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URANIUM MINING 
Statement 

HON GIZ WATSON (North Metropolitan) [6.13 pm]:  In the interests of the continuing informed debate 
about uranium, I thought it might be worth sharing with members some information that I presented to the 
Australian Uranium Conference on Tuesday, as one of the speakers at that conference.  I chose, in particular, to 
focus on the proposed major recipient of any increased export of uranium, and that was China.  It was interesting 
that after I made my presentation a member of the Chinese Embassy jumped up to assure the assembled 
conference that China would not be using Australian uranium to build any nuclear weapons.  My answer was: 
“Well, you don’t need to because you actually have your own, and that was the point”.   

I am doing this not to be boring and repetitive, but members need to understand that if we are talking about 
major expansion of uranium mining in Western Australia who are we suggesting we will sell the uranium to? 

Hon Ray Halligan:  We said we will allow additional mining.  You are calling it “major” but you have not 
defined what “major” is.   

Hon GIZ WATSON:  Does the member know how many exploration leases we are talking about or how many 
leases have been applied for?  I do not think the member does, so I will talk about what I want to.   

Hon Norman Moore:  No-one wants to do it.  No-one has applied for an application to mine for a long time and 
probably won’t for a long time. 

Hon GIZ WATSON:  Thank goodness there is no point in doing that at this point in time.  Some of the 
information that I presented was the following -  

The proposed expanded market for Australian uranium is Asia - China, India, Thailand, Indonesia, 
Vietnam, South Korea and Japan.  Twenty-two of the last 31 reactors connected to the grid have been 
built in Asia.  Of the reactors under construction, 18 out of 27 are located in Asia, with almost no new 
construction in Western Europe or the United States.  

The Federal Government is leading the charge with an aggressive campaign to sell as much uranium as 
possible, particularly to China. 

But: 

•  Both India and China have nuclear weapons programmes. 

•  India operates 14 reactors with 9 reactors being listed as under construction. 

•  India already has an arsenal of plutonium fission weapons and isn’t even a signatory to the Nuclear 
Non-Proliferation Treaty . . .  

•  China operates 9 power reactors that generate about 2% of the country’s electricity.  A further 27 
are planned. 

Let us look at China as a buyer of radioactive material.  
China is not an open society and faces serious unresolved human rights issues. 
China is also one of five ‘declared’ nuclear weapon states (i.e. the US, Russia, the UK, France and 
China).  The NPT enshrines the ‘inalienable right’ of member states to all ‘civil’ nuclear technologies, 
including dual-use technologies with both peaceful and military capabilities.  In other words, the NPT 
enshrines the ‘right’ to develop a nuclear weapons threshold or breakout capacity. 
China has refused to commit to international inspection of its nuclear power facilities as a condition of 
buying uranium from Australia. 

That is a quote from The Australian of 2 September this year.  My speech continued -  

An article on 30 September 2005 in the Financial Times also makes interesting reading: 

“When a Chinese general warned that Beijing could use nuclear weapons to destroy “hundreds” of 
American cities if the US intervened in a war over Taiwan, Washington was not the only one to take 
notice. 

Major General Zhu Chenghu’s comments in July also alarmed Australia, a close US ally negotiating a 
nuclear co-operation agreement with China to export billions of dollars worth of uranium there. 

The politics of uranium exports, and Beijing’s nuclear ambitions, are more complicated than the 
lucrative supply contracts Australia and other resource-rich countries have landed to provide China with 
iron ore, coal and other minerals.”   
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The article went on: “Strict safeguards built into Australia’s supply agreements require a commitment 
from importing countries to use the uranium for power generation only and to submit to international 
inspections of all their nuclear power facilities.  China has already signalled its reluctance to commit to 
such inspections, conducted on Australia’s behalf by the International Atomic Energy Agency.” 

Furthermore such arrangements could be worthless as Australian sales could free China to use its own 
uranium to build nuclear weapons.   

