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There is no need to tell this audience that the process of climate change must be 
arrested and mitigated.  What I hope to convey, in a nutshell, are  

• some reasons that nuclear power is not the way to do it; and 
• to emphasise that there is another inconvenient truth that we must focus 

on…..nuclear weapons, 26,000 of them, which must be abolished.   
 
There are two things that threaten the world as we know it.  They are of course 
climate change and nuclear weapons.  Neither has received anywhere near the 
attention they warrant.  In November 2006 UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan talked 
about us “sleep-walking to disaster” on the issue of nuclear weapons and the need to 
get rid of them.  The same description could be applied to global warming.  
 
The need for action on both these issues was highlighted by the great peace activist 
Arnold Schwarzenegger, who said in October last year:  

 
"I have advocated - and continue to advocate - action against global  
warming. I genuinely believe we must take steps to stop the destruction of the 
planet's environment.”  
 
 Then he continued: 
“The attention focused on nuclear weapons should be as prominent as that of 
global climate change…..A nuclear disaster will not hit at the speed of a 
glacier melting. It will hit with a blast. It will not hit with the speed of the 
atmosphere warming but of a city burning. 
  
If you Google "global warming," you will find 6,690,000 entries. If you 
Google "Britney Spears," you will find 2,490,000. If you Google "nuclear 
disarmament," you will get 116,000 entries.  Something is wrong with that 
picture."  

 I’m certainly not here to play off one cause against the other, because I’m 
extraordinarily grateful that those of you who are experts on climate change, and the 
many people who are not experts but are concerned, are doing what you are doing and 
making sure that governments address climate change.  It’s not an easy task and 
there’s a very long way to go. 
 
With both global warming and nuclear weapons, the alarm bells have been ringing, 
and largely ignored by governments, for decades.  In each case we do not know if our 
actions will come too late.  But we have no choice but to act with all the 
determination we can muster. 
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Now, to talk about what I’ve been asked to talk about.  Nuclear scenarios on a 
warming earth.  Well, there are many possible scenarios.  In relation to nuclear power 
we can either increase it, continue with nuclear power supplying just a small 
percentage of global electricity, or phase it out.  In relation to nuclear weapons we can 
either get rid of them or get used to the fact that they will spread and they will be used 
again.  The “middle” option of non-proliferation alone, that is, allowing only some 
nations to keep nuclear weapons, is unsustainable, and is already breaking down.   
 
Most of my comments about nuclear power will relate to likely problems if we choose 
the first scenario, an expansion of nuclear power, because this is the false choice often 
thrust upon us – it’s either global warming or nuclear power, which do you want?    
 
So let’s look at that scenario.  What would be the likely consequences of a global 
resurgence of nuclear power in an attempt to reduce carbon emissions ?    
 
Firstly, where would this be likely to take place ?  According to the World Nuclear 
Association, most reactors on order or planned are in Asia.  In our part of the world, 
South-East Asia, a number of countries are said to be interested in developing nuclear 
power, including Indonesia, Vietnam and Thailand.  Indonesia, with its active 
volcanoes and earthquakes, is geologically extremely unstable – a dangerous place for 
nuclear power plants, to say the least.    The Philippines is sometimes mentioned as 
another possibility, but the people there are still paying approximately $155,000 per 
day in interest on the Bataan nuclear power station that was completed but never 
commenced operation, because it was built on an earth-quake fault-line.  Presumably 
they would not be thrilled by the thought of another nuclear facility. 
 
China and India are both held up as the most likely places for an expansion of nuclear 
power.   And yet in the case of both countries there are major concerns in relation to 
safety standards and risk of accident, or damage to nuclear plants in the event of 
natural disaster.  As just two examples, India’s occupational health measures at its 
Jadugoda uranium mine are appalling, and China’s record of industrial safety in its 
coal-mining industry is equally worrying.   With an expansion of nuclear power we 
could expect an expansion of the risk of accident. 
 
