US-Russian 
agreements.[7] Ux Consulting noted 
last year that reduction in demand 
stemming from the Fukushima acci-
dent “essentially negates much of the 
reduction in supply resulting from the 
end of the US-Russia HEU deal”.[8] 
Utilities have built up uranium stock-
piles in recent years as a result of low 
uranium prices (the World Nuclear 

Association estimated commercial 
inventories totalling 145,000 tonnes of 
uranium in 2010 − enough to supply 
global demand for two years).[9]

Jeb Handwerger, described by Ura-
nium Investing News as a “uranium 
bull and stock guru”, says that “Smart 
money recognizes the bottom.”[10] But 
smart money is heading for the door. 
At the Paydirt Uranium Conference in 
February 2012 in Australia, it was clear 
many companies were looking else-
where, prompting an industry veteran 
to quip that copper and gold had never 
before enjoyed so much airtime at a 
uranium conference.[11] A year later, 
attendance was so poor that the con-
ference was reduced from two days 
to one day and shifted from the Hilton 
Hotel to a less opulent venue.

Uranium gloom and doom is also 
being felt in the enrichment sector. 
Urenco posted a 45% drop in revenue 
for the first half of 2013 and a 31% fall 
in earnings (compared to the first half 
of 2012). Revenue fell to 384 million 
euros and earnings dropped to 319 
million euros. Urenco said it expects 
a “substantial rebalance” during the 
second half of the year due to conti-
nued capacity expansion in its US faci-
lity and the construction of a new unit 
in the UK. The UK government owns 
one third of Urenco, as does the Dutch 
government, with the final third held 
by German utilities E.On and RWE. All 
the owners have been looking to sell 
their stakes but have so far failed to 
secure a deal.[20]

Paladin Energy
Australian-based Paladin Energy 
operates two uranium mines in Africa − 
Langer Heinrich in Namibia and Kaye-
lekera in Malawi. CEO John Borshoff 
told a mining conference in Western 
Australia in July that the uranium 
industry faces a number of “major pro-
blems” such as the lack of greenfields 
development, dwindling investment 
capital and the sickly uranium price.
[12]

Borshoff said: “[T]he uranium industry 
is definitely in crisis, I believe, and is 
showing all the symptoms of a mid-
term paralysis if this situation does not 
demonstrably change. How can there 
not be a problem when you have an 
effective moratorium with nearly all 

major companies making no commit-
ment to greenfields development until 
the price gets about US$70 and it is 
believed it can stay above that level. 
And how can there not be a problem 
when you have a strong chance that 
some of the more expensive, smaller 
operations will be mothballed − putting 
more pressure on current production. 
Only at this price level [US$70/ lb] − 
and above − can sufficient capital for 
new products be raised and returns on 
investment be justified to finally give 
some risk reward to the shareholder. 
And this appears to be a long way 
away.”

Borshoff said much of the blame lies 
with the uranium industry’s customers, 
who he said had focused on the expe-
diency of current cheap prices rather 
than the supply−demand gap forecast 
to open in coming years.

Shares in Paladin plummeted on 
August 5 after the company announ-
ced a heavily discounted A$88 million 
raising through the issuing of 125.6 
million shares.[13] The company’s 
cash position dropped to A$78.1 million 
at June 30, down from A$112.9 million 
at the end of the previous quarter.[14]

The news followed a decision by the 
company to scrap negotiations for the 
sale of its interest in Langer Heinrich. 
Langer Heinrich produced 5.3 million 
pounds out of the company’s total out-
put of 8.26 million pounds of U3O8 in 
the year to June 30.[13] Borshoff said: 
“The current depressed uranium price 
has meant that it is unlikely that a price 
that appropriately reflects the strategic 
value of the asset will be achieved and 
accordingly proceeding at this time 
would be detrimental to long-term sha-
reholder value.”[15]

Andrew Shearer, an analyst at Phil-
lipCapital Ltd., said: “The decision to 
terminate the asset sale is contrary to 
the company’s guidance that the pro-
cess was continuing well and heading 
toward a conclusion.”[14]

Stockbroker RFC Ambrian said: “From 
a technical perspective, Paladin can 
be satisfied that it has achieved record 
sales but the fact remains that it has 
not had a profitable annual result since 
commencing operations. Our model-
ling forecasts continued negative cash 
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flow and the company running out of 
cash in early 2014 and consequently 
[being] unable to service its substantial 
debt position. This was expected to be 
covered through the strategic sale of a 
minority interest in Langer Heinrich for 
cash.”[16]

The share offering bought the com-
pany some breathing space if nothing 
else. Paladin had about US$670 mil-
lion of debt at the end of March 2013 
according to data compiled by Bloom-
berg.[14]

On August 30, Paladin Energy had 
more bad news, reporting a net loss of 
US$420.9 million for the 2013 financial 
year, more than double the previous 

year’s loss of US$172.8 million and not 
far short of the company’s record net 
loss of US$480.2 million in financial 
year 2009.[17,18] Borshoff launched 
into another spray about the low ura-
nium price, labelling it ‘’diabolical’’, 
‘’extremely depressed’’ and ‘’of great 
concern’’.

Borshoff would not rule out closing 
one of Paladin’s two mines (most likely 
the Kayelekera mine in Malawi) as 
part of the company’s efforts to cut 
costs. Analyst Andrew Shearer said 
the Kayelekera mine was unlikely to 
be profitable at present prices, but the 
decision was complex: ‘’They would 
have to weigh up the cost associated 
with putting it on care and maintenance 

and whether they have any contractual 
agreements in terms of uranium sales.’’
As Paladin does not make enough profit 
at current uranium prices to meet its 
debt repayments, the company will once 
again try to sell down its stake in its 
Namibian mine. Extra funding is needed 
to repay US$300 million in convertible 
notes that mature in 2015.[18]

As of late August, Paladin’s share price 
was A$0.56, barely one-tenth the figure 
of A$5 the day before the Fukushima 
disaster.

