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Introduction 

In the first decades of the Cold War, northern Saskatchewan provided the United States 

military with a valuable, stable supply of uranium for strategic purposes.  The mining operations that 

were developed to supply uranium to the United States military in this era ceased operations in the 

1960s.  Yet the people of northern Saskatchewan continue to live with the environmental and human 

health and safety risks of these mines to this day because, under the federal laws that regulated these 

mines in the 1960s, they were simply abandoned when they outlived their usefulness.  As well, due 

to a quirk of Canadian constitutional law, the federal government has also abandoned its 

responsibilities for these sites and now claims that they are the responsibility of the Government of 

Saskatchewan.  In the midst of this, 40 mines and 2 uranium mill sites remain abandoned and 

continue to pose a risk to the people who live in the vicinity.  While the greatest concern should be 

for the environmental and health and safety risks these sites pose to the residents of the region, it is 

also worth noting that the current uranium mining industry views government inaction in addressing 

these abandoned sites as a continuing impediment to the public acceptance of their current 

operations, their international reputation, and their future growth in this province. This stems in large 

part from the fact that the general public does not differentiate between the historical owners of the 

properties in question and the (unrelated) uranium mining companies currently active in the province. 

There is no need for these sites to remain a negative environmental legacy of the Cold War.  

International precedents suggest that it is possible not only to redress the environmental and health 

and safety risks these sites present but also to create, out of this legacy, economic development 

benefits for northern Saskatchewan, an economically depressed region of the province populated 

largely by Aboriginal peoples.  In response to these international precedents, officials from the 

Government of Saskatchewan have developed a proposal to decommission and reclaim these 42 sites 

in a way that is not only cost-effective, but that could also create continuing economic and 

employment benefits for northern Saskatchewan.  International precedents and the history of uranium 

mining in Canada also make it clear that it is the federal government that needs to address the 

environmental legacy of an industry that, during the Cold War, was both promoted and regulated by 

the federal government.  In spite of all this evidence, however, the federal government has, to date, 

refused to fund the decommissioning and reclamation of these sites, once again abandoning not only 

their responsibility for these sites, but also the people of northern Saskatchewan. 
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The Current Situation 

The first serious commitment to address the environmental legacy of these abandoned 

uranium mine sites came in 1998.  In 1993, the federal and provincial governments established the 

Joint Federal/Provincial Panel on Uranium Mining Developments in Northern Saskatchewan to 

review environmental assessments of proposed new uranium mines on behalf of both governments.  

In April 1998, the Province of Saskatchewan made a public commitment, in its response to the 

Panel’s recommendations, to: 

enter into negotiations with the federal government to secure federal cost-shared funding to 
clean up these sites over the next several years, beginning with the development of a detailed 
decommissioning and reclamation plan for both [the Gunnar mine and Lorado mill] sites. 
The government will also ensure training and employment opportunities for northerners in 
the decommissioning and reclamation at these sites are optimized.1  

 

At that time, the provincial Cabinet directed Saskatchewan Energy and Mines and 

Saskatchewan Environment to negotiate a cost-sharing agreement with the federal government to 

cover the cost to rehabilitate the Gunnar and Lorado sites, the two largest and best known of the 42 

abandoned sites in northern Saskatchewan.   Negotiations between Natural Resources Canada and 

Saskatchewan Environment on a Memorandum of Agreement (MoA) to cost-share the expenses 

associated with the rehabilitation of these two sites were initiated in 1998. The objective of the MoA 

was to have both governments pay 50 per cent of the $25 million estimated costs to rehabilitate the 

two sites.  These negotiations stalled, however, in early 2000 and have not been resumed. 

In response to a request of the then federal Minister of Natural Resources, the Honourable 

Ralph Goodale, and in an effort to reinvigorate negotiations on the MoA, Saskatchewan completed 

an assessment of all abandoned mines in northern Saskatchewan in 2002.2  The release of this study 

has sparked considerable media interest in the Gunnar and Lorado properties but has done nothing to 

encourage serious federal re-engagement in intergovernmental discussions.  Because of the 

intervention of the Canadian Nuclear Safety Commission (CNSC) in this issue in December 2001, 

however, inaction cannot continue for long. 

 

                                                 
1 Government of Saskatchewan, The Government’s Position on Proposed Uranium Mining Developments in 
Northern Saskatchewan Midwest Project Cigar Lake Project (Regina: Government of Saskatchewan, 1998), p.20. 
2 Government of Saskatchewan, An Assessment of Abandoned Mines in Northern Saskatchewan (Year Two), May, 
2002 (Regina: Government of Saskatchewan, 2002). 
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At its December 13-14, 2001 hearing, the CNSC granted a three year exemption (until 

December 31, 2004) from licensing the Province of Saskatchewan, under the Nuclear Safety and 

Control Act, as “owner” of the abandoned Gunnar and Lorado uranium mill sites located in northern 

Saskatchewan.3  This decision, however, clearly reflects the CNSC’s intention to have these 

properties under licence to the Province of Saskatchewan, in the absence of any other potential 

licence-holder, by December 2004.  As the federal Nuclear Safety and Control Act states that the Act 

is binding on Her Majesty in right of Canada or a province, the Commission is of the view that it has 

the authority unilaterally to impose such a licence on Saskatchewan.4 

At that same meeting, CNSC staff recommended that an exemption from licensing of some 

40 smaller uranium mine sites without tailings located in northern Saskatchewan also be granted for 

a period of approximately three years (ending December 31, 2004).5  CNSC staff stated that this 

would allow them enough time to conduct any additional evaluations required to make 

recommendations to the Commission on the most appropriate regulatory approach for these sites.6  

