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South Australia:
The Saudi Arabia of Uranium
By South Australian Chamber of Mines and Energy (SACOME) 
Chief Executive, Jason Kuchel

Uranium has been a part of South Australia’s mining 

history since its beginning, with ores mined from 

Mount Painter in the northern Flinders ranges, to 

mining at Radium hill, the world’s largest Uranium 

deposit at Olympic Dam and recent In-situ recovery 

mines on the edge of the Flinders Ranges.

Presently South Australian Uranium is mined from 

hematite breccia complexes in the Gawler Craton 

or Sandstone hosted deposits in the Curnamona 

province. These two distinct regions contain 

25 percent of the world’s global economically 

demonstrable resources of Uranium compared 

to Canada and Kazakhstan’s 12 and 11 percent. 

This has led some commentators to declare South 

Australia as “the Saudi Arabia of Uranium”.

Last financial year, South Australia produced 4,483 
tonnes of Uranium Oxide at a mine gate value of $350 
million which equates to a price of $35 per pound. 
While South Australia has the lion’s share of world 

resources it only contributes to 11% of production 

compared to Kazakhstan’s 38% and Canada’s 16%.

It is no question that Uranium mining has played an 

important part in our States mining history. SACOME 

“Last financial year, South Australia 
produced 4,483 tonnes of Uranium 
Oxide at a mine gate value of $350 
million which equates to a price of $35 
per pound. While South Australia has 
the lion’s share of world resources it 
only contributes to 11% of production 
compared to Kazakhstan’s 38% and 
Canada’s 16%.”

SACOME Chief Executive Jason Kuchel



3

AustralianBusiness Executive.com.au

has always advocated for greater opportunities for 

the entire industry to develop into a sustainable 

and valued industry. It was a great surprise that 

the Premier Jay Weatherill announced a Royal 

Commission into the nuclear fuel cycle, providing 

the opportunity for a mature transparent discussion 

to discover where these opportunities lie for the 

South Australian Uranium Industry.

CURRENT MARKET

While there are concerns about the current global 

market SACOME is confident that the industry in 
South Australia is resilient to cope with the current 

market conditions, and capable of ramping up 

when the market improves. Over the past decade 

production has remained constant while the mine 

gate value has increased by 9% per annum over this 

period.

The Fukushima nuclear accident in 2011 combined 
with the Japanese Diet’s decision to shut down all 

reactors pending safety evaluations, has impacted 

on demand for fuel, along with the resulting glut 

in enriched Uranium and the Megatonnes-to-

Megawatts program to down blend Russian Nuclear 

weapon material into reactor fuel.

“While there are concerns about the 
current global market SACOME is 
confident that the industry in South 
Australia is resilient to cope with the 
current market conditions, and capable of 
ramping up when the market improves.”

Drums of Uranium at the Beverly Uranium Mine

AustralianBusinessExecutive.com.au
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Uranium Value Mine Gate

Uranium Production in Tonnes
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BHP Billiton’s Olympic Dam Operation
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In light of these recent events that have softened 

the Uranium market, the Japanese government is in 

the process of restarting their reactors after safety 

enhancements; the Megatonnes-to-Megawatts 

program has ended; and the current list of 69 
reactors under construction globally will result in the 

demand for South Australian uranium to increase 

once again.

ASIAN DEMAND

Asia has been and will continue to be a key 

trading partner in all mining and petroleum related 

industries. None more so than the Uranium and 

Nuclear industries. Presently there are 25 reactors 

under construction in China, 6 in India, 5 in the 
Republic of Korea, 2 in Pakistan, 2 in Taiwan, 4 in 
the United Arab Emirates, and a further 25 globally. 

Further to these reactors under construction there 

are 110 reactors planned and 180 proposed in the 
Asian region. With our closest neighbour Indonesia 

planning one and proposing four reactors. 

To put this in perspective for demand of Uranium, the 

list of reactors above would require approximately 

19,800 tonnes per year for those planned and 
31,270 tonnes per year for those proposed 
compared to our present average production of 

4,500 tonnes per year. This is just the Asian market 
ignoring the planned and proposed developments 

in Europe, Middle East, North and South America. 