According to Fairfax journalist Peter Ker, 
Paladin’s “parlous state has some whis-
pering about executive renewal.”[17]
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(Written by Nuclear Monitor editor Jim Green.)
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768.4332 Featured will be 12 public 
meetings across the country over the 
next 45 days to discuss the Nuclear 
Regulatory Commission’s “waste con-
fidence” policy, and likely action in the 
Senate on legislation that might − or 
might not − set a new path on radioac-
tive waste.

Last summer, a federal court threw out 
the NRC’s “waste confidence” policy, 
which forced the agency to institute a 
moratorium on licensing new reactors 
and relicensing old ones. The policy 
was established in the 1980s, after 
Congress decided that the federal 
government would be responsible for 
disposal of high-level nuclear waste.

 At the time, Congress also decided 
that the government would begin 

accepting the waste for disposal in 
1998 and directed the Department 
of Energy to sign contracts to do 
so. So much for bad ideas and poor 
prognostication. More than 25 years 
since the legislation was passed, the 
government has been unable to make 
good on any of those contracts − and 
is therefore being sued by nuclear 
utilities − and is also no closer to a 
radioactive waste solution than it was 
in the 1980s.

At the core of the “waste confidence” 
policy was the Nuclear Regulatory 
Commission’s (NRC) assertion that it 
was confident high-level radioactive 
waste would always be stored or dis-
posed of safely, no matter where it was 
and that, in any case, a permanent 
waste disposal site was just around 

the corner. This assertion allowed the 
NRC to license and relicense reactors 
which otherwise would have been 
prohibited (as it is today).
But the court ruled that the utter lack of 
progress toward establishing a perma-
nent site and the Obama Administrati-
on’s efforts to end the Yucca Mountain, 
Nevada project meant there is no 
reason to assume a permanent site 
ever will be established. Further, the 
court said the NRC had provided no 
technical basis whatsoever to assume 
that waste would, or even could, be 
stored indefinitely onsite. Thus, the 
“waste confidence” policy was merely 
an assertion without foundation.

The NRC vowed to provide a basis 
for its waste confidence policy and 
resume licensing within two years − 
even though the agency’s own experts 
said doing the job properly likely 
would take seven years. The result is 
a new proposed rule that asserts that 
radioactive waste can be stored inde-
finitely − as in essentially forever − in 
dry casks and even in fuel pools even 
without a permanent disposal site. The 
rule is backed by a 600-page “Generic 
Draft Environment Impact Statement” 

US NRC to find out just how 
confident public is in radioactive 
waste policy
Author: Michael Mariotte − Executive Director of the Nuclear 
Information and Resource Service.
Web: www.nirs.org Email: nirsnet@nirs.org

Against the backdrop of this year’s unprecedented spate of reac-
tor shutdowns and cancellations, attention in the US is turning this    
Fall to the complete breakdown of radioactive waste policy.

Paladin threatens pensioner
Last December, Paladin Energy 
threatened 75-year old Australian 
pensioner Noel Wauchope with legal 
action for posting on her antinuclear.
net website an article critical about 
Paladin’s uranium operations in 
Karonga, Malawi. The threat back-
fired when it was publicised in the 
widely-read Fairfax press. 

Fairfax business columnist Michael 
West wrote:
“The price of Noel Wauchope’s 
concern for the people Karonga 
was a long and intimidating letter of 
demand from Ashurst on behalf of 
the uranium company Paladin Energy 

and its general manager of interna-
tional affairs, Greg Walker. If she 
did not comply with these demands, 
warned Ashurst, she would face court 
action. ...
Among other things, the Ashurst letter 
accused the anti-nuclear campaigner 
of imputing that Mr Walker was 
‘insensitive’.
In any case, these kinds of threats to 
muzzle free speech are on the rise. 
At a time when the mainstream media 
is under pressure from falling reve-
nues, lawyers are threatening and 
shutting down websites around the 
country at an alarming clip. ...
As to the threats against the mild-man-

nered antinuclear campaigner from 
Caulfield, Ashurst laid down a long 
list of supposedly defamatory 
imputations then noted, “The above 
details of falsity are not comprehen-
sive and it should be assumed that 
any imputation not addressed is also 
false, unless otherwise stated”. 
This is just buffoonery. Yet the overall 
message of such threats is always 
crystal clear: back off, do what we 
tell you or you could lose your house.       
It looks like bullying, pure and 
simple.”

http://antinuclear.net/2013/09/02/ashurst-

paladin-attack-this-website-with-legal-threats/
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(DEIS) that conveniently understates, 
downplays and just plain ignores 
most of the possible, some would say 
likely, pitfalls and problems posed by           
long-term storage at both casks 
and pools.

For example, the DEIS determined that 
the risks of a fuel pool fire are “incon-
sequential”. That’s not because a fuel 
pool fire itself would be inconsequen-
tial − in fact, it would be calamitous. 
But the NRC says the odds of such a 
fire are so low the agency doesn’t have 
to worry about it. The NRC put the 
odds at 1 in 60,000 per reactor year. 
Multiply that by 99 reactors over the 
next hundred or so years, and the odds 
grow scarily close to inevitable. And 
before March 11, 2011, most experts 
would have put the odds of three 
simultaneous meltdowns and four 
endangered fuel pools at well below 1 
in 60,000.