While there is some uncertainty as to what type of license the CNSC will require for either the 

Gunnar and Lorado properties or for the 40 smaller mine sites, it is clear from a review of the December 

13 –14, 2001 Canadian Nuclear Safety Commission hearing Minutes that both the Commission and its 

staff believe that the Gunnar and Lorado properties will be subject to a License to Decommission issued 

pursuant to the Uranium Mines and Mills Regulations.  Item 31 of those Minutes states: 

31. Staff further clarified that seven of the licence applications will need to come before 
the Commission at public hearings for licensing decisions. This is due either to the 
quantity of nuclear substances present, or the need for decommissioning licences (as in 
the case of the Gunnar and Lorado sites).7 

It is also clear from a review of the Uranium Mines and Mills Regulations that, under a 

License to Decommission, the licensee is required to fully decommission the two properties.8  

                                                 
3 Canadian Nuclear Safety Commission, Minutes of the Canadian Nuclear Safety Commission (CNSC) Meeting Held 
Wednesday and Thursday December 13 and 14, 2001 (Ottawa: Canadian Nuclear Safety Commission, 2001), p. 
123.  
4 Nuclear Safety and Control Act, S.C. 1997, c. 9, section 4; see also Canadian Nuclear Safety Commission, 
Information and Recommendations of the Canadian Nuclear Safety Commission Staff In the Matter of Unlicensed 
Uranium Tailings Management Sites CMD01-M77 (Ottawa: Canadian Nuclear Safety Commission, 2001), p. 1. 
5 Canadian Nuclear Safety Commission, Minutes of Meeting December 13 and 14, 2001, p. 123. 
6 Canadian Nuclear Safety Commission, Information and Recommendations In the Matter of Unlicensed Uranium 
Tailings Management Sites CMD01-M77, p. ii.  
7 Canadian Nuclear Safety Commission, Minutes of Meeting December 13 and 14, 2001, p. 122. 
8 Uranium Mines and Mills Regulations, P.C. 2000-786, section 7. 
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This is of significant concern to the provincial government.  Should a CNSC license be 

imposed on the Province before it has secured the appropriate commitment of federal funding for 

decommissioning and reclamation of the sites, the Province could be placed in the position of being 

legally required to commence decommissioning of the sites entirely at its own expense.  Nonetheless, 

in an effort to be seen by the CNSC as being cooperative, so as to ensure that a licence was not 

immediately imposed on the Province in December, 2001, and in anticipation of the completion of its 

abandoned mines assessment and the re-opening of cost-sharing negotiations with the federal 

government, Saskatchewan Environment sent a letter to the Canadian Nuclear Safety Commission in 

November 2001 indicating its intent to apply for a licence for the Gunnar and Lorado sites.9  In light 

of Natural Resources Canada’s refusal, to date, to engage in discussions with the Saskatchewan 

government on funding the decommissioning and reclamation project, Saskatchewan Northern 

Affairs indicated to the CNSC and Natural Resources Canada officials in November 2003 that the 

ultimate decision whether to apply for a licence will be up to the provincial Cabinet.  Thus, it is not 

yet clear what Saskatchewan’s ultimate position on the issue of licensing will be. 

A Proposal to Manage Decommissioning and Reclamation 

While these abandoned mines are currently an environmental liability and a source of 

concern for the residents of northern Saskatchewan, precedents exist, both internationally and in 

Canada, of initiatives to not only clean up abandoned contaminated sites, including uranium 

mine/mill sites, but to do so in a way that generates local economic benefits for communities that 

have been forced to live with the negative environmental legacy.  Indeed, the Government of 

Saskatchewan looked to two precedents, in Germany and Nunavut, when it developed a proposal to 

clean up the abandoned uranium mine sites in northern Saskatchewan, which it has presented to the 

federal government. 

The principal precedent considered by Saskatchewan was that of Wismut GmbH in 

Germany.  Between 1946 and 1990, large-scale uranium mining and milling took place in what was 

then East Germany to supply uranium to the Soviet defence program.10  As was the case in Canada in 

the 1950’s and 1960’s, environmental protection was not a major concern of the Soviet Union in 

                                                 
9 Canadian Nuclear Safety Commission, Information and Recommendations of the Canadian Nuclear Safety 
Commission Staff In the Matter of Unlicensed Uranium Tailings Management Sites CMD01-M77.A (Ottawa: 
Canadian Nuclear Safety Commission,2001), p. 1. 
10 Ministry of Economics, Wismut Progress in Decommissioning and Rehabilitation, Documentation No.370 
(Berlin: Federal Republic of Germany, 1995), p. 4.  
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these years.  With the unification of Germany in 1990, however, uranium mining in the region was 

stopped and decommissioning and reclamation of these mine and mill sites began.11  The Soviet 

Union was exempted from contributing to the decommissioning and reclamation costs, so these sites 

were effectively abandoned.12  As in Canada, both the federal and state (Land) governments play a 

role in the regulation of nuclear facilities. 

To manage the clean-up project, the Government of Germany created a public corporation, 

Wismut GmbH, under the control of the federal Ministry of Economics (BMWi).13  BMWi funds the 

company through annual appropriations from the federal budget, and had contracted with an expert 

consultant to advise the Ministry on proper, cost-effective planning and implementation of the 

decommissioning and reclamation operation.14  Most importantly, however, Wismut is required to 

engage local communities at regular intervals and must take their ideas for decommissioning and 

eventual reuse of the rehabilitated lands into consideration in decommissioning and reclamation 

planning, within the bounds of economic realities.15  While the facilities Wismut is cleaning up are in 

densely populated areas that are also intensively used for agriculture, rather than the relatively remote 

locations of the abandoned northern Saskatchewan sites, the German process for ensuring that the 

clean-up reflects the ideas and priorities of the affected communities would also be valuable in 

northern Saskatchewan, where both the federal and provincial governments are seeking to better 

engage the population of the north in ongoing decision-making on northern issues.   