Once a site for nuclear power is chosen, there is of course the lead-time of 
approximately 10 years before it actually starts producing electricity.  And to make a 
significant contribution to addressing climate change, we would need hundreds if not 
thousands of new reactors built over the coming two decades or so. The economic 
cost alone would be astronomical. 
 
During that time, and for the life of the power plants and beyond, there would be 
ongoing carbon emissions by any or all of the following: the mining and milling of 
the uranium, transport, conversion, enrichment, fuel fabrication, construction of the 
power plants, their operation and maintenance, interim storage of spent fuel, any 
waste management practices that are used, and decommissioning of the stations at the 
end of their lives.  The largest of these energy costs is the mining and milling of 
uranium.  We should note that the Olympic Dam mine at Roxby Downs in SA uses a 
vast quantity of the state’s electricity, as well as vast quantities of water from the 
Great Artesian Basin, the latter at no financial cost to BHP Billiton, but terrible 
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environmental cost to the country.  Therefore in the decade or so period before the 
plants start producing power, the net effect on climate change is to increase it. 
 
In addition, the enormous financial and other resources needed to increase nuclear 
power would leave little financial or other capacity for parallel development of other 
technologies.   Thus we would be narrowing our options greatly even as we continue 
to pour CO2 into the atmosphere.   
 
As nuclear power cannot come close to providing all the world’s energy needs, there 
would still be heavy reliance on fossil fuels, especially initially.  Therefore there 
would be ongoing competition for finite resources, particularly in the Persian Gulf 
region, which holds two thirds of the world’s oil.  This means the likelihood of 
ongoing resource wars, especially in the Middle East.    
 
In addition, global warming itself is likely to increase levels of armed conflict .  
Among the consequences of climate stress are food and water insecurity, large scale 
migration of refugees, and the emotion that politicians love to manipulate – fear.  All 
of these are   powerful risk factors for ethnic clashes and violence.  UN Secretary-
General Ban Ki-Moon reported in The Washington Post in June 2007 that “the Darfur 
conflict began as an ecological crisis, arising at least in part from climate change”.  
 
The 2007 International Alert report “A Climate of Conflict:  The links between 
climate change, peace and war” estimated that there are 46 countries – home to 2.7 
billion people – in which the effects of climate change interacting with economic, 
social and political problems will create a high risk of violent conflict. 
 
While armed conflict must be avoided for many reasons, when it arises in a nuclear-
armed region, the possible consequences rise exponentially and become global in their 
impact.   Consider South Asia, with two nuclear armed nations, another nuclear armed 
giant close by, and the possibility of severe water shortages as glaciers retreat further. 
 
I’m going to digress very briefly but remain on the subject of armed conflict.  In 
November this year there is to be an arms fair in Adelaide.  It’s called the Asia-Pacific 
Defence and Security Exhibition, and the planned opening date is Remembrance Day, 
November 11.  MAPW and others will be doing all that we can to highlight the 
terrible human and environmental costs of war, including its enormous fossil fuel use, 
and call for a cancellation of this offensive promotion of militarism.  If you’d like to 
add your voice to these actions please let me know or follow our website. 
 
Back to the nuclear scenarios. The next set of scenarios I’ll mention is that of nuclear 
terrorism.  This could take the form of  

• an attack on a power station with the spread of the vast quantities of 
radioactivity in the spent fuel cooling ponds; 

• stealing or buying fissile material and making a bomb; 
• stealing or buying a ready-made bomb, or taking over a nuclear-armed 

submarine or plane; 
• disrupting critical inputs for the safe operation of a reactor eg water for 

cooling or electricity supply 
• attacking or stealing nuclear waste containers, most likely in transit which si 

the most vulnerable phase, and using the material for a dirty bomb. 
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The effects of these could vary from the destruction of a city by a nuclear bomb and 
widespread environmental and human contamination to the logistical nightmare, panic 
and disruption, and radioactive contamination  caused by the explosion of a dirty 
bomb over a city.  
 