Nor does the DEIS attempt to deter-
mine the relative value of dry cask 
versus fuel pool storage, apparently 
assuming both are equally safe − a 
view not shared by most outside 
experts. And while dry casks are the 
preferred technology for most concer-
ned with nuclear safety issues at this 
time, few believe they are a permanent 
solution and the DEIS fails to consider 
any of the potential dangers they might 
pose in the future. For example, the 
NRC believes dry casks should last 
100 years; then the fuel would have to 
be transferred to new dry casks − but 
unloading a cask full of extraordinarily 
radioactive fuel roads and re-loading 
them into a new cask is a job that 
never has been done. The potential 
effects of climate change-related 
sea-level and other water-level rise on 
dry casks also has been sloughed off, 
among other issues.

On October 1, the NRC will hold a 
public meeting (although industry and 
anti-nuclear groups already have been 
briefed by the agency) at its Rockville, 
Maryland headquarters to begin trying 
to sell its DEIS and proposed rule 
to the public. The next week it takes 
its show on the road, starting with a 
meeting in Denver, Colorado on Octo-
ber 3 and ending back in Rockville 
on November 14. In between, there 
will be meetings in California, Ohio, 
Minnesota, Illinois, Massachusetts,       

New York, North Carolina and Florida.
Activists across the country have 
vowed to pack the meetings to chal-
lenge both the technical details of 
the DEIS as well as to protest the 
very notion that new radioactive 
waste should be generated at all. The 
Nuclear Information and Resource 
Service has a new webpage with 
location and schedule information, 
talking points, and more: www.nirs.org/
radwaste/wasteconfidence.htm

Note, however, that Tea Party interests 
seem intent on forcing a government 
shutdown over President Obama’s 
attempt to ensure that most Americans 
are able to obtain some sort of health 
care. If a shutdown occurs, some or all 
of the meeting dates may be changed.

New independent agency?
Meanwhile, in the Senate momentum 
seems to have slipped from Energy 
Committee efforts to pass a bill 
(S.1240) to establish a new indepen-
dent agency to take over the Depart-
ment of Energy’s (DOE) radioactive 
waste program. That bill, which is 
based on the recommendations of the 
DOE’s Blue Ribbon Commission on 
waste (brc.gov), would also set up a 
new consent-based process for finding 
a permanent waste disposal site. In 
addition, it would allow creation of one 
or more new “consolidated interim 
storage” sites − a gift to the nuclear 
industry so that it could begin shipping 
high-level waste off its property and let 
the federal government take responsi-
bility for it.

But the bill hasn’t received the kind 
of support its backers had hoped. 
Environmentalists oppose it because 
the idea of “interim” storage would 
lead to massive transport of high-level 
waste across the country (“Mobile 
Chernobyl”) to an unsuitable site from 
where it would have to be transported 
again. The Nuclear Information and 
Resource Service has collected about 
40,000 signatures on petitions oppo-
sing the bill for that reason.

The program also would take a lot of 
the impetus away from the search for 
a scientifically-defensible permanent 
site since the industry’s only real 
interest is in getting the stuff off its 
property and into government hands. 
Moreover, the bill fails to ensure that 

fuel pools would be emptied as quic-
kly as feasible into dry casks, which 
environmentalists believe are much                             
safer than the overcrowded pools.

And some Republicans don’t want to 
see the establishment of a new federal 
agency of any kind for any reason, and 
don’t really care that a new agency 
might be able to begin making up 
for the myriad of mistakes the DOE 
has made on waste policy over the 
years; thus they are at best lukewarm 
toward that idea. What they really want 
− especially in the House of Repre-
sentatives, which would also have to 
approve radioactive waste legislation 
for it to become law − is a return to the 
discredited and failed Yucca Mountain 
project.

Republicans have seized on a recent 
federal court decision that ruled the 
NRC improperly ended its licensing 
review of Yucca Mountain; the NRC 
has said it will comply with the decision 
and is now working on how to restart 
its review. In the US, the DOE currently 
is responsible for finding a permanent 
disposal site and submitting an appli-
cation for it to the NRC, which has final 
approval to license the site. But the 
NRC only has about $11 million left in 
its fund for the license review, and it 
will cost about half that just to re-esta-
blish the computer system to provide 
access to the literally millions of pages 
of documents involved in the licensing 
process.

As long as Sen. Harry Reid (D-Nev.) 
is Senate Majority Leader, Congress 
won’t approve any more money for the 
NRC to complete the process (nor will 
it approve any legislation to mandate 
Yucca Mountain), so it’s unlikely that 
either the court decision or legislative 
efforts to bolster the Yucca site will 
have any actual practical effect.

But despite the relatively poor outlook 
for radioactive waste legislation, sour-
ces indicate that S.1240’s sponsors in 
the Senate Energy Committee are still 
hoping to hold a mark-up session and 
committee vote on the bill in mid-Oc-
tober. Whether any changes to the bill, 
one way or the other, will be sufficient 
to move it beyond the Committee level 
remains to be seen.
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Nuclear aspects to the crisis in 
Syria

There are a number of nuclear threads to the unfolding situation: 

• Concerns are being raised about the
   potential consequences of a military  
   strike on a small research reactor 
   near Damascus, and about the 
   radiological consequences of military 
   strikes on other sites as well as the  
   potential for nuclear materials to be 
   lost or stolen;
• Syria was probably constructing a 
   larger research reactor but the site 
   was hit by an Israeli military strike in 
   2007 and quickly demolished by the 
   Syrian state;
• Syria’s failure to provide information 
   to the International Atomic Energy 
   Agency (IAEA) and to allow          
   comprehensive safeguards 
   inspections adds another sorry   
   chapter to the saga of the 
   international nuclear safeguards  
   system (while the 2007 military strike 
   indicates that Israel has no faith in 
   the safeguards system);
• Even if the Syrian state was 
   complying with IAEA safeguards 
   requests (for access and 
   information),it is near impossible to
   maintain a meaningful safeguards
   regime in the context of widespread
   conflict (in this case civil war);
• Syria’s repeated attempts to develop
   nuclear facilities over the decades 
   have, for the most part, been 
   thwarted by political pressure 
   exerted by the US and Israel on 
   potential nuclear supplier states such 
   as Argentina, India and Russia; and
• Syria may have been the first nation 
   state to advance nuclear weapons 
   ambitions under the guise of a 
   purported interest in nuclear 
   desalination − but it will not be the 
   last.

