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For international release: February 28, 2007

STATEMENT BY JAPANESE AND RUSSIAN ENVIRONMENTAL GROUPS

CONSEQUENCES OF JAPAN-RUSSIA 

URANIUM ENRICHMENT DEAL

Today the prime ministers of Japan and Russia are meeting in Tokyo. According to media reports, part of the negotiations will focus on a new nuclear agreement allowing Japanese nuclear material to be sent to Russia. It is planned that uranium extracted from spent nuclear fuel reprocessed in the UK and France will be enriched in Russia for use as nuclear fuel for Japanese nuclear power plants. Earlier this month, the Yomiuri Shimbun (1) and various Russian media (2)(3) reported that “Japan has entered into final negotiations that would see Russia enriching Japan's uranium”. 

It is clear that the Russian uranium enrichment plant in Angarsk will serve as the main enrichment plant for such a deal, because the Rosatom, Russian nuclear agency, has announced that it is establishing a so-called “international center” for uranium enrichment at Angarsk. The aim of the center is to provide a guaranteed supply of uranium fuel for countries which do not enrich uranium themselves, including for countries under international sanctions such as Iran, India and others. Although Japan has an enrichment plant, the plant’s capacity is only a fraction of Japan’s total demand.

If a deal is signed between Japan and Russia, uranium extracted from Japanese spent fuel will be transported nearly 10,000 km to the Angarsk uranium enrichment plant near lake Baikal, a UNESCO World Heritage site. Transportation over such a long distance may become a target for terrorist attack, or cause transport accidents leading to large releases of radioactivity.

Uranium enrichment and the production of nuclear fuel result in enormous amounts of radioactive waste, which has to be stored and isolated from the environment permanently. According to Russian environmental groups, there is over 100,000 tons of radioactive waste already stored in Angarsk. The Russian nuclear industry has no plan for disposal of that waste. The waste is stored under the open sky in partly corroded containers and poses a threat of radioactive leakages. Such leakages may reach lake Baikal, contaminating the largest reservoir of non-salt water on Earth.

There are also concerns that Japan’s proposal to send uranium to Russia for enrichment could further undermine the international non-proliferation regime. Japan cannot be confident that Japanese nuclear material will not be diverted to Iran, or to other countries suspected of developing nuclear weapons. Russia traditionally uses its own resources (including down-blending of highly enriched uranium to the enrichment level of uranium fuel for light-water reactors) to meet its own demand. Uranium sourced from other countries is more likely to be exported. The inadequacy of IAEA safeguards in nuclear weapons states and Russia’s avowed determination to supply fuel for Iran’s Bushehr nuclear power plant are grounds for serious concern.

Local residents are totally opposed to the plan of establishing an international center for uranium enrichment and new enrichment contracts. Since December 2006, protests have been happening on a weekly basis. People are demanding that authorities withdraw from new enrichment contracts in order to stop the growth of radioactive waste stockpiles near the highly sensitive Baikal ecosystem. Both Japan and Russia must uphold democratic values and respect the wishes of the local residents. We call on both governments to withdraw from negotiations over enriching Japanese uranium in Russia.
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