The next scenario: nuclear accidents. Nuclear accidents are not, as the industry would 
have us believe, simply dependent on having the right technology.  Human error 
contributes to many disasters as it did at Chernobyl.  The difference between nuclear 
accident and other accidents is that the effects of a nuclear accident will continue for 
millennia and are literally incalculable.  An expansion of nuclear power will expand 
the risks of nuclear accident. 
 
One aspect of nuclear accident that should be considered is the likely impact of 
another major nuclear accident on public opinion.  If nuclear expansion occurs it is 
likely that a meltdown will occur somewhere over coming decades.  Public pressure 
then to close nuclear plants would increase greatly, leaving few immediate energy 
options and possibly major social and economic disruption. 
 
Then there’s the nuclear waste.  The most likely nuclear waste scenario is of 
stockpiles of both high and low level waste accumulating and nowhere for it to go, 
except perhaps underground and out of sight.  The most intensively studied possible 
high level nuclear waste site is Yucca Mountain in the US.   The statutory limit for the 
amount of commercial fuel that can be sent to Yucca Mountain, even if the site opens 
(which is a big “if”) is 63,000 metric tons. By 2012, the amount of spent fuel 
discharged by the country’s reactors will be more than 67,500 tons, even without any 
expansion of the industry.  Thus Yucca Mountain, even before it opens, if it ever 
does, is too small.  One of the delays with opening Yucca Mountain has been the fact 
that in 2004 a federal appeals court rejected the EPA’s radiation dose standard of 
measuring radiation up to 10,000 years, demanding that the EPA measure radiation 
dose limits up to 1 million years. 
 
A further scenario in a nuclear-powered world is the possible need to close nuclear 
power plants when the weather gets hot.   During the European heatwave of 2006, 
nuclear utility companies in France, Spain and Germany were forced to take some 
plants offline and reduce operations in others because of lowered water levels in lakes 
and rivers that are relied on for cooling.  Exemptions from environmental regulations 
were obtained to allow overheated water to be discharged into the environment.  Even 
with environmental exemptions, Electricite de France had to buy electricity from 
elsewhere in Europe.  Good news for a warming planet. 
 
Now I’m going to move onto what is probably the single greatest reason against the 
use of nuclear power to address climate change, and that is the inextricable links 
between nuclear power and nuclear weapons.  Al Gore said in 2006, “In the eight 
years I served in the White House, every weapons proliferation issue we faced was 
linked with a civilian reactor program. .. And if we ever got to the point where we 
wanted to use nuclear reactors to back out of a lot of coal, .then we’d have to put them 
in so many places we’d run that proliferation risk right off the reasonability scale.” 
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There are currently approximately 26,000 nuclear weapons in the world.  The need to 
abolish them is increasingly recognised as an urgent imperative.  The CCENW and 
the Weapons of Mass Destruction Commission chaired by Hans Blix recognised that 
unless we get rid of these weapons they will spread and they will be used again.  
Prime Minister Rudd’s announcement of a Non-Proliferation and Disarmament 
Commission is extremely welcome. 
 
The technology and the infrastructure required for nuclear power and nuclear 
weapons are very similar.  The limiting step for nations or sub-national groups 
wanting to acquire a nuclear weapon is acquisition of the fissile material, either 
enriched uranium or plutonium.  Nuclear power programs provide these. 
 
Therefore the most proliferation-sensitive parts of the nuclear fuel chain are 
enrichment and reprocessing, whereby plutonium is extracted from spent fuel.  A 
scenario advocated by some to address climate change is a greater use of 
reprocessing, so that plutonium can be used as fuel again and again, thus obviating the 
need for new uranium sources.  The problems associated with reprocessing are so 
great, especially the enormous security risks of stockpiles of plutonium, that it would 
merely replace the nightmare scenarios of climate change with nightmare scenarios of 
nuclear war. 
   