Russia has warned that a missile 
strike on Syria could have catastrophic 
effects if it hits a research reactor near 
Damascus.[1] “If a warhead, by design 
or by chance, were to hit the Miniature 
Neutron Source Reactor [MNSR] near 
Damascus, the consequences could 
be catastrophic,” a September 5 state-

ment by the Russian Foreign Ministry 
said. The statement calls on the IAEA 
to “react swiftly” and present IAEA 
members with “an analysis of the risks 
linked to possible American strikes on 
the MNSR and other facilities in Syria”. 
The statement said nearby areas could 
be contaminated by highly enriched 
uranium and that it would be impossi-
ble to account for the nuclear material 
after such a strike.

Ambassador Bassam Al-Sabbagh, 
a senior Syrian diplomat, said on 
September 10 that he had voiced his 
nation’s “deep concern” to IAEA Direc-
tor General Yukiya Amano about the 
possible risks of a military strike on the 
MNSR. Al-Sabbagh said Syria “stron-
gly” endorsed the Russian request for 
an assessment by IAEA: “I expressed 
our deep concern regarding the possi-
ble risks of any military attack on facili-
ties under safeguards agreement.”[2]

The US Ambassador to the IAEA, 
Joseph Macmanus, told an IAEA 
Board meeting on September 9 that 
such “comprehensive risk analyses of 
hypothetical scenarios are beyond the 
IAEA’s statutory authority. The IAEA 
has never before conducted this type 
of analysis, and it would exceed IAEA’s 
mandate, and have far-reaching impli-
cations that exceed IAEA capabilities 
and authorities.”[3]

Amano said on September 9 that the 
IAEA was considering the Russian 
request.[4,5] He said that 1 kg of 
highly enriched uranium (HEU) is con-
tained in the MNSR.[6] The HEU fuel 
is enriched to nearly 90% according to 
an IAEA document.[4]

Mark Hibbs from the Carnegie Endow-
ment for International Peace said the 
MNSR is a very small reactor but there 
could be “a serious local radiation 
hazard” if there was irradiated nuclear 
material in the reactor and it was dis-
persed by a military strike.[1]

Amano noted that additional radiolo-
gical materials could be in storage at 
multiple Syrian medical and scientific 
facilities.[7] Former IAEA safeguards 
chief Olli Heinonen said Syria “should 
have substantial amounts” of atomic 
assets such as radioactive cobalt 
isotopes. Such holdings could be “of 
a greater concern, if they end up in 
wrong hands,” Heinonen said. “Nor-
mally they are stored in protected 
vaults.”[7]

2007 Israeli strike
On 6 September 2007, Israel bombed 
a desert site in Syria that US intel-
ligence reports said was a partially 
completed 25MW(t) North Korean-de-
signed gas-cooled graphite-moderated 
reactor, which would have been capa-
ble of producing enough plutonium for 
one or two weapons per year. Syria 
said the site was a conventional mili-
tary facility.[12]

Echoing responses to Israel’s strike on 
a research reactor in Iraq in 1981, then 
IAEA Director-General Mohamed El 
Baradei said in response to the 2007 
strike: “If a country has information that 
another country is developing a secret 
nuclear program, the IAEA should be 
contacted because we have the power 
to investigate the issue.”[8]

The IAEA released its latest report on 
this matter in late August − though it 
adds little to previous reports.[9] The 
latest IAEA report states that:
• In June 2008, the IAEA Director 
   General informed the Board of 
   Governors that the Agency had been 
   provided with information alleging 
   that an installation at the Dair Alzour 
   site (a.k.a. Al-Kibar), destroyed by 
   Israel in September 2007, had been 
   a nuclear reactor that was not yet 
   operational and into which no 
   nuclear material had been 
   introduced. Information subsequently
   provided to the Agency included 
   further allegations that the reactor 
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to run a major civilian or weapons-
oriented program; the MNSR yields 
only tiny quantities of plutonium in its 
spent fuel, while its highly enriched 
uranium fuel is insufficient in quantity 
for a nuclear weapon; and Syria has 
not developed full nuclear fuel-cycle 
expertise and is not known to possess 
reprocessing technologies.

Previous efforts to procure nuclear 
technology include the following: 
[8,10,11] 

• In 1990, Argentina’s state-
   controlled National Institute of 
   Applied Research (INVAP) agreed to 
   provide Syria with a 10 MW(t) 
   research reactor and a hot cell lab for
   producing radioisotopes, but the 
   Argentinean government vetoed the 
   deal in 1995, allegedly after 
   receiving strong pressure from both 
   the US and Israel to block the deal. 
• India’s offer to provide Syria with a
   5 MW(t) reactor was shelved in 1991
   under significant US pressure.
   In 1991, US and Israeli officials 
   claimed China was working with Syria  
   on weaponisation projects.
• In 1998, Russia and Syria signed a
   deal for the peaceful use of nuclear
   power, which included a desalination
   facility powered by a 25 MW light-
   water reactor. The project did not
   progress and is likely to have 
   collapsed under US pressure.
• In 2003, Syria signed a deal with 
   Russia that included a nuclear power
   plant and a nuclear desalination 
   facility, but the deal did not progress.
• A 2004 CIA report found that 
   Pakistani nuclear scientist A.Q. Khan
   may have provided Syria with nuclear 
   information and equipment although 
   the claim was rejected by then IAEA 
   Director-General Mohamed El  Baradei

