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BACKGROUND

 In 1999, the NTI Board requested the Department of Lands and Resources 
to prepare a discussion paper on uranium mining in Nunavut.  

 The discussion paper addressed some, but not all areas of concern.  
Accordingly, a supplementary paper was commissioned, which identified 
some of the gaps.

RECOMMENDATION

 Before reaching a decision on uranium mining, the Board should instruct the 
Department of Lands and Resources to complete the discussion paper, 
addressing the following identified concerns:

o Economic analysis of the costs and benefits of uranium mining to 
Nunavummiut;

o Political implications for NTI and RIAs of permitting uranium mining, 
including the opposed position of the ICC, domestic NGOs and the 
attitudes of local people and the greater Canadian public;

o Consequences of the complete cycle of uranium use, including 
transportation and storage of highly hazardous nuclear waste in 
Nunavut or elsewhere.

 The draft policy, which was not requested by the Board, is in any event too 
permissive and does not sufficiently protect the interests of Inuit.  It needs 
revision, and a review by other NTI departments.

 The Discussion Paper exaggerates the urgency of reaching a decision on 
uranium policy.  Uranium prices are forecast to increase and new power 
plant operation in North America is at least 10 years away. Consequently, 
there is enough time to conduct a thorough analysis.

ANALYSIS

 Uranium is a hazardous substance, and mining it is more complex than 
mining other metals.  The Discussion Paper offers the following three 
summarizing conclusions in favour of uranium mining:
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1. Nuclear power is an important source of carbon-free global electricity, 
and does not contribute to climate change.

2. Modern uranium mining is highly regulated and can be done in a way 
that protects the health of the workers and residents of nearby 
communities and the environment.

3. Nunavut holds considerable promise for the discovery of uranium 
deposits, and Nunavummiut have an opportunity to benefit economically 
from the exploration for and mining of these deposits.

 These conclusions fail to consider several key areas of concern:

- The economic benefits were not fully researched in the Discussion 
Paper.  Economic models need to be developed for the low-grade 
uranium deposits expected to be found in Nunavut.  Current benefit 
estimates based on gold, base-metal or high-grade uranium mines are not 
accurate.  If significant benefits depend on discovering rare high-grade 
deposits like those in Saskatchewan, this should be stated in the 
discussion report.  Finally, the Discussion Paper assumes that the price of 
uranium will continue to increase from its current 20-year high.  This claim 
should be examined, given the cyclical nature of commodity prices.  The 
Discussion Paper should identify at what price level uranium mining in 
Nunavut would become uneconomic.

- The political consequences for NTI and the RIAs need to be 
considered.  The ICC, of which NTI is a member, is opposed to uranium 
mining, as are many influential Canadian NGOs.  Previous uranium mine 
proposals in the Baker Lake area created a public outcry.  While the 
context of recent uranium mining in Northern Saskatchewan suggests that 
local people may now look more favourably on uranium mining than in the 
past, a proper survey of Inuit opinion should be conducted.

- The complete cycle of uranium use should be considered.  The 
Discussion Paper does not address the waste by-product of nuclear 
power generation, which is extremely hazardous for hundreds of years.  
The Discussion Paper states that there is “no linkage” between uranium 
mining and storage of nuclear waste – but the Nuclear Waste 
Management Organization recently recommended that it be stored where 
mining is taking place.  Given Canadians’ perceptions of the North as 
barren and deserted, uranium mining in Nunavut would certainly lead to 
propositions of waste storage in Nunavut.

The discussion paper states that nuclear power does not contribute to 
climate change, but does not quantify the effect.  The increased carbon 
emissions that will be produced from the building and running of uranium 
mines should be considered in the analysis.


