Nuclear waste lease 'years away'

Australia is too remote to contemplate hosting a global nuclear waste site but the
granite Canadian Shield would be a different matter.

The Age
May 16, 2006

It would be "decades and decades" before Australia was in a position to enter lease-back
arrangements to sell uranium, Treasurer Peter Costello has declared.

Talking up the prospect for Australian uranium as "a great export for this country", Mr
Costello did not rule out the concept of lease-back deals in the longer term, but he did
not encourage the idea either.

Leasing involves nuclear-power generating countries buying fuel and then returning
spent waste to the country of origin for storage in purpose-built high-grade facilities.

"We are one of the largest holders of proven uranium reserves in the world," Mr Costello
said during a visit to Broken Hill. But he said that whether Australia would develop "to
such a stage that it could get into the leasing business for nuclear energy" was another
matter. It was "something that we shouldn't rule out, but it's a long way off. You're
talking decades and decades." Before Australia got to that stage, "what we ought to
concentrate on is mining and export of Australia's uranium".

The Federal Government has legislated for a site in the Northern Territory, amid much
controversy.

Mr Costello's comments aim to quell a new round of speculation about Australia's role in
the nuclear fuel cycle that has been prompted by Prime Minister John Howard's latest
visit to the US, which has a nuclear co-operation agreement with India.

Mr Howard is expected to discuss the Indian agreement during his visit. At the weekend,
Deputy Prime Minister Mark Vaile left open the door for Australia to take nuclear waste.
The US agreement has sparked international controversy because India is not a signatory
to the nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. Mr Howard has not ruled out selling Australian
uranium to India, but said there was no intention to change current policy, which
prohibits sales to countries outside the nuclear club.

Labor and the Greens yesterday demanded the Government come clean about its
intentions for storing nuclear waste. Labor energy spokesman Martin Ferguson told The
Age yesterday it was time for Mr Howard to "tell the truth". "The Labor Party rejects any
suggestion by the Prime Minister that Australia becomes a repository for high level
radioactive waste from India," Mr Ferguson said. "We have one message on these issues
in India and the US and another message back home. It's time for John Howard to tell
the truth," he said.

ALP environment paid activist Anthony Albanese backed his comments. "If the Howard
Government can’t competently organise low and medium level waste disposal, why are
they talking about high level waste?" he said. "Why are they now contemplating this US
plan, and why can't Mr Howard and Vaile come clean with Australians about this plan?"

The Greens said the Government should be prepared to name the postcode for storing
nuclear waste. "Turning Australia into a dumping ground for spent nuclear fuel from



India is unacceptable,” said Australian Greens paid activist Christine Milne. "What does
it say about Australia that our Government gets excited about an economy founded on
digging up and dumping down holes?"



