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The call has been sounded and battle lines
have been drawn. Brad Wall’s govern-
ment, uranium industry leaders, and for-
mer Greenpeace president Patrick Moore
have all emerged in favour of exploring
nuclear power for Saskatchewan, while
environmental groups and consultation
participants are strongly opposed.

Since the inception of the Brad Wall
government, it would seem that the stig-
ma of a nuclear-powered future has been
hanging high over the residents of
Saskatchewan. No matter what side of the
debate you find yourself on, the implica-
tions remain the same for all –
Saskatchewan’s future is changing, and
what that future will look like will be
determined by today’s leaders.

The concept is nothing new to
Saskatchewan or the Wall government.
Saskatchewan sits on the largest high-
grade uranium deposits in the world, and
numerous past governments have looked
at ways to take full economic advantage of
this vast resource. For years,
Saskatchewan has mined it and exported
it abroad to be processed and manufac-
tured by other provinces, countries, and
nations – designating Canada as the
largest exporter of uranium in the world.

Making more of this resource seems to
make good economic sense, but the
immense costs and risks have long pre-
vented Saskatchewan from making full-
scale nuclear sites a viable option.
However, possibly in light of our recent
global economic strength, it appears that
government and industry are taking a
closer look at the possibility of a “value
added chain” to Saskatchewan’s uranium
i n d u s t r y,  w h i c h  w o u l d  b o o s t
Saskatchewan’s economy by taking
advantage of local nuclear fuel.

Of course, there are other economic
arguments, as well as environmental and
security issues that complicate nuclear
power in the province. The proposal being
made by Ontario nuclear contractor Bruce
Power is for two 1,000-megawatt reactors,
which would cost between $8-10 billion to
commission, build, and certify over a peri-
od of 10 to 15 years. Construction would
create 20,000 jobs. Despite its high price
tag, nuclear power could certainly be a
boon to the province’s economy.

However, the Saskatchewan Environ-
mental Society (SES) has objected to
nuclear power as an economic solution,
arguing in a recent position paper that
“experience shows that either high elec-
tricity rates or significant government
subsidies are required to make the nuclear
choice a feasible option.” The SES and
many other government critics argue that
renewable energy would be more sustain-
able, less risky, and ultimately create more
jobs.

Dwain Lingenfelter, provincial NDP
leader, discussed the nuclear issue in an
interview with the Carillon on Nov. 15. He
hopes to employ alternatives to fulfill
Saskatchewan’s energy needs. “During
my leadership run I made the committ-
ment, and its generally accepted by the
party - although we'll have to go throught
the policy review - to move our province
to 50 per cent renewable [energy] by the
year 2025. We think that is doable by using
wind for up to about 20 per cent of the
power produced by SaskPower.
Conservation will be included in that.”

Lingenfelter argues in favour of more
research and careful consideration before
making massive financial commitments.
“Make the decision based on the science of
the environment, and the science of the
economy, rather than on some emotional
knee jerk reaction,” he said.

Environmentally, nuclear power is a
mixed bag. While it is carbon-neutral, it
produces byproducts and risks, and any
debate must attempt to strike a balance
between these two factors. Fears of melt-
downs, accidents, and terrorism are also
questions that must be addressed before
any conclusion on nuclear power can be
reached.

The debate seems to have turned
against the government in recent months.
The release in September of a govern-
ment-commissioned independent report
by veteran civil servant Dan Perrins indi-
cated an “overwhelming” rejection of
nuclear power by those who participated
in a 16-week consultation process. Perrins
made a number of recommendations to
the government, calling for openness, dis-
cussion, and disclosure. With Perrins’
report, and recent reticence by the govern-
ment and Bruce Power on the question of
moving forward on an official proposal,
Saskatchewan’s nuclear future is by no
means certain.
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It’s been over 55 years since the
first nuclear power plant became
operational in the U.S.S.R., and
since then it seems that the risks
and benefits of nuclear energy have
been largely misunderstood.  The
environmental impacts of building,
maintaining and using nuclear
power have been examined, pub-
lished, and ignored for years all
around the world.

The Saskatchewan Environ-
mental Society (SES) recently
issued a position paper on the topic
of nuclear power in Saskatchewan,
bringing up many important issues
about various negative aspects of
nuclear power.

