
We need to find a 
solution for Australia’s 
long lived nuclear waste.
  
Kimba isn’t it.

Proposed National 
Radioactive Waste 
Facility

The

December 2021

Implications and  
Options for SA



After a controversial process that has torn apart 
the previously close-knit Kimba community, 
Federal Resources Minister Keith Pitt (Liberal 
National Party – Qld) has formally declared 
the Napandee area near Kimba in the Eyre 
Peninsula grain belt as the proposed site for 
Australia’s first dedicated national radioactive 
waste facility - the National Radioactive Waste 
Management Facility (NRWMF). 
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Executive Summary

What is planned?

What’s so dangerous about a few gloves and 
gowns?

When will it happen?

Difficult history

We need it for nuclear medicine, don’t we? 

Why Kimba? 

Isn’t there broad community support?

What is international best practice?

What’s the alternative?

How should the SA Parliament respond?

SA Parliament inquiry

A highly managed community ballot was conducted by the federal government and the 
Kimba District Council in Nov 2019. Despite not including the Barngarla Traditional Owners 
who oppose the plan, the ballot failed to reach the minimum 65% support benchmark 
recommended by former Minister Matt Canavan.

The planned facility is not consistent with international 
best practice, and waste will be placed in temporary 
storage without a plan for what happens next.
 
The Federal Government is proposing to build not one, but two 
separate waste facilities located side by side. One is for intermediate 
level waste (ILW) and one for low level waste (LLW). 

The facility is planned to have an operational zone of 40 hectares with 
an associated buffer zone of 100 hectares and a community zone of 
20 hectares, making a combined facility footprint of 160 hectares. This 
includes other support buildings and permanent security.

The intermediate level waste will be placed in an above ground 
temporary purpose-built store.  The low level waste is planned to be 
placed in containers, covered with earth and left at the site forever. 

There is no intention to recover or remove the LLW from Kimba.

The current plan would mean that Australia’s highest rated radioactive 
waste (which needs to be kept isolated from human contact for 10,000 
years) will be temporarily parked in above ground shedding while 
the authorities work out where to build a permanent below ground 
repository. The  government says this will take decades while the 
federal nuclear regulator says it could take a century.
Yet, there is a safer and cheaper alternative: keep the waste where 
most is currently stored at the Australian Nuclear Science and 
Technology Organisation’s (ANSTO) Lucas Heights facility south of 
Sydney, and only move it once a long-term site to house Australia’s 
long-lived intermediate level waste is identified. A recent Federal 
Parliament Inquiry confirmed that ANSTO has the ability to manage its 
waste onsite for ‘decades to come.’1

It simply does not make sense for the waste to be sent on a temporary 
basis to SA. Especially as it fiercely opposed by the Aboriginal 
Traditional Owners – the Barngarla people and many regional grain 
producers. Further, the federal plan is illegal under SA law.
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This issue has a long way to run - and it 
will not be a smooth journey or an assured 
destination.
 
Assuming all appropriate regulatory obstacles are 
overcome, the facility is at least a decade away3 and 
faces many opponents and hurdles, including a likely 
judicial challenge to the nomination of the site as 
well as EPBC and ARPANSA licensing processes and 
looming SA and federal elections.

When will it happen?
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ILW is the most hazardous waste 
in Australia. Due to the risk, some 
countries, including France, classify 
ILW waste as ‘high level’. 

The second type is low level 
waste which needs to be kept safe 
from humans for 300 years.

Australia holds around 4,250 cubic 
metres of low level radioactive 
waste and 655 cubic metres of 
long-lived intermediate level 
waste. Around 95% of this material 
is currently stored at two secured 
federal sites2. 
Nearly all of Australia’s 
intermediate level waste is 
held where it was created at 
the Australian Nuclear Science 
and Technology Organisation’s 
(ANSTO) Lucas Heights nuclear 
reactor facility in southern Sydney. 
This material is Australia’s highest 
level radioactive waste and poses 
the most significant management 
challenge. Much of the low 
level waste is at the Defence 
Department’s Woomera site in 
northern South Australia.

What’s so dangerous 
about a few gloves 
and gowns?
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Despite the spin, it’s not just 
a few gloves and gowns. 
Two types of waste will be 
stored. The more dangerous 
being intermediate level 
waste which needs lo be 
kept safe from humans for 
10,000 years. 