It is also interesting to note that, since its creation, certain portions of Wismut GmbH have 

been devolved from the parent company and put into the hands of local, private entities.  These new, 

privatised entities now not only sell their services abroad but also often provide services to Wismut 

itself, as contractors on the decommissioning and reclamation of the various sites for which Wismut 

is responsible.  Given the number of contaminated mine sites elsewhere in Canada, not to mention 

around the world, it should be possible for a Saskatchewan company with experience in managing 

the decommissioning and reclamation of abandoned uranium mine sites in northern Saskatchewan to 

hold a licence, to provide contractual services, similar to those provided by the devolved German 

corporations to Wismut, to the public sector around the globe. 

                                                 
11 Ibid., 5. 
12 Ibid., 4. 
13 Ibid., 5.  
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid., 10. 
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The second precedent that helped inspire Saskatchewan’s proposal to the federal government 

was the federal government’s process for cleaning up the abandoned Distant Early Warning (DEW) 

line radar stations in Nunavut.  In 1998, the Department of National Defence, which was responsible 

for these sites on the federal government’s behalf, and Nunavut Tunngavik Inc. (the Nunavut 

Development Corporation) signed an agreement to clean up 15 abandoned DEW line sites.16  

In 2001, the same parties signed a companion agreement on economic benefits that ensured Inuit 

participation in the clean-up project.17  In this way, both environmental and economic benefits would 

be generated for the Inuit. 

Based on its study of how these precedents could be applied in the Saskatchewan context, the 

Government of Saskatchewan has developed a proposal that would see the 40 abandoned uranium 

mine and 2 abandoned uranium mill sites in northern Saskatchewan decommissioned and reclaimed 

over eight years, with a further ten years for monitoring of the reclaimed sites, at a maximum cost of 

$30 million.  A critical component of the initiative would be the creation of a project management 

corporation with substantial ownership by northerners.  This would be akin to Wismut GmbH, 

though it would be a purely private-sector entity, and would be consistent with the recommendations 

of a 2002 report of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development’s Nuclear Energy 

Agency.  This report recommended the creation of dedicated liabilities management organizations to 

assume responsibility for the dismantling and decommissioning of abandoned nuclear facilities, 

because of the ability of such agencies to maintain and develop the necessary technical expertise.18 

A dedicated project management corporation could act as the proponent and, therefore, 

holder of the Canadian Nuclear Safety Commission’s (CNSC) licence throughout the project – from 

planning, to preparation and submission of the decommissioning plan to the CNSC, to the 

environmental impact assessment process, to the actual implementation of the work.  During the 

implementation period, the corporation could act as a general contractor, preparing tenders and 

awarding and overseeing contracts, or could generate the internal capacity to undertake some or all of 

the work itself.  In either case, it would be responsible to government for ensuring that all publicly 

funded work is undertaken efficiently and effectively, and for ensuring that opportunities to train and 

                                                 
16 Department of National Defence; News Release: Nunavut Tunngavik and National Defence agree to clean up 
DEW Line sites within Nunavut Territory, September 1, 1998. 
17 Department of National Defence; News Release: Minister of National Defence Announces Significant Investment 
to Benefit Northern Communities, August 31, 2001. 
18 Nuclear Energy Agency; The Decommissioning and Dismantling on Nuclear Facilities: Status, Approaches, 
Challenges; (Paris: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2002), p.8.  
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hire northerners, to purchase goods from northern sources, and to achieve other government socio-

economic objectives are maximized. 

The Saskatchewan government’s proposal involves the creation of a joint venture between a 

corporation that could bring existing engineering and project management expertise to the joint 

venture and a northerner-owned corporation.  Such a partnership would reflect the government’s 

experience in promoting joint ventures between Aboriginal peoples and established corporations in 

the forest industry, as well as previous success in stimulating northern business development in other 

sectors, such as the trucking industry, through the use of both financial and regulatory incentives.  

Several corporations already exist that could partner in such a joint venture.  On the industrial side, 

companies such as Cameco Corporation or COGEMA Resources Inc., two major uranium mining 

companies operating in Saskatchewan, have obvious expertise that would be valuable to the joint 

venture.  This may be especially true of Cameco, which is already a licensee in the decommissioning 

and reclamation of the former Eldorado Nuclear Ltd. Beaverlodge uranium mine site.  As well, 

several other entities with engineering and environmental management experience, such as SRK 

Consulting Engineers and Scientists (who are Technical Advisors to the federal government on the 

Giant Mine arsenic trioxide management project in the Northwest Territories) and the Saskatchewan 

Research Council, could bring significant project management expertise to the joint venture.  On the 

other side, northerners already control such companies as Kitsaki Development Corporation and 

Keewatin Procon Limited, both of which would also bring a track record of business and project 

management success into the joint venture.  A joint venture between any of these partners would 

present an excellent opportunity to secure a beneficial relationship between northern Saskatchewan 

and “southern” firms, in order to build an entity with the expertise and experience to become an 

ongoing, commercially viable operation. 