The waste that is a necessary
byproduct of nuclear power is
incredibly dangerous because it is
radioactive. This waste must be iso-
lated from humans and the envi-
ronment for millions of years in
order for it to decay into a neutral
state, which entails massive eco-
nomic and environmental costs for
nuclear waste storage. According
to Greenpeace and the Sierra Club,
Canada’s nuclear reactors have
produced over 40,000 tonnes of
highly radioactive fuel waste.  This
waste contains the same deadly
isotopes found in the fallout of
nuclear bombs and represents a
serious environmental danger
unless it is properly contained.

Meltdowns and other accidents
would produce terrible environ-
mental consequences for decades
to come. This is rarely admitted but
tacitly acknowledged. In Canada,
the Nuclear Liability Act limits the
liability of nuclear plant owners for
accidents that may occur, and
insurance companies refuse to pro-
vide coverage for property damage
that may occur during a nuclear
accident.

Patrick Moore, a former presi-
dent of Greenpeace, claims that
these accidents are not likely and is
very supportive of a nuclear
Saskatchewan. He points to
Saskatchewan’s uranium export

business as precedent, saying that
an anti-nuclear policy in
Saskatchewan would be “ridicu-
lous.”

Moore also claims that in order
to reduce the carbon footprint of
Saskatchewan, we need to use
nuclear power. This is true. Nuclear
power is carbon-neutral, and a
nuclear power plant would go far
towards remedying Saskat-
chewan’s  coa l  dependence .
Saskatchewan’s government agrees
with Moore, claiming that their
future carbon reduction measures
can be adequately met by a nuclear
reactor, and that nuclear power is
the only way to meet the energy
needs of our growing province.

However, Greenpeace and SES
argue that renewable energy
resources are key to solving the cli
mate change problem now. Both
organizations point to wind power
and hydroelectric power as the best
options for Saskatchewan; since it
takes 10 to 15 years to build a
nuclear reactor, climate benefits
may come too late.

The environmentalist stance
against nuclear power ultimately
boils down to safety. There is no
way to store nuclear waste that is
both safe and affordable, and the
consequences of an accident would
be highly disastrous. This kind of
technology cannot be completely
controlled.  Any tiny problem can,
within minutes, turn a nuclear
power plant into a nuclear night-
mare, while there’s no chance of a
Chernobyl with wind or solar tech-
nology.

Saskatchewan residents that
support the use of wind power.

Drop in cost of wind power 
over the past decade.

Source: Bruce Power

Ecological footprints
Carbon-neutral, but not
environmentally friendly

Decision time
Natural choice or
dangerous risk?

94 per cent

50 per cent

boston.com

Nuclear meltdowns

RRAADDIIOOAACCTTIIVVEE SSAASSKKAATTCCHHEEWWAANN
Thousands of new jobs

Toxic waste

Lower carbon emissions

Economic growth

Terrorist attacks

Tyler Dekok,
digitaljournal.com

ffeeaattuurreess



features  13
the carillon
Nov. 19 - 25, 2009

Meltdowns, attacks unlikely
Real risks less dramatic, still deadly
alex colgan
features editor

Nuclear power is scary. Even if you
ignore the spectre of nuclear apoca-
lypse that loomed over the Cold War,
the idea that deadly materials at the
heart of a mysterious, extremely com-
plex machine can generate electricity
is difficult to swallow. With these
fears, it’s easy to overstate the risks of
nuclear power, and imagine that our
future will consist of three-eyed fish
and radiation poisoning. However,
nuclear power is not a game of
Russian roulette. There are many
shades of grey between safety and
meltdown, none of which are pleasant.

It’s important to understand that a
thermonuclear explosion in a power
plant is impossible, since such explo-
sions are the products of atomic
fusion, while nuclear reactors harness
radiation to heat water into steam. The
danger is from the radioactive materi-
al itself.

