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A high-level nuclear waste dump for SA
Can it be done safely?

The US spent over $10 billion and invested 20 
years planning to store high-level nuclear waste 
at Yucca Mountain, Nevada, only to abandon the 
plan due to community opposition.

The Royal Commission often mentions Finland, 
which is building a waste facility. But the Finnish 
site is not even complete − it is scheduled to begin 
operations in the 2020s. And it will only take their 
own domestic waste. Before we know whether 
the Finnish technology will even work, the Royal 
Commission proposes that we in SA import 20 
times their planned volume.

The only real-life experience with a deep 
underground nuclear waste facility anywhere in 
the world is the intermediate-level Waste Isolation 
Pilot Plant (WIPP) in the US state of New Mexico.

This was supposed to be the most advanced, 
efficient and safest facility ever developed by any 
country.

In 2014 there was a fire at the WIPP closely 
followed by an unrelated rupture of one of the 
underground barrels,  followed by failure of the 
filtration system designed to keep radiation from 
the outside environment. Workers were exposed 
to radiation and the WIPP will now be closed 
down for at least four years and the repair bill will 
be over $500 million.

Investigations into these incidents highlight 
substandard hazard identification and 
management, and WIPP operators themselves 
acknowledge that complacency and cost-cutting 
set in within just 10−15 years of the facility 
opening.

And then there’s the issue of safe transport 
across oceans, through ports and along SA roads 
for 70 years.

The honest answer to this question is: we don’t know. No-one 
knows, because in all the years since the Hiroshima bomb, not one 

country in the world has worked out how to store high level nuclear 
waste safely for the length of time it remains dangerous to humans.

The SA Royal Commission proposal

Creation of the world’s biggest nuclear waste 
site - importing approximately a third of the 
world’s highest level nuclear waste into a 
continent that doesn’t already have it.

Will require nuclear waste transport ships in 
SA waters every 24-30 days (on average) for 
the next 70 years.

Building of five waste sites across SA, including 
a ‘temporary’ above ground site 5-10 kms 
from the SA coastline.

This open site somewhere on SA’s coast will 
stockpile up to 70,000 tonnes of waste for 
100 years.  

Around 50,000 tonnes of waste will need to 
be stockpiled above ground for at least 17 
years before deep burial could even start.

So, in summary: the model is to take the 
money, take the waste, dig a hole and hope it 
works.  Then after 120 years, cover over the 
hole and walk away.

But what happens if the underground 
repository doesn’t actually work? By then we 
will already have the toxic waste on our soil 
and and we can’t give it back.  What then?  

Choosing to import toxic waste is a forever 
choice. If we can’t guarantee we can store 
it safely for tens of thousands of years we 
shouldn’t take it in the first place.