Suspected fuel development site
A report released by the Institute for Sci-
ence and International Security (ISIS) 
on September 12 said that ancillary faci-
lities built to support the alleged Syrian 
reactor could still contain uranium and 
other material of potential value to ter-
rorist groups or black-market profiteers. 
The Marj as Sulţān facility in Damascus 
may have been involved in developing 
reactor fuel for the reactor. The reactor 
would have needed about 50 tonnes of 
natural uranium fuel to operate.[13]

   was a gas cooled graphite 
   moderated reactor, that it was not 
   configured to produce electricity, that 
   it had been built with the assistance 
   of North Korea and that there were 
   three other locations in Syria that 
   were functionally related to the Dair 
   Alzour site.
• By the end of October 2007, large 
   scale clearing and levelling 
   operations had taken place at the site
   which had removed or obscured the 
   remains of the destroyed building.
   Syria maintained that the destroyed 
   building was a non-nuclear military
    installation and that Syria had had 
   no nuclear related cooperation with 
   the DPRK.
• In June 2008, the Agency visited the
   Dair Alzour site and requested 
   supporting documentation 
    concerning
    the past and current use of the 
    buildings at the Dair Alzour site and
    at three other locations allegedly 
    functionally related to that site. 
    Since that visit, Syria has not 
    engaged substantively with the 
    Agency on the nature of the Dair 
    Alzour site or the three other 
    locations.
• In his May 2011 report to the Board 
   of Governors, the Director General 
   provided the Agency’s assessment 
   that, based on all the information 
   available to the Agency and its 
   technical evaluation of that 
   information, it was very likely that the
   building destroyed at the Dair Alzour
   site was a nuclear reactor which 
   should have been declared to the 
   Agency. Concerning the three other
   locations, the Agency was unable to
   provide an assessment concerning 
   their nature or operational status.
• In June 2011, the Board of Governors 
   voted in favour of a resolution which 
   found that Syria’s undeclared 
   construction of a nuclear reactor at
   Dair Alzour and failure to provide
   design information for the facility 
   constituted non-compliance by Syria 
   with its obligations under its NPT 
   Safeguards Agreement with the
   IAEA.
   The Board also decided to report Syria’s 
    non-compliance to the UN Security Coun-
    cil and the UN General Assembly. (China 
    and Russia voted against the IAEA Board
    of Governors resolution and subsequently
   oppose any action against Syria at  the 
   Security Council.)

• During a meeting with the IAEA in
   Damascus in October 2011, a 
   proposal regarding possible future 
   actions that focused solely on the 
   Dair Alzour site was discussed, 
   but the IAEA concluded that the 
   proposal was not acceptable given 
   the conditions placed by Syria on 
   IAEA verification activities at the 
   site and the omission of the three 
   other locations from the scope of the 
   proposal. The Agency subsequently 
   proposed to Syria to hold further
   discussions. In a February 2012 
   letter to the IAEA, Syria indicated 
   that it would provide a detailed
   response at a later time, noting the 
   difficult prevailing security situation
   in the country.
• Civil conflict has further complicated 
   the situation. In June 2013, the IAEA 
   informed Syria that the 2013 physical
   inventory verification at the MNSR 
   would be postponed until the security
   conditions had sufficiently improved. 
   The IAEA continues to monitor 
   satellite imagery of the MNSR, the 
   yellowcake storage area at the Homs
   Phosphoric Acid Pilot Plant and other
   locations of safeguards relevance.

Furthermore, IAEA inspectors discove-
red undeclared anthropogenic uranium 
particles at the MNSR in 2008 and 
2009. The investigation is ongoing, but 
the most recent information provided 
by Syria indicates that the particles 
originated from previously unreported 
activities involving the conversion of 
yellowcake to uranyl nitrate in 2004.
[10]

Historical pursuit of nuclear facili-
ties
According to the Nuclear Threat Ini-
tiative (NTI), Syria has consistently 
pursued more advanced nuclear tech-
nologies.[10] The military has been a 
stakeholder in Syria’s nuclear program 
since the 1970s, and Damascus has 
both openly and covertly sought the 
assistance of numerous parties, inclu-
ding the IAEA, China, Russia, Iran, 
and North Korea to develop its nuclear 
program.

The NTI notes that Syria is a very long 
way short of a nuclear weapons 
capability: it has a weak industrial 
infrastructure; poor scientific 
capabilities; lacks the trained 
engineers and other personnel needed 
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768.4334 Any use of nuclear weapons 
in a populated area would be far more 
catastrophic than the highest estimate 
of casualties from the use of chemical 
weapons outside Damascus on August 
21. However, while various nations 
seem to be scrambling to respond to 
the events in Syria within days, the 
international community has not been 
able to follow a road map for nuclear 
disarmament to its final destination 
after more than four decades.
Chemical, biological and nuclear 

weapons have this in common: their 
use is immoral and illegal — even in 
times of conflict. Canadian Foreign 
Minister John Baird sardonically 
called chemical weapons “a poor 
man’s weapons of mass destruction.” 
Even if true, the weapons of mass 
destruction of affluent countries are no 
more legitimate.