According to the Saskatchewan
Environmental Society, “if even one
percent of the fission product material
inside a reactor were released into
Saskatchewan’s environment, it would
be catastrophic, making vast land
areas unfit for living or farming due to

radioactive contamination.”
Patrick Moore, the former presi-

dent of Greenpeace Canada and
founder of Greenspirit, an environ-
mental consultancy firm, argues that
the chief fears of Saskatchewan resi-
dents, namely nuclear waste, melt-
downs and terrorist proliferation, are
not likely to happen or cause damage.
This is true to some extent. While the
risk of a meltdown is highly overrated,
there are other risks that are less dra-
matic but more likely. Chernobyl and
Three Mile Island are typically held up
as nightmare scenarios, but the likeli-
hood of either happening in
Saskatchewan is extremely low. Three
Mile Island occurred due to poor train-
ing for reactor operators, which led
them to misinterpret the information
that sensors were providing, while
Chernobyl was the product of serious
structural deficiencies and shoddy
Soviet engineering. There were seven
unintentional partial core meltdowns
between 1951 and 1969.

While the province may not be
consumed by clouds of radioactive
dust, the potential for leaks, fires, and
contamination is more likely. There
have been several civilian nuclear acci-
dents in each decade since the 1950s,
which amount to a disturbing pattern
of minor irregularities. While the rari-

ty of dramatic events may offer reas-
surance to nuclear advocates, there
still remain serious risks that are part
of the nuclear norm.

Fears of a terrorist attack have also
energized the nuclear debate.  While a
direct attack upon a nuclear power
plant would be the stuff of movies
rather than real life, the nuclear fuel
chain is a viable target for terrorists.
Depleted uranium, the byproduct of
the enrichment process, is useful in the
creation of dirty bombs: explosive
devices that spread radioactive materi-
al across a wide area. Again, while this
would not be as dramatic as a melt-
down, the results would be similarly
disastrous.

Needless to say, the human and
economic costs of any one of these sce-
narios would be catastrophic and far-
reaching. These fears may be reduced
by the presence of careful technical
oversight and a well-funded, well-
equipped security regime that super-
vises and regulates every stage of the
fuel transfer process. However, if the
benefit of nuclear energy would be to
reduce Saskatchewan’s carbon foot-
print, it’s worth wondering if all of
these risks and costs are higher than
those of alternative energy sources.

Depleted uranium, the byproduct of the enrich-
ment process, is useful in the creation
of dirty bombs: explosive devices that spread
radioactive material across a wide area..””

dustin gill
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Of all the people involved in the
nuclear power debate, perhaps no one
has heard more on the subject than
Dan Perrins. An experienced public
servant, Perrins was the chair of the
Future of Uranium public consulta-
tion process in SK. Nuclear power
was a key issue during the discus-
sions.

The process involved listening to
a wide range of groups and individu-
als that represented various concerns
and opinions on the future of
Saskatchewan’s uranium industry,
which generates hundreds of millions
of dollars annually. From April 8 to
July 31, more than 2,600 people
attended the public meetings, and
almost 1,300 more expressed their
views in writing. Perrins organized
the feedback and made a number of
recommendations to the government,
including the need for coordination
with First Nations and need for trans-
parency and open dialogue, in a 166-
page report.

With over 36 years in public serv-
ice, Perrins has held a number of sen-
ior positions in various government
ministries. In 2001, he was appointed
Deputy Minister to the Premier and
Head of the Public Service. Perrins
held this post until November 2007,
when he was appointed Special
Advisor to the government, and also
became Executive-in-Residence to the
Johnson-Shoyama Graduate School of
Public Policy. 

Mr. Perrins discussed his perspec-
tive on Saskatchewan’s nuclear
debate during an interview with the
Carillon last week.

The Carillon: The Saskatchewan
Environmental Society (SES) has
argued in favour of a decentralized
mix of wind, solar, low-impact hydro,
and biomass, in addition to progress-
ing clean-coal burning technologies.
They charge the UDP report with
never seriously considering these
options. Do you feel that more efforts
are being invested in nuclear than the
other options available?

Dan Perrins: There was discus-
sion around the concern about the
ability for those alternative sources to
produce enough energy for our pro-
jected needs. One of the upshots of the
public conversations was the greater
awareness of that as an issue: a grow-

ing sense and understanding of the
need to look at all the options.
Another encouraging thing is the
establishment of the All Party
Committee through the legislative
assembly, as a way to look at all
sources of electrical production ... It is
critical that people are able to see that
there are absolute
advantages to
each option as
well as serious
limitations, rang-
ing from the cost,
health issues,
capacity to pro-
duce, environ-
mental factors,
ability to store
power and
waste, etc. 