 As well as increasing northerners’ degree of “ownership” of the economy of northern 

Saskatchewan, the project management company would create opportunities for the training and 

employment of northerners.  For this, it could also look to previous experience in northern 

Saskatchewan, specifically the model of the Multi-Party Training Plan (MPTP), which, since 1993, 

has coordinated the training of northerners for career opportunities in the mining industry.  The 

purpose of the MPTP was to engage industry in a partnership to maximize the number of local 

people employed at the proposed uranium developments and ensure that residents of northern 

Saskatchewan benefited from the potential increased employment opportunities that would develop, 
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by linking training directly to employment opportunities in the mineral sector.19  The plans have been 

implemented through collaboration among all of the major mining companies, Northlands  

College, northern Aboriginal governments and training institutions, and both the provincial and 

federal governments.20  

 Over its ten-year life span, the partners have contributed a total of $30 million to training, 

with the mineral sector contributing 51 per cent of funds, while the province contributed 27 per cent 

and federal government contributed 22 per cent.21  This has funded 1900 people in 3200 enrolments, 

with many progressing through various stages of apprenticeship or academic upgrading.22   

82 per cent of those enrolled graduated or completed their courses and 80 per cent of all student 

enrolments in the MPTP have been students of Aboriginal ancestry.23  MPTP has since become a 

model for partnerships between educators and businesses in the mining sector in other parts of 

Canada and the world and for training in the forestry sector in Saskatchewan, and has won three 

national and provincial awards for innovative industry-public sector partnerships.24  As well, in 

October 2003, a third MPTP, worth $13.5 million, was negotiated for 2003 to 2008.25 

While the jobs created in undertaking the clean-up of the abandoned uranium mine and mill 

sites in northern Saskatchewan would not be as numerous as, for example, the number of jobs that 

the expansion of the forest industry in northern Saskatchewan has provided, the creation of even a 

small number of long-term, skilled jobs in the region would have a noticeable impact.  The training 

and employment benefits of the project for the people of northern Saskatchewan would be 

particularly significant if they were concentrated in the Athabasca basin, where the abandoned sites 

are located. The Athabasca region has a small population and chronic unemployment and 

underemployment. Of equal importance is the fact that northerners trained during the proposed 

activities would acquire the necessary skills and experience to pursue other opportunities in the 

environmental protection and decommissioning fields in northern Saskatchewan and other areas of 

Canada, if they so chose. 

                                                 
19 Northern Labour Market Committee, “Overview” Summerative Evaluation of the Multi-Party Training Plan 
1993-1998, November 14, 2003; http://collections.ic.gc.ca/training/frame/level2/overview1.htm. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Government of Saskatchewan, A Review of the Current Status of Responses to the Recommendations of the Joint 
Federal-Provincial Panel on Uranium Mining Developments in Northern Saskatchewan, (Regina: Government of 
Saskatchewan, forthcoming December 2003). 
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Government of Saskatchewan; “Third Five-Year Multi-Party Training Plan Agreement Signed” News Release, 
October 8, 2003. 
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Saskatchewan’s proposal would see the decommissioning and reclamation project 

undertaken in three phases. During the initial, planning and licensing phase, estimated to last 

approximately two years, the project management corporation would need to employ between nine 

and eleven staff to develop a detailed decommissioning and reclamation plan and to produce the 

necessary submissions for the required environmental impact assessment and CNSC licensing 

processes. Once the CNSC licence had been received and the project was ready to go forward, 35 to 

40 additional personnel would be needed to undertake the actual work of decommissioning and 

reclaiming the sites.  This second phase of the project is estimated to take eight years. As noted 

earlier, these positions could either be staff of the project management corporation, if it wishes to 

bring the decommissioning and reclamation work “in house”, or contractors hired by the corporation.  

While the third phase, ongoing systematic monitoring of the reclaimed sites over ten years, would 

require only a few personnel, the project management corporation should have developed sufficient 

profile for its expertise in this area that it could begin to take on the management of other 

decommissioning and reclamation projects, whether in northern Saskatchewan, elsewhere in Canada 

or around the world. 

Beyond the benefits to northerners, the Saskatchewan proposal would also generate 

significant benefits for the federal government.  The analysis done by Saskatchewan officials 

suggests that the $30 million cost estimate for the overall project delivery is a liberal one. A 

dedicated project management corporation would allow the joint venture partners to share and build 

upon their existing knowledge, and to bring their existing project management expertise to bear on 

the clean-up of the 42 northern Saskatchewan sites.  This would help to ensure the most cost-

effective conduct of the project possible.  In contrast, no federal or provincial government entity 

currently has the required expertise or mandate to manage projects of this type.  The Auditor General 

of Canada, in her position as Commissioner for the Environment, made this quite clear in her 2002 

report.  She noted that, between 2000 and 2002, Indian and Northern Affairs Canada (INAC) spent 

$30.5 million to monitor and stablize four of 30 priority abandoned mine sites in the Northwest 

Territories and the Yukon, hiring most of the expertise to do this work in northern Canada from 

southern Canada.26  Little of this money was spent to make progress on actually decommissioning 

and reclaiming any of these sites.27  In response, the Auditor General recommended that INAC “put 

                                                 
26 Commissioner of the Environment and Sustainable Development; Report of the Commissioner of the Environment 
and Sustainable Development to the House of Commons – 2002, (Office of the Auditor General, 2002), Chapter 3, p.8. 
27 Ibid. 
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in place a management framework and long term management plan for contaminated sites and 

abandoned mines in the North.”28 

The Auditor General’s 2002 report not only underscores the cost-effectiveness of the 

Saskatchewan government’s proposal, it reveals some of the additional commercial potential for the 

proposed project management corporation, beyond the 42 sites in northern Saskatchewan.  Along 

with 30 priority abandoned mines in the Northwest Territories and the Yukon that are unequivocally 

the responsibility of the federal government, an additional 23 abandoned mine sites in the two 

territories are suspected of being contaminated.29  These will require assessment, decommissioning, 

reclamation and, in many cases, long-term management.  As well, other than mines, there are at least 

56 federally-owned contaminated sites in the Northwest Territories and at least 43 federally-owned 

contaminated sites in Saskatchewan.30  No action has been taken on the majority of these 

Saskatchewan sites and only a few have even had the level and significance of their contamination 

assessed.31  It is also interesting to note that, in one of the few Saskatchewan sites on which the 

federal government has taken action, they engaged consulting services from outside Saskatchewan to 

manage the work; the largest expenditure, more than $700,000, was paid to Ontario-based firms.  