The nuclear non-proliferation treaty 
was designed to prevent non-
nuclear-weapon states from 

acquiring nuclear weapons and to 
compel nuclear-weapon states to 
eliminate them. More than 40 years 
later, the former have by and large 
fulfilled their non-proliferation 
commitments. Yet those that hold 
nuclear weapons have resisted, 
avoided or ignored not only their treaty 
obligations, but the groundswell of 
support for nuclear abolition from all 
corners of the planet. Instead, there is 
a discouraging and well-documented 
trend to spend 
billions of dollars on modernising 
nuclear weapons, pushing the goalpost 
of nuclear abolition ever further away.

Only five states party to the nearly 
universal non-proliferation treaty 

5   www.nti.org/gsn/article/un-agency-examining-russias-concerns-about-syrian-nuke-site/
6   www.worldbulletin.net/?aType=haber&ArticleID=117429
7   www.nti.org/gsn/article/us-warns-iaea-over-assessing-nuclear-risks-syria-strike/
8   www.nti.org/analysis/articles/syria-candidate-nuclear-proliferation/
9   http://isis-online.org/uploads/isis-reports/documents/gov2013-41.pdf
10 www.nti.org/country-profiles/syria/nuclear/
11 www.nti.org/media/pdfs/syria_nuclear.pdf?_=1316466791
12 www.nti.org/country-profiles/syria/official-documents/
13 http://isis-online.org/uploads/isis-reports/documents/Marj_as_Sultan_12sept2013.pdf

(Written by Nuclear Monitor editor Jim Green)

Syrian crisis should re-energise 
broader disarmament efforts
Author: Cesar Jaramillo − program officer at Project Ploughshares (Canada)
Web: http://ploughshares.ca

Whatever the merits of the deal reached to defuse the tension 
in  Syria, the use of chemical weapons in its civil war confirms 
a sobering reality: if weapons exist, they will sooner or later be              
used — no matter how immoral, indiscriminate or contrary to         
international norms.

References:
1   http://uk.reuters.com/article/2013/09/04/uk-syria-crisis-russia-nuclear-idUKBRE9830XQ20130904
2   www.reuters.com/article/2013/09/10/us-syria-crisis-reactor-idUSBRE9890HX20130910
3   http://vienna.usmission.gov/130909safety.html
4   www.reuters.com/article/2013/09/10/us-syria-crisis-reactor-idUSBRE9890HX20130910

sources and wastes which could be at 
risk of seizure, the ISIS report states, 
and these could cause greater radio-
active harm than natural uranium.

Syria is not believed to have an 
active, secret nuclear program at this 
time, the ISIS report states, but it is 
believed to be actively hiding assets 
associated with its past, undeclared 
nuclear reactor effort. Both the Marj 
as Sulţān fuel development site and 
the (now demolished) reactor site have 
fallen under control of government 

“The uranium could be anywhere 
within government controlled areas 
today, if it even remains in Syria,” the 
ISIS report states. “Determining its fate               
must be a priority.”

The report notes that any uranium fuel 
remaining in Syria is not weapons-
grade and could not be used in nuclear 
bombs without further processing. 
While Syria’s thousands of chemical 
weapons remain a higher priority, its 
nuclear assets “deserve significant 
attention”. Syria also has radioactive 

opponents at times during the civil war. 
Rebels reportedly invited the IAEA to 
inspect the reactor site if they satisfied 
some unspecified conditions. The 
IAEA did not take up this offer, and it 
would have had no authority to do so, 
since its safeguards agreement is with 
the Syrian government. The UN would 
need to provide the IAEA with authority 
(and adequate protection) to inspect 
the site independent of the Syrian 
government, the ISIS report states.
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possess nuclear weapons, but their 
combined arsenals of more than 
17,000 warheads could destroy our 
planet many times over.
Certainly, Syria should sign on to the 
chemical weapons convention, which 
mandates the destruction of chemical 
arsenals. The possession of weapons 
of mass destruction of any kind is the 
obvious fundamental prerequisite for 
their use.

It is just as clear that nuclear-weapon 
states should begin negotiations on a 
nuclear weapons convention. Until all 
nuclear weapons are eliminated, the 
threat remains that they will be used — 
by accident, miscalculation or design.

In his September 10 televised speech 
to rally domestic support for eventual 
military intervention in Syria, U.S. 
President Barack Obama called 
the images of victims of chemical 
weapons “sickening” and stated that 
these weapons “can kill on a mass 
scale, with no distinction between 
soldier and infant.” He was right.                         
But the same is true for nuclear 
weapons.

He also stated that the United States 
belongs to the 98 per cent of 
nations that have signed the chemical 
weapons convention. This is roughly 
the same percentage of states that 
have refrained from acquiring nuclear 
weapons. On the nuclear issue, 
however, the United States sits with 
the minority.

To be sure, Obama has spoken 
passionately in favour of nuclear 
abolition. In June, he acknowledged 
the grave danger posed by nuclear 
weapons and stated that “so long as 
nuclear weapons exist, we are not truly 
safe.” In Prague in 2009, he said the 
United States would take “concrete 
steps toward a world without nuclear 
weapons.”

But setting lofty goals has never been 
the problem. Nuclear abolition has 
been an international objective for 
decades, supported in theory even 
by states with nuclear weapons. It is 
implementing this goal that has proved 
difficult. No reasonable observer 
would conclude that nuclear-weapon 
states have taken meaningful steps 
to “pursue in good faith and bring to 
a conclusion negotiations leading to 
nuclear disarmament” as obligated by 
the nuclear non-proliferation treaty.

Opportunities for engagement on 
this issue continue to develop. Just 
this year, a UN open-ended working 
group met in June and August with a 
mandate to “develop proposals to take 
forward multilateral nuclear disarma-
ment negotiations for the achievement 
and maintenance of a world without 
nuclear weapons.” The five permanent 
members of the UN Security Council 
— also the sole possessors of nuclear 
weapons within the non-proliferation 
treaty — were asked to join the group. 
Every single one chose not to.

