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What For?  
The Questionable Uses of Uranium  
 
By MiningWatch Canada   www.miningwatch.ca 
  

“Ending uranium mining ‐ also because of its relevance to the processing of uranium, its military use, the 
production of nuclear energy and the unresolved problem of how to permanently dispose of nuclear 
waste ‐ would represent a provision of preventive health care, as well as a policy of peace and reason.”  
   – International Physicians for the Prevention of Nuclear War, August 2010 

 
 

Where does Canadian uranium go? 
 
85% of uranium mined in Canada is exported  
 
Most of Canada’s uranium goes to the US. The European Union and Japan are also important 
destinations for Canadian uranium.1 In 2010, agreements were signed for Canada to export 
uranium to China and India, the two countries that are most likely to have an increase in their 
demand for uranium in the coming years. 
 
The remaining 15% of uranium is processed and used for Canadian nuclear reactors in Ontario, 
Quebec, and New Brunswick. 
 
Most of the uranium mined in Canada is used in nuclear power plants; however there is no 
certainty that Canadian uranium will not also find its way into nuclear and depleted uranium 
weapons. Other uses of uranium require relatively small amounts of uranium and have viable 
alternatives. 
 
 

Nuclear Power 
 
Nuclear is not the solution to climate change and our energy needs. 
 
Though there are a few individuals who claim to be environmentalists and support nuclear 
power, all of Canada’s reputable environmental groups oppose nuclear. They do not see it as a 
viable response to the climate crisis for the following reasons: 
 
 Nuclear power stations take too long to locate, licence, and build – other more 

immediate actions to reduce greenhouse gas emissions are needed.  

 Nuclear power is expensive and dependent on government subsidies – including 
protection from full financial liability in case of an accident. 

 Nuclear power is not “green”; the mining and processing of uranium and nuclear fuel 
wastes and the construction of power plants release greenhouse gases and other 
contaminants. Nuclear power plants also consume significant electricity from other 
sources to keep working. 

                                                 
1 Natural Resources Canada. 2009. About Uranium. 
http://www.nrcan.gc.ca/eneene/sources/uranuc/uranium/aboapr-eng.php#exports 
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 Nuclear power stations require complex safety systems. These systems are not fool 
proof. There are concerns about chronic low-level releases of radiation from power 
plants; the potential results of the systems failing are catastrophic. 

 Wastes from the nuclear fuel chain (mining, processing, and use of uranium in a reactor) 
represent a significant hazard to present and future generations. 

 Once they are operating, the large amount of centralized power generated by nuclear 
plants floods local power grids reducing incentives and options for conservation and 
renewable alternatives.  

 Other options for renewable, flexible, and truly green power exist. 

 

Uranium Mining and Weapons 
 
The only use of uranium for which there are no alternatives is in nuclear weapons. The 
Canadian government has a policy of only exporting uranium for peaceful purposes, but it 
cannot guarantee that Canadian uranium does not enter weapons. The US, China, and India 
are all nuclear weapons states. India has not signed the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. 
 
Canadian uranium is pooled with uranium from other sources and contributes to the total 
uranium available on the global market. Transfers between countries also make assurances of 
the initial importing country difficult to uphold. A joint federal-provincial review of uranium mining 
in Saskatchewan noted that:  
 
“Current Canadian limitations on end uses of uranium provide no reassurance to the 
public that Canadian uranium is used solely for non-military applications by 
purchasers.”2 
 
In the US, Canadian uranium is enriched for use in nuclear reactors along with any other 
uranium being processed. The leftover “depleted” uranium (U-238) is stored at the enrichment 
sites, and may be made into depleted uranium weapons that have caused significant health 
concerns in Iraq and the Balkans. There is no way to identify the origin of the depleted uranium 
used in these weapons, just like nuclear weapons made from highly-enriched uranium and/or 
plutonium from reprocessed nuclear fuel waste. 
 
 

Medical Isotopes  
 
More uranium is not needed for medical uses. 
 
The amount of uranium currently needed for isotope production is very small and could be 
easily met from existing supplies; supply problems are related to the technology to produce the 
isotopes and not the supply of uranium. Canada’s Chalk River reactor that supplied isotopes for 
medical applications has been expensive and unreliable and is scheduled to fully shut down by 
2016. The Federal government is now funding research into alternative ways of producing 
isotopes that do not require uranium and nuclear reactors. 
 

                                                 
2 Report of the Joint Federal-Provincial Panel on Uranium Mining Developments in Northern 
Saskatchewan, October 1993. http://www.ceaa.gc.ca/Content/D/9/7/D976DAB0-2041-4C77-A6E8-
A75407D0ABDA/domain_e.pdf  