With an experienced project management corporation and a trained workforce in Saskatchewan, 

future federal funds could both be spent more efficiently, as the government could avoid the expense 

of bringing Ontario-based personnel to Saskatchewan, and support Saskatchewan’s economy. 

Looking beyond Canada, several countries, including Romania, South Africa and Namibia, 

are seeking expertise to assist them with the closure of mines at the end of their useful lives, as well 

as the decommissioning and reclamation of abandoned mines, in a cost-effective and socially 

responsible manner.  This estimate presumably includes abandoned Soviet nuclear submarines, to 

which, along with other stocks of deteriorating nuclear, biological, and chemical weapons, the federal 

government has committed $1 billion over ten years to help clean up, citing domestic environmental 

security as part of the rationale.32 Clearly, numerous opportunities exist for the project management 

corporation to become commercially viable, if it is given the chance to build its expertise and profile 

by decommissioning and reclaiming the 42 abandoned sites in northern Saskatchewan. 

                                                 
28 Ibid., 19. 
29 Ibid., 18. 
30 Treasury Board of Canada, The Federal Contaminated Sites and Solids Waste Landfills Inventory (Ottawa: 
Government of Canada, 2002). 
31 Ibid. 
32 Carolynne Wheeler, “Nuclear Subs Serious Risk, Graham Says” Globe and Mail, Nov. 27, 2002, p. A14. 
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A Brief History of Federal Involvement in Uranium Mining in Northern Saskatchewan 

  The key federal-provincial conflict impeding the development of this proposal, and the 

commencement of the decommissioning and reclamation work, is over which government will 

fund the project.  If governments prove unable to successfully pursue private entities with 

responsibility for the sites, funding to clean up the sites will have to come from the public sector.  

Given the history of uranium mining in northern Saskatchewan, the Government of Canada 

should commit now to funding the total cost of decommissioning and transition phase 

monitoring of the 40 small mines, the abandoned Gunnar Mining Ltd. facility and the abandoned 

Lorado Uranium Mines Ltd. facility in northern Saskatchewan, less any costs that governments 

are ultimately successful in having private entities bear.  This is based on a number of important 

considerations, including: 

•  The 1946 federal declaration of uranium as a strategic mineral under the War Measures Act;  

•  The historical federal monopoly over the mining, milling and sale of uranium and its refined 

products during the time that the northern Saskatchewan mines/mills were developed and 

operated (1950s and 1960s);  

•  Federal jurisdiction over the regulation of all uranium producing facilities in Canada through 

the use of its “declaratory power”;  

•  The Government of Canada’s foreign policy interest in supplying the end-user (U.S. 

“government programmes”) with all uranium generated from the 42 mines and mills;  

•  That end-user’s domestic program to cover the decommissioning costs of other abandoned 

uranium mine sites operating at the time; and, 

•  International precedents from other mature federations around the world. 
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Uranium as A Strategic Mineral 

At the time the Gunnar and Lorado facilities were developed and operated, uranium was 

considered a strategic mineral, so the mining, milling and sales of uranium and its refined products 

were declared to be “works and undertakings for the general advantage of Canada.”33  While the 

Province of Saskatchewan generally has jurisdiction over mineral resources in the province, the 

federal government’s declaration of uranium mining, milling and sales as being for the general 

advantage of Canada brought this sector under exclusive federal jurisdiction. 

During the Second World War, the Government of Canada had a significant presence in the 

mineral sector, including uranium mining and milling, by virtue of the War Measures Act.  At the 

end of the war, the federal government decided that, because of the strategic nature of the mineral 

and the associated issues of national and international security at the time, it would retain jurisdiction 

over the nuclear industry and that its jurisdiction would include the mining and milling of uranium.  

Consequently, in 1946, the federal government passed the Atomic Energy Control Act.  This 

legislation declared that: 

All works and undertakings whether hereto before constructed or hereafter to be constructed: 

(a) for the production, use and application of atomic energy, 
(b) for research or investigation with respect to atomic energy, 
(c) for the production, refining or treatment of prescribed substances,  

are, and each of them is declared to be, works or a work for the general advantage of 
Canada34 

The validity of this declaration has been tested a number of times and, in each case, 

affirmed by judicial decision. 

AECB Licensing 

During the first 26 years of uranium development in Saskatchewan (1953 to 1979), the 

paramount regulatory authority overseeing uranium mining and milling in Canada was the federal 

Atomic Energy Control Board (AECB).  At the time that the 40 small mines, the Gunnar Mining 

Limited and the Lorado Uranium Mines Limited facilities were constructed and operated, the AECB 

was the sole authority in Canada with the power to authorize the mining, milling and/or 

                                                 
33 Constitution Act, 1867, paragraph 92(10)(c). 
34 Atomic Energy Control Act  R.S.C., c. A-19, s. 18. 
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concentration of any and all radioactive substances, including uranium ores.  It was the AECB which 

licensed both the Gunnar mine and mill and the Lorado mine and mill to produce uranium.  That 

agency, however, failed to impose decommissioning or reclamation criteria on any of the 40 small 

mines, on the Gunnar Mining Limited or Lorado Uranium Mine Limited facilities when those 

companies ceased operations in the early 1960s.   