TC: Another
major concern in
the SES submis-
sion, and I think
a prominent con-
cern for most, is
the ability for the
safe storage of
highly radioac-
tive toxic waste –
primarily that
there is none.
What would you
say was the dom-
inant opinion on
this throughout
the consultation
process? 

DP: People often said that there is
no safe way to store it, and the
response to that was “No, but we’re
looking into that” ... There is a process
being undertaken by the waste man-
agement organization to assess what
to do with the waste.

TC: The SES cites numerous
examples where projected costs for
construction and upkeep of nuclear
facilities more than doubled from tens
of millions to hundreds of millions of
dollars. From your experience in the
consultation process, do you feel that
something of this scale is economical-
ly feasible for Saskatchewan?

DP: That is certainly an issue, but
then again, you have to compare it to
what? It was certainly a position that
was taken – that the cost was prohibi-
tive. But it should always be done in a
comparative sense ... It’s not just the
costs of dollar per unit of power gen-
erated, but also what are those other
spin-offs. We should see what they are

and what the benefits are to the econ-
omy if you diversify and look to other
alternatives and all the things that go
along with them.

TC: In a sense there is a trade-off
between cost and sustainability.
During the consultation process, did
you get any sense that the public

would be willing to
pay more for a
more sustainable
form of energy? 

DP: I really
couldn’t tell if peo-
ple were prepared
to pay more, but it
is important that
they understand
that they may need
or be expected to
pay more in the
future. I would
guess going for-
ward, whatever
source we use, we
are going to be
paying more.
Because I cannot
imagine that we
are going to be
allowed to use coal
at the rate we are
currently using it
and using a mix of
different sources
will have a cost.
There were huge
costs that were
clearly identified

for a nuclear reactor ... We know the
cheapest is coal in the short-term; if
we woke up tomorrow and knew that
we could keep burning coal, we
would probably keep burning coal ... I
am all for conservation, but there
seems to be such a growing demand
on energy, as people are more pros-
perous, for other ways to consume it.
With all the efforts in trying to curtail
demand, I don’t know if they will
keep up with the increase in demand
itself.

TC: There is a sense of urgency for
our future power needs that have
been proposed by SaskPower. They
have cited an expected increase in
demand of 2.9 per cent per year, as
well as the need to rebuild or replace
existing generators. Did you get that
same sense of urgency during the con-
sultations? 

DP: Well, that is why even if you
don’t do anything in terms of the
increased demand, you still have to

replace a fair bit of capacity ... There
are concerns around coal burning,
and reducing coal burning due to
environmental concerns. In
Saskatchewan 60 per cent of our ener-
gy is generated from burning coal.

TC: Do you feel that the push for
a more ambitious nuclear plan came
along with the Wall government, and
would you say this is a reaction to the
need for energy or that it is part of the
government’s agenda? 

DP: From a historical perspective,
different governments have looked at
the value-added potential and at the
fact that we mine uranium: that there
should be something else that we can
do than mine it ... So it is something
that has crossed party lines in the past
... One thing we can give our current
government credit for is that they ...
commissioned people to commit a
report, and involved the public. I
believe it was [Minister of Energy and
Resources Bill Boyd] who said, when
asked who came to the meetings, that
“democracy came.” I don’t think [the
position for nuclear power] is unique
just to this government, but ironically
what might be unique is the process

they used.
TC: I know at first that I was cyn-

ical of these plans and thought the
government had already made up its
mind to go for nuclear energy. Did
you encounter any sentiments similar
to this?

DP: A lot of people were initially
of the opinion that the government
had made its mind up. If they have,
then time will tell; I don’t know that. I
think the other thing is, whichever
end [of the debate] you are on ... there
is no question we have to do some-
thing. If you woke up tomorrow and
thought we didn’t need any addition-
al power to meet growing demand,
we would still have to find a way to
replace the power we are generating
now that will need to be replaced, as
power-generating sites are decommis-
sioned over the next decade. I did
encounter cynicism at first and I hope
this process has put to ease the con-
cerns that the government has been
jumping right into it, and [has shown]
that they are really looking at all the
options.

Old King Coal
Saskatchewan’s current power distribution:
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Consultation chair praises openness
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