THE 
WASTE 

SENT TO 
KIMBA 

WILL NEED 
TO BE KEPT 
SAFE FROM 

HUMANS 
UNTIL THE 

YEAR 
12,021

PYRAMIDS 
of Giza built

End of the 
STONE 

AGE

Decline of the 
WOOLLY 

MAMMOTH

Death of 
JULIUS 

CAESAR

Cultivation of 
WHEAT 
begins9000

4500

6000

8

2000

10000 0 

TODAY

YEARS

CE

BCE

20 21

21

Intermediate Level Waste (ILW)
• Reactor operational Waste
• Barrels & dry casks
• Spent fuel 

• Smoke detectors
• Medical equipment
• Luminous signs

Low Level Waste (LLW)

Intermediate Level Waste (ILW)
• Reactor operational Waste
• Barrels & dry casks
• Spent fuel 

• Smoke detectors
• Medical equipment
• Luminous signs

Low Level Waste (LLW)

Intermediate Level Waste (ILW)
• Reactor operational Waste
• Barrels & dry casks
• Spent fuel 

• Smoke detectors
• Medical equipment
• Luminous signs

Low Level Waste (LLW)

Intermediate Level Waste (ILW)
• Reactor operational Waste
• Barrels & dry casks
• Spent fuel 

• Smoke detectors
• Medical equipment
• Luminous signs

Low Level Waste (LLW)
VSVS

To put it into perspective, that’s 
twice as long as the pyramids of 
Giza have been around.
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Kimba was not chosen because it was the most suitable site 
in Australia to house nuclear materials. 
Instead, in 2015 the Federal Government asked for nominations for possible 
waste sites from landowners around Australia. After a desktop assessment 
three SA sites were shortlisted: two near Kimba and one at Wallerberdina in 
the Flinders Ranges.

The initial Kimba sites were rejected by former Minister Josh Frydenberg 
in 2016 due to a lack of broad community support, however in 2017 his 
replacement Matt Canavan accepted and progressed two new Kimba site 
nominations – including the current site at Napandee. 

Following sustained community opposition and given its location on a flood 
plain the Wallerbedina site was withdrawn from consideration in 2019.

Why Kimba?

The proposal for a facility at Kimba follows previous 
abandoned attempts including near Woomera in SA (2004) 
and Muckaty Station in the NT (2014). Like Kimba, both 
failed to secure a social and community licence.
Successive Federal Governments have been seeking a solution for 
Australia’s long-lived radioactive waste for decades.

There is enough capacity at Lucas Heights in Sydney to 
safely store the waste there for decades while a permanent 
site is identified and developed. 
 
This remains the safest and most secure option with Australia’s nuclear 
experts onsite.

In the most recent federal Budget, the Morrison Government allocated 
around $60 million to extend ILW storage at Lucas Heights. 

ANSTO’s site is best placed to manage these wastes until an ultimate 
decision is made as it has secure tenure, full federal police security, 
Australia’s highest level of radiation monitoring and emergency response 
capacity and the bulk of the waste is already there, thereby avoiding all 
the uncertainties of double-handling and duplicated transport.

Difficult history
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No. Less than 1% will be medical waste (mainly legacy 
radium)4. Most states and territories each only have a 
few cubic metres of low level materials as the vast  bulk 
of medical nuclear waste is short-lived and decays in the 
hospital or treatment centre. 
Most sites that use nuclear medicine will continue to manage their wastes 
on the current ‘delay and decay’ principle. They are not dependent on and 
will not utilise the Kimba facility. 

Australia produces its own medical isotopes at Lucas Heights; however 
many countries import their isotopes or use non-reactor-based 
production techniques (primarily cyclotrons) which create less radioactive 
waste. Australia already imports cyclotron-produced isotopes in addition 
to those produced by the research reactor at Lucas Heights.
But even if we do choose to still produce medical isotopes at Lucas 
Heights, there is enough capacity to securely store the reactor waste while 
we work out where and how to permanently manage and dispose of it. 

We need it for nuclear medicine, don’t we?



With the $60 million allocation in the last 
federal Budget to extend waste storage at 
Lucas Heights, there is now a safer, cheaper 
and smarter alternative to the Kimba plan.
While the waste remains in secure and stable storage 
adjacent to where it was created, a comprehensive 
and independent site selection process can be 
undertaken to identify the most suitable location in 
the country for deep geological disposal.
Then, when the facility is commissioned, Australia’s 
waste can be safely moved – once.

The Kimba proposal is illegal under State 
Law and should be opposed.
The federal government can only proceed by 
explicitly overriding long standing South Australian 
legislation that originally passed the SA Parliament 
during the Liberal Olsen era.