Despite claims by the Canadian Nuclear Safety Commission (and its predecessor the Atomic 

Energy Control Board) that these properties were never licensed by the Atomic Energy Control 

Board,35 a review of historical records has revealed copies of AECB Exploration Permits MX2/53 

(issued January 15, 1953) and MX24/53 (issued April 11, 1953) and Mining Permits MP2/54 (issued 

September 16, 1954) and MP 2/57 (issued February 1, 1957) to Gunnar Mines Ltd.  The review also 

yielded copies of AECB Exploration Permits MX 11/52 (issued May 30, 1952) and MX22/57 

(issued June 4, 1957) and AECB Mining Permits MP21/57 (issued June 4, 1957) and MP 5/59 

(issued March 9, 1959) to Lorado Uranium Mines Limited.  At the time, AECB permits with the MP 

designation were authorizations: 

to carry on development, mining, milling and concentrating operations on the property 
hereunder mentioned and to ship ore and/or concentrates there from to Eldorado Mining and 
Refining Limited (hereinafter called “Eldorado”) in accordance with such arrangements as 
may from time to time be in effect between you and Eldorado.36  

Eldorado Mining and Refining Ltd. – Federal Monopoly Over Uranium Trade 

Prior to 1944, Eldorado Mining and Refining Ltd. was a privately held corporation, 

incorporated under the laws of Ontario. On January 28, 1944, by Order-in-Council PC535, it became 

a federal Crown corporation, incorporated under the Dominion Companies Act (1934).37  This action 

was authorized under the War Measures Act.  

Coupled to this was a federal government Order-in-Council, in September 1943, 

appropriating to the Crown in right of Canada all radioactive substances on existing leases and 

banning all future private prospecting and staking for such materials on federal lands.38 The result 

was that Eldorado was the sole source of uranium in Canada.  Virtually all of the uranium produced 

                                                 
35 Canadian Nuclear Safety Commission, Information and Recommendations In the Matter of Unlicensed Uranium 
Tailings Management Sites CMD01-M77  p. 1. 
36 Atomic Energy Control Board, MP2/57, 1957, Mining Permit Issued to Gunnar Mines Limited, Suite 702, 25 
Adelaide Street W. Toronto, Ontario, February 1957. 
37 Robert Bothwell, Eldorado, Canada’s National Uranium Mining Company (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
1984), p.149. 
38 Ibid., 147. 
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in Canada up to the early 1960’s was sold to the United States Atomic Energy Commission 

(USAEC), an agency of the United States government, for use by United States “government 

programmes” (i.e. national defence). 

The 1943 Order-in-Council was cancelled in March 1948 and replaced by a new policy 

announced in the House of Commons.39 While the new policy restored the right to control 

prospecting, staking and even mining of uranium to the provinces, the Atomic Energy Control Act 

and the existence of the Atomic Energy Control Board ensured that the federal government 

continued to exercise ultimate authority over actual mine development decisions; the federal 

government would continue to determine the circumstances in which uranium could be mined and 

milled.  In addition, Eldorado Mining and Refining Ltd. continued to have absolute control over all 

export sales of uranium and its refined products from Canada.  In essence, the federal government 

continued its monopoly over all uranium sales from Canada throughout the 1950s and until 1962, the 

last year that the USAEC guaranteed purchases from Canada.40 

The USAEC’s demand for uranium continued to increase throughout the 1950s, creating a 

market that the Canadian government was willing to satisfy. As the demand existed and Eldorado 

Mining and Refining Ltd. did not have sufficient internal capacity to supply all of the ore required by 

the U.S., the federal government (through Eldorado) actively assisted in the development of new 

“privately” owned mines.  By 1957, there were seventeen uranium companies in Canada.41  Of the 

seventeen, only Eldorado was authorized to export uranium.42  As a consequence, all other uranium 

producers were required to supply all their uranium, whether milled or not, to Eldorado, which would 

then resell the uranium to the USAEC.  

All of the abandoned uranium mines and mills in northern Saskatchewan were developed 

and operated during this period.  In each case, once an ore body had been found and “proven”, 

the owner was required to approach Eldorado to negotiate the price and conditions of sale.  For 

example, in 1953, Gunnar Mines Limited was required to negotiate and sign a contract with 

Eldorado before developing its ore body.  That contract stipulated that Gunnar was to supply 

Eldorado with 1,000,000 pounds of U3O8 at $9.50 per pound between 1955 and 1960.43  The 

contract, as well as the permit issued to Gunnar Mines Limited by the AECB, stipulated that all 

                                                 
39 Ibid., 246. 
40 Ibid., 329. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid., 332. 
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uranium sales were to be made to Eldorado.44  In turn, Eldorado then signed a contract for the 

same quantity of uranium ore with the USAEC.45  This arrangement allowed Gunnar Mines Ltd. 

to raise the necessary funds to develop the mine and mill and to begin operations in 1955.   

In the case of Lorado Uranium Mines Limited, Mining Permits MP5/59 and MP21/57, issued 

by the AECB in 1957 and 1959, clearly state that, although the Lorado mill was permitted to receive 

ores from specific privately-owned uranium mines, all ores and/or concentrates resulting from such 

milling had to be delivered to Eldorado Mining and Refining Ltd.46  As these examples make clear, 

no uranium mine or mill could have been developed without the support and express agreement of 

Eldorado Mining and Refining Ltd., on behalf of the federal government.  Eldorado’s sole raison 

d’etre at the time was to supply a significant proportion of the uranium and refined uranium products 

required by the government of the United States. 