It is absolutely essential for 3 things to happen, if our warming planet is to continue 
with any nuclear power facilities: 

• Uranium enrichment should be kept under strict international control; 
Mohamed El-Baradei, head of the IAEA, has called for much tight controls 
over the right to enrichment 

• All reprocessing must cease   
• All stocks of fissile material, including over 1,500 tons of plutonium globally, 

must be brought under international control 
 
I want to mention now the worst possible nuclear scenario on a warming planet, and 
that is the possibility of cooling down the planet again, quite dramatically.  Nuclear 
winter theories first emerged over two decades ago but have been further studied in 
recent times.  Toon, Robock and others from the University of Colorado at Boulder, 
Rutgers University and the University of California1 have used NASA climate models 
– the same models used for IPCC calculations –to estimate the effects of a “regional” 
nuclear war in South Asia in which two countries each attack the other’s most densely 
populated cities with 50 Hiroshima-sized nuclear weapons. That’s about 0.03% total 
global nuclear arsenals.  
 
 The estimated results were the creation of approx 1 to 5 million metric tons of soot 
from burning cities which would rise to near the top of the stratosphere and would 
remain, far above the area where weather occurs for at least a decade- about 10 times 
longer than previously thought.  Such a global climate change would be 
unprecedented in human history.  In a matter of days, temperatures around the world 

                                                 
1 Atmospheric Chem and Physics. 2006  Atm effects and societal consequences of regional scale 
nuclear conflicts and acts of individual  nuclear terrorism. 
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would drop, growing seasons in the middle latitudes would be significantly shortened, 
completely eliminating some crops.2 
In addition, the smoke plumes would significantly disrupt the ozone layer, depleting it 
by 40% over many inhabited areas and up to 70 – 80% at the poles.  Such levels of 
ozone loss have previously been forecast only for larger nuclear conflict between the 
US and the former USSR. 
 
Further work by Ira Helfand presented at the Royal Society of Medicine in London 
last year estimated that, in this scenario, there could be one billion deaths from global 
famine alone, followed by major outbreaks of infectious illness, immense potential for 
food riots, and aggravation of ethnic tensions. Nations dependent on food imports 
would be likely to use whatever means available to them to maintain access to food.  
 
Toon and Robock also forecast the effects of a larger nuclear war in which about 1/3 
current arsenals were used – 1,667 megatons – roughly equivalent to the power of the 
strategic arsenals currently kept on high alert launch-on-warning status by the US and 
Russia.  This would quickly produce enough smoke and soot to block sunlight from 
reaching the surface of the entire northern and southern hemispheres, rapid cooling by 
7-8 degrees Celsius, and still 4 degrees cooling a decade later. 
 
On that cheerful note, I want to finish with some recommendations: 
 

• Nuclear power be phased out 
• Australia cease uranium exports, because they support an industry that is a 

dangerous distraction from real climate change solutions 
• Nuclear weapons be abolished.  The ICAN campaign was launched in 

Australia last year, and I urge you to check the ICAN website for more info.  
ICAN’s goal is a Nuclear Weapons Convention to ban the development, 
testing, production, use and threat of use of nuclear weapons; and this goal is 
gaining increasing international recognition 

• Attention and funding be directed to implementing the renewable technologies 
that are already available, such as wind and solar; developing those that need 
further development;, and implementing energy efficiencies and reduction of 
our consumption of resources 

• Strong support for the International Renewable Energy Agency, IRENA, 
which is currently being established in Europe on the initiative of the German 
govt 

 
Final observation:  The last phase of a nuclear resurgence would be the period of 
dwindling uranium reserves. As rich ores become exhausted, and poorer grade ores 
are used, electricity generation will result in the production of more CO2 than if fossil 
fuels were burned directly.  We would then, if humanity survives, have exhausted 
every energy source available except renewables and would have no choice but to 
develop and use them.  Perhaps homo sapiens, to be really sapiens, could just skip the 
nuclear phase with all its problems and develop the renewables now. 
 
 

                                                 
2 The simulations predicted a global average surface cooling of 1.25 degrees Celsius persisting for 3 
years 