US intercontinental ballistic missile test
The US Air Force Global Strike Command test fired an unarmed Minuteman III intercontinental ballistic missile on 
September 22. A second Minuteman III test-firing is scheduled for September 26. The US has an arsenal of 450 
Minuteman III missiles. A Minuteman III test firing was postponed in April as the US did not want North Korea to 
“misinterpret” the missile test as a provocative act. Yet the timing of the September tests is also impolite − September 
21 is the International Day of Peace, and a UN High-Level Meeting on Nuclear Disarmament takes place on 
September 26. 

http://www.afgsc.af.mil/news/story.asp?id=123364147
www.nti.org/gsn/article/air-forces-conducts-user-trial-minuteman-3-follow-test-planned-thursday

Another opportunity comes on Sept. 
26, when the UN holds a high-level 
meeting on nuclear disarmament. In 
October, states will have the chance 
to solidify any progress initiated at that 
meeting during sessions of the UN 
General Assembly’s first committee 
on disarmament and international 
security. These diplomatic gatherings 
constitute key occasions for the five 
permanent members of the Security 
Council to show the international com-
munity that their talk of a world free of 
nuclear weapons is more than empty 
rhetoric.

Efforts to prevent the use of chemical 
weapons, such as those currently in 
motion in response to Syria, are not 
only welcome, but indeed essential. 
The same arguments about the need 
to eradicate these weapons should 
apply, even more vigorously, to nuclear 
arsenals.

In Obama’s televised address, the 
leader of the most powerful nation on 
Earth — and commander of its vast 
nuclear forces — spoke forcefully “of a 
world where we seek to ensure that the 
worst weapons will never be used.”

If there can be a silver lining to the 
devastation in Syria, it might be in 
reminding the world that the only fool-
proof way to ensure that weapons of 
mass destruction — chemical, biologi-
cal and nuclear — are never used is to 
completely eliminate them.
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reactors will be shut down long before 
the end of the century).[2]

Electricite de France SA (EDF) ope-
rates 58 power reactors in France. 
The reactors are on average 27 years 
old and are spread over 19 sites.[3] In 
July, the regulator Autorite de Surete 
Nucleaire said EDF would have to 
improve safety at its nuclear plants 
including ensuring spent fuel storage 
and reactor vessels are secure before 
it can approve operation beyond 40 
years. “EDF must propose ambitious 
improvements for the safety of spent 
fuel storage” and be prepared to 
replace equipment on a large scale, 
ASN said. In April, ASN head Pier-
re-Franck Chevet said “we are a long 
way from making a decision” on exten-
sions beyond 40 years.[6]
 
France’s Green party has threatened 
to withdraw support for the Socialist 
government over the slow pace of its 
energy policy initiatives.[4]

French nuclear generation fell to its 
lowest level in at least six years on 
June 22−23, after EDF reduced output 
by around a third to manage oversup-
ply in the grid and prevent prices 
turning negative for the second conse-
cutive weekend.[5]

Meanwhile, progress is being made 
at a test facility near the small village 
of Bure in northeastern France, which 
the nuclear industry hopes to turn 
into a repository for intermediate- and 
high-level nuclear waste. The test 
facility has been completed at a depth 
of 480 metres underground. ANDRA 
− L’Agence nationale pour la gestion 
des dechets radioactifs − is planning 
to apply for construction approval for 
the final disposal site in 2015 for a 
planned start of construction in 2019. 
Cost estimates range from 14 billion 
euros to 55 billion euros. Opponents of 
the proposal, including some villagers, 
have prevented residents’ debate ses-
sions − a necessary step for obtaining 
construction approval − from being 
held. [7,8,9,10]

Historically, upper scenarios from the 
WNA and IAEA have always been 
fanciful, whereas lower scenarios are 
usually much closer to the mark.

[1] World Nuclear Association, ‘The 
Global Nuclear Fuel Market: Supply 
and Demand 2013-2030’,
www.world-nuclear.org/WNA/Publica-
tions/Publications-for-Sale/Global-Nu-
clear-Fuel-Market-Report/
[2] World Nuclear News, 12 September 
2013, ‘Uranium supply and demand in 
balance for now’, 
www.world-nuclear-news.org/
ENF-Uranium_supply _and_demand_
in_balance_for_now-1209137s.html
[3] IAEA Annual Report 2012, 
www.iaea.org/About/Policy/GC/GC57/
GC57Documents/English/gc57-3_
en.pdf

France: Energy transition
Launching a two-day conference on 
France’s energy transition, President 
Francois Hollande reiterated his 2012 
election pledge to see nuclear’s share 
of French generation capped at 50% 
by 2025, and the closure of France’s 
oldest nuclear power plant, 
Fessenheim, by the end of 2016.[1]

Prime Minister Jean-Marc Ayrault told 
the conference that revenue from exi-
sting nuclear plants would be earmar-
ked to fund the country’s move to an 
energy mix featuring more renewables. 
The unspecified nuclear tax would 
augment a new tax on fossil fuel con-
sumption, expected to amount to one 
billion euros annually by 2016. [1]

Over 170,000 people have taken part 
in regional debates concerning the 
energy transition. Energy minister 
Philippe Martin has been charged 
with drawing up a law enshrining the 
energy transition, to be voted on by the 
end of 2014.