Eldorado’s Connection to the Lorado Mill 

During the operations of the Eldorado Mining and Refining Ltd. Beaverlodge mill and 

associated mines, located near Uranium City, ore owned by Eldorado was milled at the Lorado 

Uranium Mining Ltd. mill located on the shores of Nero Lake.  A review of historical records has, to 

date, identified two ore bodies owned by Eldorado that were milled at the Lorado mill.47  These ore 

bodies contributed to the tailings at the Lorado site.  As a result, Eldorado Mining and Refining Ltd. 

is the owner of a portion of the tailings located at the former Lorado mill site.  The corporate 

successor to Eldorado Mining and Refining Ltd, Canada Eldor Inc., still exists and is wholly owned 

by the Government of Canada. 

One such property is the Eagle Lake ore body (Mineral property #1360, Showing Name: 

Eagle Uranium Mine) located near Shaft Lake, south of Melville Lake (74-N-10-SE). This ore body 

was first prospected in 1947 with uranium mineralization discovered on the property in 1948.  Initial 

development of the mine began in 1950, and a total of 103,408 tonnes of ore were shipped from this 

mine to the Lorado Mill for processing.  This returned a total of 223,574 kg of refined uranium 

(U3O8) to Eldorado Mining and Refining Ltd.48  

                                                 
44 Ibid., 132;  see also Atomic Energy Control Board, MP2/57, 1957, Mining Permit Issued to Gunnar Mines 
Limited. 
45 Ibid., 332. 
46 Atomic Energy Control Board, MP2/57, 1957, Mining Permit Issued to Gunnar Mines Limited.  
47MacLaren Plansearch Inc., Decommissioning of the Beaverlodge Mine/Mill Operations and Reclamation of the 
Site - Report 2, Operating History and Environmental Conditions, (Ottawa: Eldorado Nuclear Ltd., 1983). 
48 Minister of Energy and Mines, Mineral Deposit Index Details, (Government of Saskatchewan, 2001). 
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A similar property was the Martin Lake adit, which was collared on the shores of Martin 

Lake by Eldorado in 1948 in order to investigate mineralization located west of Beaverlodge Lake.49  

In 1952, a second collar was driven from the Beaverlodge Lake side to connect with the original 

Martin Lake adit.50  Eldorado closed the mine in 1954 because production levels were considered 

insufficient to justify continuous operations, but, in 1959, an arrangement was made between 

Eldorado Mining and Refining Ltd. and Lorado Uranium Mines Ltd. to have Lorado mine and mill 

278 tonnes of ore from the adit.51  

International Precedents for Federal Funding 

In spite of the breadth and depth of federal involvement in the establishment and operation of 

these mining and milling sites, the obvious cost-effectiveness of Saskatchewan’s proposal, the value 

of the proposed project’s potential economic benefits to a depressed region of Saskatchewan (a 

region with a population that is approximately 85 per cent Aboriginal and, therefore, within federal 

jurisdiction) and the advantages that such a dedicated project management corporation could have for 

the federal government in managing other contaminated sites that are indisputably their 

responsibility, the federal government has, to date, refused to provide the funds necessary to 

undertake the decommissioning and reclamation of these sites.  Instead, it insists on claiming that it 

no longer has any legal responsibility for these sites.  This is in contrast to the practices of other 

industrialized federations, where it is invariably national governments that fund the decommissioning 

and reclamation of abandoned uranium sites that were established to support defence programmes.   

As noted earlier, in Germany, the federal government undertakes the decommissioning and 

reclamation of abandoned uranium mines, through the vehicle of Wismut GmbH, but other mature 

federations also provide precedents.  The most important of these is likely the United States as, 

during the time period under discussion, the Government of Canada, as part of its foreign policy, 

mined, milled, and processed domestic uranium largely for a single purpose, to supply the United 

States government defence programme.  As the United States also had domestic uranium suppliers, it 

is important to examine how that government has addressed the decommissioning and clean-up of 

                                                 
49 MacLaren Plansearch, Decommissioning of the Beaverlodge Mine/Mill Operations and Reclamation of the Site – 
Report 2 , pp. 3-8. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Ibid., 3-9. 
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abandoned uranium mining and milling facilities operated inside the United States for the same 

purpose, and during the same period, as the northern Saskatchewan facilities. 

In the United States, the responsibility for decommissioning and restoring uranium mines and 

mills is dependent on the purpose for which the uranium was produced.  As with Eldorado Mining 

and Refining Ltd. in Canada, the United States Atomic Energy Commission was the sole purchasing 

agent in the 1950s and 1960s for all uranium produced in the United States.  In the case of uranium 

mines and milling facilities that existed prior to 1970 and which were developed to supply uranium 

to the United States defence programme, the United States government has assumed 90 per cent or 

more of the costs of decommissioning and rehabilitating the abandoned facilities and  

associated tailings.52  

There are, in total, 26 “inactive” uranium mill sites that produced uranium solely for the 

United States government prior to 1970.53  Between 1975 and 1978, the United States Department of 

Energy and the Energy Research and Development Administration (successor agencies to the United 

States Atomic Energy Commission) completed studies of 22 of these sites.  These studies determined 

that uranium mill tailings at these sites posed potentially significant health hazards to the public and 

that a program should be developed to ensure proper stabilization and disposal of the tailings.54  In 

response, the United States Congress enacted the Uranium Mill Tailings Radiation Control Act 