Multi-generational projects require deep bipartisan 
support. This does not exist in SA. 

This project is not in South Australia’s best interests. 

A clear statement of opposition to the Kimba proposal 
should be made by all SA political parties.  

What’s the alternative?

How should the SA Parliament 
best respond?

International best practice is to permanently bury 
intermediate level waste deep underground in a secure 
location.
 
That is NOT what is proposed for Kimba.

Instead, the waste will be temporarily parked there for 100 years or 
more while the Federal Government identifies a suitable site for a deep 
geological repository. This planned double handling of ILW lacks any 
economic, environmental or public health rationale and risks the waste 
becoming stranded in sub-optimal conditions at Kimba.

What is international best practice?

Isn’t there broad community support?

No.  The proposal has divided the previously 
united Kimba community.
A community ballot was conducted by the Kimba District 
Council in Nov 2019.  Of 734 formal votes, 452 were Yes 
(61.6%) and 282 No (38.4%).

This was below the 65% benchmark former Minister Matt 
Canavan suggested was the minimum level of support 
needed to demonstrate broad community support.

Many other affected people in the area – some residing 
closer to the site than those eligible to vote – were 
excluded, as were the Barngarla Traditional Owners. 

When the Barngarla conducted their own poll, not a 
single Traditional Owner voted in favour.

When the two polls are combined, support falls well 
below 50%.

The UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 
provides clear guidance on facility siting. Article 29 
maintains that States shall take effective measures to 
ensure that no storage or disposal of hazardous materials 
shall take place in the lands or territories of indigenous 
peoples without their free, prior and informed consent. 
The planned facility at Kimba is in conflict with this 
important international standard.

And the broader SA community, particularly those who 
live along the transport routes, and the SA Parliament 
have never been given a chance to have a say.
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A final word....

1. Clarity on maximum time waste will 
be ‘temporarily’ stored at Kimba

2. Specify details on what waste and from where
3. Nature, number and duration of 

facility related employment
4. Capacity of State emergency 

monitoring & incident response
5. Cost of risk management (including 

insurance coverage)
6. Potential adverse impacts on reputation sensitive 

economic sectors including agriculture and tourism 
7. Transport routes, processes and risks
8. Wider SA community attitudes 

to the federal proposal
9. Implications of the AUKUS deal and moves for 

domestic nuclear power for the Kimba plan
10. Risks of ‘project creep’ with increasing 

volumes and complexity of waste

Under the Nuclear Waste Storage Facility (Prohibition) 
Act 2000 (SA), section 14 requires that when the 
construction of nuclear waste storage facility 
commences in South Australia – other than that 
authorised under the Radiation Protection and Control 
Act 1982 (SA) – then the South Australian Parliament 
must conduct a public parliamentary inquiry.

SA Parliament inquiry

The declaration and gazettal of the Napandee site near 
Kimba under section 18 of the National Radioactive 
Waste Management Act 2012 (Cwth) could reasonably 
be taken to be the trigger required under South 
Australian law for a public parliamentary inquiry.

It is imperative that the SA Parliament use 
any inquiry process to find out:

14—Public inquiry into environmental and 
socio-economic impact of nuclear waste 
storage facility 

If a licence, exemption or other authority to 
construct or operate a nuclear waste storage 
facility in this State is granted under a law 
of the Commonwealth, the Environment, 
Resources and Development Committee of 
Parliament must inquire into, consider and 
report on the likely impact of that facility 
on the environment and socio-economic 
wellbeing of this State.
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4   Dr Margaret Beavis and Dr Peter Karamoskos (Medical Association for Prevention of War), 2017, ‘Ten more questions about Australia’s 
nuclear waste’

1  CEO of the federal nuclear regulator ARPANSA – Senate Inquiry June 2020

3  ANSTO’s acknowledgement that any future national radioactive waste facility “is unlikely to commence receiving waste until after 2030” 
(ANSTO, 2).

2  Australian Government, Department of Industry, Innovation and Science, 2018, Australian Radioactive Waste Management Framework, 
https://www.industry.gov.au/sites/default/files/2019-04/australian_radioactive_waste_management_framework.pdf

Nothing about nuclear waste is clean or uncomplicated.
However, extended interim federal storage at existing sites, coupled 
with a measured, transparent and evidence-based public review of the 
full range of longer-term radioactive waste management options, is the 
approach that is most likely to achieve a credible and lasting result for us 
and all future Australians.

https://www.industry.gov.au/sites/default/files/2019-04/australian_radioactive_waste_management_framework.pdf
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