The move to reduce reliance on 
nuclear power is contested. A French 
parliamentary commission recently 
called on the government to delay the 
start of the replacement of nuclear 
power until 2030 and to extend the 
process to the end of the century 
(which makes little sense as existing 

Nuclear News
World Nuclear Association scales 
back projections
A new World Nuclear Association 
(WNA) report, ‘The Global Nuclear 
Fuel Market: Supply and Demand 
2013-2030’, revises and reduces the 
Association’s pre-Fukushima 
projections of nuclear power growth. 
Compared to current installed capacity 
of 334 GWe, the WNA projections 
range from a lower scenario of no 
net growth, a reference scenario of 
72% growth (574 GWe by 2030; 3.0% 
annual growth) and an upper scenario 
of two-fold growth (700 GWe in 2030; 
4.2% annual growth).

Both the upper scenario and the refe-
rence scenario are “significantly lower” 
than the projections in the WNA’s 2011 
report. World Nuclear News reports: 
“The lower projected rate of growth of 
the nuclear sector in the latest edition 
of the WNA market report (compared 
with the 2011 edition) reflects the 
current and expected increased level 
of challenges facing utilities aiming to 
commission new nuclear power plants. 
These challenges are not only a result 
of the post-Fukushima calls for the 
industry to demonstrate higher levels 
of safety, but also the need to cope 
with stronger competition from alterna-
tive generating technologies at a time 
of more modest power demand growth 
expectations.”[2]

In the reference scenario, uranium 
demand would reach 97,000 tU by 
2030, from today’s level of 62,000 tU. 
Provided that all uranium mines cur-
rently under development enter service 
as planned, the report finds that the 
uranium market should be adequately 
supplied to 2025; beyond this time new 
mines need to be operating.[2]

The IAEA has recently released its 
Annual Report for 2012, projecting 
nuclear power growth of 23% to 100% 
percent by 2030.[3] As with the WNA, 
the IAEA has scaled back its nuclear 
growth projections. The report notes 
that last year the UAE became the first 
country in 27 years to break ground 
on its first nuclear power plant. On 
the disposal of spent nuclear fuel, the 
IAEA report notes that most of its 158 
member states have delayed the 
construction of repositories. 



11Nuclear Monitor 768

The World Information Service on Energy (WISE) was founded in 1978 and is based in      
Amsterdam, the Netherlands. 

The Nuclear Information & Resource Service (NIRS) was set up in the same year and is      
based in Washington D.C., US.

WISE / NIRS Nuclear Monitor

WISE and NIRS joined forces in the year 2000, creating a worldwide network of information and resource centers for citizens and 
environmental organizations concerned about nuclear power, radioactive waste, proliferation, uranium, and sustainable energy issues. 

The WISE / NIRS Nuclear Monitor publishes information in English 20 times a year. The magazine can be obtained both on paper and 
as an email (pdf format) version. Old issues are (after 2 months) available through the WISE homepage: www.wiseinternational.org

Subscriptions: 
US and Canada based readers should contact NIRS for details on how to receive the Nuclear Monitor (nirsnet@nirs.org)
Others receive the Nuclear Monitor through WISE. 

     NGO’s/individuals   Institutions/Industry 
20 Issues for the paper version  100 Euro   350  Euro
20 Issues for the email version   50 euro    200 Euro

Contact the editor via  monitor@wiseinternational.org
Contact WISE via  WISE International, Po Box 59636, 1040 LC Amsterdam, The Netherlands 

Web:  www.wiseinternational.org / Email: info@wiseinternational.org / Phone:  +31 20 6126368 /

1  World Nuclear News, 23 September 2013, ‘Nuclear to fund French energy transition’, 
     www.world-nuclear-news.org/NP-Nuclear_to_fund_French_energy _transition-2309137.html
2  NucNet, 16 September 2013, ‘Commission Calls On French Government To Delay Nuclear Phase-out’, 
     www.nucnet.org/all-the-news/2013/09/16/commission-calls-on-french-government-to-delay-nuclear-phase-out
3  Tara Patel / Bloomberg, 17 May 2013, ‘France Must Decide on Energy Mix Before Reactors Close, ASN Says’, 
     www.bloomberg.com/news/2013-05-17/france-must-decide-on-energy-mix-before-reactors-close-asn-says.html
4  Tara Patel / Bloomberg, 22 September 2013, ‘France to Tax EDF Nuclear Output for Energy Shift to Renewables’, 
     www.bloomberg.com/news/2013-09-21/france-to-tax-edf-nuclear-output-for-energy-shift-to-renewables.html
5   Argus Media, 24 June 2013, www.argusmedia.com/News/Article?id=852782
6   Tara Patel / Bloomberg, 3 July 2013, ‘EDF Must Boost Nuclear Safety to Operate Plants Beyond 40 Years’, 
     www.businessweek.com/news/2013-07-03/edf-must-boost-nuclear-safety-to-operate-plants-beyond-40-years
7   Hiroaki Miyagawa, 19 September 2013, ‘Test under way at planned nuclear waste disposal site in French village amid 
     pro  tests’, The Mainichi, 
     http://mainichi.jp/english/english/newsselect/news/20130919p2a00m0na015000c.html
8   ‘Public comment on French waste disposal’, 16 May 2013, 
     www.world-nuclear-news.org/WR_Public_comment_on_French_waste_disposal_16051311.html
9   Tara Patel / Bloomberg, 19 June 2013, ‘French Nuclear-Waste Repository Debates Postponed by Protesters’, 
     www.businessweek.com/news/2013-06-19/french-nuclear-waste-repository-debates-postponed-by-protesters
10 Tara Patel / Bloomberg, 13 June 2013, ‘Scariest Atomic-Waste Burial Plan Has French Villages Up in Arms’, 
     www.bloomberg.com/news/2013-06-13/scariest-atomic-waste-burial-plan-has-french-villages-up-in-arms.html



Nuclear Monitor 76812


