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NUCLEAR POWER 
Statement 

HON GIZ WATSON (North Metropolitan) [9.41 pm]:  I wish to make a few comments about the nuclear 
power debate and respond to some comments that you, Mr Deputy President, made yesterday or the day before 
regarding - 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT (Hon George Cash):  Order!  One of the members for the North Metropolitan 
Region may have made some comments, but not the Deputy President. 

Hon GIZ WATSON:  I am sorry.  Those comments were made by Hon George Cash, member for the North 
Metropolitan Region, in a speech a couple of days ago about the dismantling of Western Power and the 
Electricity Corporations Bill.  Hon George Cash said that he thought that a lot of environmentalists were now 
reconsidering nuclear power.  I want to put on the record two articles from The Australian.  The first was made 
by Peter Garrett.  It was suggested at one point that Peter Garrett was arguing that we need to reconsider nuclear 
power.  This article appeared in The Australian on 13 June of this year and it states -  

LABOR’S most prominent environmentalist, Peter Garrett, has rebuked NSW Premier Bob Carr for 
suggesting that nuclear power could be a green-friendly alternative source of fuel to meet Australia’s 
future energy needs. 

Making his first major speech to a Labor conference, Mr Garrett, a former president of the Australian 
Conservation Foundation, said nuclear power was expensive, potentially dangerous and contributed 
little to job creation. 

His comments at the party’s NSW annual conference yesterday came in response to Mr Carr’s recent 
call for a debate on nuclear energy to replace the smoke-belching power plants that currently provide 
electricity and contribute to global warming. 

The article continues -  

Although Mr Garrett had also called for a wider nuclear debate, he left delegates in no doubt that his 
views were unchanged since 1984, when, as lead singer of Midnight Oil, he ran for the Senate as a 
candidate of the fledging Nuclear Disarmament Party and almost won. 

The article referred to comments by Peter Garrett as follows -  

“There has been much talk about nuclear power being a natural substitute for conventional power,” he 
said.  “But the issues that bedevilled it in the 1970s and 1980s bedevil it today.” 

The federal backbencher said nuclear power plants were prohibitively expensive to build and likely to 
require public borrowing, and produced long-lasting toxic waste.  “None of these problems have been 
sorted,” he added. 

The article continued -  

But most persuasive for an audience heavy with union delegates was his argument that nuclear power 
produced very few jobs.  “Its worst value is in employment,” he said. 

“This is where the rubber hits the road for many people in this hall because, with nuclear power, you’ve 
got three blokes in white coats with a computer sitting in what is basically a toxic waste system.” 

He goes on to say a bit more, but I will leave it at that to give members the idea. 

The second person referred to in the public arena as a green advocate who has changed his mind about nuclear 
matters is one Paul Gilding, a former Greenpeace executive.  I am not quite sure what position he held, but he 
was high up in Greenpeace.  This article appeared in The Australian of 23 August and is entitled “Paul Gilding: 
ecological landslide fuels nuclear debate”.  It states - 

Forget the ideologues who argue that we have no choice but to keep burning more coal or the economy 
will suffer.  When the choice comes between a runaway greenhouse effect and changing our energy use, 
infrastructure and technology, the latter will win an election every time.  As a species we may be slow, 
but we’re not stupid. 

So in this context, to nukes.  One of the key principles of sustainability, and one accepted by 
environmentalists and governments around the world including our own, is product stewardship.  The 
logic is simple.  If you put something out there, you need to accept some responsibility for the 
consequences, even if the product’s use is not directly under your control.  This is why we see 
McDonald’s acting on obesity, Ford and Toyota on climate change and BP on air pollution. 
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If we accept this principle, there are only two morally defensible positions for Australia on matters 
nuclear.  Either we sell uranium, use nuclear power and take back nuclear waste for storage in Australia 
or none of these.  It is politically convenient for the Howard Government to raise the nuclear power in 
Australia debate as a distraction from their agenda of selling more uranium.  However, if they are 
serious about nuclear power they should be proposing that we ship our share of the world’s nuclear 
waste back to Australia and store it here permanently. 

If the South Australian and West Australian governments want to expand uranium mining because of 
the economic benefits it brings, they should have the courage to also propose to their electorates that 
they host storage facilities for high-level nuclear waste.  After all, 240,000 years is a serious, long-term 
economic benefit. 

Done well, this could also be incredibly strategic and lucrative for Australia.  Imagine Australia 
providing long-term, geologically safe storage for nuclear waste in the Australian outback as part of its 
sales package.  This could be extended to providing the service for the retirement of nuclear weapons 
and associated radioactive materials, the decommissioning of out-of-date nuclear power stations and the 
clearing of inadequate temporary storage facilities in many nations. 

That in turn would be a big contribution towards moving the world to nuclear weapons reductions, to 
the closure of unsafe ageing plants, and to the adoption of arguably far-better nuclear power 
technologies such as pebble bed modular reactors.  So let’s have that debate. 

For the record, I remain unconvinced that nuclear power is an intelligent or effective response to 
climate change, economically or environmentally.  It still feels to me like trying to cure a malaria 
sufferer by giving them typhoid. 

For the very reasons our political leaders are too scared to take on nuclear waste storage, I can’t see 
how we can manage a global nuclear power and waste industry in an economic way.  Community 
opposition equals slow approvals and large financial risks for investors.  That means significant 
government intervention is required for it to be viable, as evidenced by this industry’s history. 

The suggestion that a flood of environmentalists is rushing to promote nuclear power is highly inaccurate.  There 
is certainly an acknowledgment that it is a good time to have the debate and we say to that, very good; let us 
have the debate.  

House adjourned at 9.48 pm 

__________ 
 