China also has enormous problems coping with its current challenges of overpopulation, environmental 
degradation and political instability.  

Just in the past few days there was an article in The West Australian about the growing political instability in 
China.   

My speech continued -  

It certainly doesn’t have the capacity to deal with the expense and complexities of containing 
radioactive waste.  

Let us not forget, China is hardly Sweden.  As we saw recently on Four Corners, China hardly has the capacity 
to even contemplate the sort of containment strategies that apply in Sweden, let alone spend the $12 million that 
it has cost Sweden at this point in time. 

My speech continued -  

Unfortunately, China has been following the western model of progress of - “develop first and clean up 
later” - and the clean-up costs are not factored into the economy at all.  China has horrific problems 
from its existing industries and shows little capacity to deal with this as central control is lacking and 
regional authorities unwilling.   
We must remember that corruption is rife in China, industrial standards are dubious and monitoring 
enforcement is patchy. 

We are talking about a country that may have embraced the profit motive but hasn’t yet embraced the 
rule of law. 

Is it sufficient to trust international safeguards? 

That is surely the only argument that can be used to determine whether it is safe to export uranium to countries 
such as China.  My speech continues -  

General Mohamed El Baradei, the Director of the International Atomic Energy Agency . . . and this 
year’s winner of the Nobel Peace  prize said this year: “As long as some countries place strategic 
reliance on nuclear weapons as a deterrent, other countries will emulate them.  We cannot delude 
ourselves into thinking otherwise.” 

Further the Canberra Commission on the Elimination of Nuclear Weapons report said: “Nuclear 
weapons are held by a handful of states which insist that these weapons provide unique security 
benefits, and yet reserve uniquely to themselves the right to own them.  This situation is highly 
discriminatory and thus unstable; it cannot be sustained.  The possession of nuclear weapons by any 
state is a constant stimulus to other states to acquire them.” 

In an increasingly destabilized world, who in their right mind would want to run the risk of adding even 
a kilogram more of radioactive material into the lucrative and volatile marketplace for nuclear weapons 
and ‘dirty bombs’?  

The IAEA safeguards system still suffers from flaws and limitations despite improvements over the past 
decade.  At least eight Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty . . . member states have carried out weapon’s 
related projects in violation of their NPT agreements, or have carried out permissible (weapons-related) 
activities but failed to meet their reporting requirements to the IAEA - they are Egypt, Iraq, Libya, 
North Korea, Romania, South Korea, Taiwan and Yugoslavia.   

The IAEA’s Illicit Trafficking Database records over 650 confirmed incidents of trafficking in nuclear 
or other radioactive materials since 1993.  In 2004 alone, over 100 such incidents occurred.   

Of the 60 countries that have built nuclear power or research reactors, over 20 are known to have used 
their ‘peaceful’ nuclear facilities for covert weapons research and/or production . . .  

Efforts have been made to improve the IAEA safeguards system through the development of a 
Strengthened Safeguards Program.  However, getting NPT signatory states to sign up to the ‘Additional 
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Protocols’ of the Strengthened Safeguards Program has been protracted and many states have yet to 
agree to the program.   

As at November 2004, 42 States party to the NPT had not fulfilled their obligations to bring into force 
comprehensive safeguard agreements with the IAEA, and 133 of the 187 States party to the NPT did 
not have additional protocols in force, 25 of the 71 countries with significant nuclear activities had yet 
to bring Additional Protocols into force by mid 2004 . . .  

It concluded in part with the following -  

. . . adding any further source of fissile material for weapons that are universally recognised as not only 
repugnant but also illegal is at the least naïve and misguided, at the worst it is unethical and cavalier.   

My view and the view of many Western Australians is that we have a responsibility to ensure that no radioactive 
material sourced from Western Australia is introduced into the global environment, because nobody can 
guarantee that the safeguards will be adequate to prevent that material being used in weapons programs.  That is 
one of the strongest arguments for our responsibility to ensure that our uranium stays very firmly in the ground, 
which is the safest place for it.   
 