In addition to the restart of 50 reactors in Japan 
that are due to pass safety inspections over the 

coming years.

LOCAL OPPORTUNITIES

While nuclear will be a big development for the Asian 

region, Australia has opportunities that can expand 

and reenergise the Uranium industry at home. 

The first step will be realising the public’s positive 

“Asia has been and will continue to be 
a key trading partner in all mining and 
petroleum related industries. None 
more so than the Uranium and Nuclear 
industries.”

Drums of Uranium at Heathgate’s Beverly Mine
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perception towards Uranium, and South Australia 

is the perfect place to start. Last year SACOME 

published the results of a Uranium attitudes survey 

conducted by an independent third party. What 

we found surprised and reaffirmed a belief that the 
public’s attitude was not as negative as portrayed.

Privately at home 55 percent of respondents 

indicated that they supported the Uranium 

industry and 54 percent agreed with its continued 
development. Borrowing from a Canadian survey 

conducted by CAMECO respondents were also 

asked what they thought their peers and community 

at large though. Of those that responded positively 

only 18 percent indicated that the rest of the 
community had a positive view. Clearly showing 

that while the overall realistic attitude is positive, 

the imagined perception is negative. This more 

positive, open view appears to be reinforced by 

the public and the media’s response to the recently 

announced Royal Commission.

ROYAL COMMISSION

As previously mentioned, in February this year 

Premier Jay Weatherill announced that he would 

initiate a Royal Commission into our (South 

Australia’s) role in nuclear energy. SACOME 

welcomed the royal commission decision as it has 

been a core part of our advocacy that when debating 

and discussing sensitive topics there is sensibility, 

rigour, and openness in the process. Furthermore it 

took great political courage to initiate this review in 

light of perceptions, and political maturity to have 

bipartisan support.

The Royal Commission has powers as outlined in 

legislation to inspect any land, building place or 

vessel, and any goods or other things as they see 

fit. The chair can summons persons they think fit to 
come before them and require answers or returns to 

inquiries, in addition to any documents or records. 

All witnesses are examined on an oath, affirmation 
or declaration and cannot be misleading or evasive 

in their testimony.

SACOME hopes that due to the formality and 

independence of the Royal Commission this 

process will be a proper effort to analyse the merits 

of further engagement in the nuclear fuel cycle 

in a logical, scientific and open manner rather 
than resorting to prejudices, out dated fears and 
irrational doubts.

POTENTIAL OPPORTUNITIES

Presently South Australia is only involved at the 

mining and milling stages of the nuclear fuel 

cycle and any expansion into a facility to enrich, 

process, or store nuclear and radioactive materials 

would require legislative changes. Presently there 

are Federal and State prohibitions to store spent 

nuclear fuel or to construct a nuclear facility. After 

assessing the direction to take from the Royal 

Commission these legislative changes would need 

to occur as a second step.

If the State and Federal government allows an 

expansion into the entire nuclear fuel cycle there 

are great opportunities in spent nuclear fuel 

management and use of South Australian uranium 

in local reactors. This new industry has been touted 

by commentators and those within the industry as 

something that can bring billions in investment, and 

make hundreds of millions in revenue for the State.

In the United Kingdom they are current undertaking 

a review of the GE-Hitachi PRISM reactor that has 

the benefit of taking the spent fuel or other nuclear 
wastes, processing them into fuel bundles, and 

consuming the waste in a fast reactor. This is one 

example of many where South Australia could lead 

the world in mining and managing our Uranium 

from cradle to grave. It could also mean collecting 

payments from other countries for consuming their 

waste for the benefit of South Australia.

By taking the lead of those that have embraced the 

full nuclear fuel cycle, defining and implementing 
the best standards based on objective scientific 
analyses, combined with a supportive population 

and the largest global resource, the uranium 

industry has a bright future for South Australia.

“Privately at home, 55 percent of respondents 
indicated that they supported the Uranium 
industry and 54 percent agreed with its 
continued development. 

Clearly showing that while the overall realistic 
attitude is positive, the imagined perception 
is negative. This more positive, open view 
appears to be reinforced by the public and the 
media’s response to the recently announced 
Royal Commission.”

AustralianBusinessExecutive.com.au
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