(UMTRCA) in November 1978.  This Act provides funds for the clean-up and stabilization of 

uranium mill tailings at inactive uranium-processing sites and provided for the subsequent addition of 

two other sites to the original list of 22.55  Thus, the cost of remedial action at the 24 inactive sites in 

the United States listed in the UMTRCA is borne almost exclusively by the United States 

government, which had spent nearly $1.5 billion as of December 31, 1999 under the Uranium Mill 

Tailings Remedial Action Program.56 

                                                 
52 Luther Smith and John Moens, “Background,” U.S. Uranium Production Facilities: Production History and 
Remediation Cost Under the Uranium Mill Tailings Remedial Action Project as of 2000, April 12, 2002; 
http://www.eia.doe.gov/cneaf/nuclear/page/umtra/background.html#N_1_. 
53 Luther Smith and John Moens, “Introduction,” U.S. Uranium Production Facilities: Production History and 
Remediation Cost Under the Uranium Mill Tailings Remedial Action Project as of 2000, April 12, 2002; 
http://www.eia.doe.gov/cneaf/nuclear/page/umtra/title1map.html. 
54 Smith and Moens, “Background”. 
55 Ibid.  The remaining two sites, located in North Dakota, were not included at the request of the State government, 
which indicated that the sites pose minimal risk to the public and the environment and that the State legislature was 
unlikely to appropriate funds to cover the State’s share of the cleanup cost. 
56 Energy Information Administration, Remediation of UMTRCA Title I Uranium Mill Sites Under the UMTRA 
Project Summary Table: Uranium Ore Processed, Disposal Cell Material, and Cost for Remediation as of 
December 31, 1999, June 6, 2002; http://www.eia.doe.gov/cneaf/nuclear/page/umtra/title1sum.html. 



 18

While the 1978 United States legislation does not provide federal funds for remedial action 

on sites that were, at the time of the passage of the Act, active, two subsequent reports to Congress 

concluded that government assistance should be provided to licensees at active sites that have a 

history of supplying the United States defence programme.57  Thus, under Title X of the 1992 Energy 

Policy Act, the United States Department of Energy is required to reimburse licensees of active 

uranium or thorium processing sites that are currently undergoing decommissioning for remedial 

action costs attributable to mill tailings generated as a consequence of production to supply the 

United States government.58  Reimbursable remedial actions include, but are not limited to, 

groundwater restoration, treatment of contaminated soil, disposal of processing wastes, pollution 

abatement, mill and equipment decommissioning, site monitoring, and administrative expenses.59 

Australia has also had to respond to the environmental damage and risks of abandoned 

uranium mines.  As with Germany and the United States, the Commonwealth (federal) government 

has funded the Australian clean-up projects.  In the South Alligator River valley of Australia, there 

are a number of former uranium mines that date back to mining and milling activities in the 1950s 

and 1960s.60  These mines were subject to a hazard reduction program in the early 1990s and the 

need for further rehabilitation is the subject of negotiations between Parks Australia (a federal 

department) and the Jawoyn Traditional Owners.61  The Commonwealth Government also undertook 

a programme of hazard reduction work at the South Alligator Mill in 1991 and 1992.62  In addition, it 

funded the rehabilitation of the Rum Jungle Creek South Mine in 1990-1991, though the 

rehabilitation was managed by the Northern Territory Department of Mines and Energy (NTDME).63 

More recently, during the dry season of 2000, a program of interim works was undertaken by 

Parks Australia North to manage exposed uranium mill tailings located in the southern district of the 

Kakadu National Park near Gunlom.64  The completion of the tailings clean-up is being incorporated  

into a broader plan for rehabilitation of all former uranium mining related sites in the South Alligator 

                                                 
57 Nuclear Energy Agency and International Atomic Energy Agency, Environmental Activities in Uranium Mining 
and Milling: A Joint Report by the OECD Nuclear Energy Agency and the International Atomic Energy Agency, 
(Paris: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, 1999), p. 147. 
58 Public Law 102-486 (October, 1992), sec. 1001(1). 
59 Nuclear Energy Agency and International Atomic Energy Agency, Environmental Activities in Uranium Mining 
and Milling, p. 147. 
60 Environment Australia, Supervising Scientist Annual Report, 2000-01, (Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia, 
2001) p. B-8. 
61 Ibid. 
62 S. Tims, B. Ryan and P. Waggitt, Radiation Survey of Exposed Tailings in the Area Around Rockhole Mine, 
(Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia, 2000) p. 23. 
63 David Cowan, Rum Jungle Lake, April 9, 2001; http://www.cavedivers.com.au/siteinfo/rumjinfo.htm. 
64 Environment Australia, Supervising Scientist Annual Report, 2000-01, p. B-37. 



 19

River Valley.65  Parks Australia North is developing the plan in consultation with members of the 

Gunlom Land Trust (the Traditional Owners of the land), the Northern Land Council and the Northern 

Territory Department of Mines and Energy.66  The completion of the tailings clean-up will be a priority 

once the issues of site-specific standards for radiological protection and containment have been 

finalized with the regulatory agency, the Australian Radiation Protection and Nuclear Safety Agency.67 

Role of the Province in the Project 

That the funding of decommissioning and reclamation projects for abandoned uranium mines 

and mills is provided by national governments in these mature federations, rather than sub-national 

governments, does not suggest that the Saskatchewan government should have no role in the 

decommissioning and reclamation of the abandoned uranium mine and mill sites in northern 

Saskatchewan.  A key recommendations of a June, 2001 workshop involving ten provincial Mines 

Ministries, five federal government departments, and seven non-governmental organizations was for 

governments to consider “good samaritan” legislation.68  Such legislation would limit the liability of 

companies with no pre-existing responsibility for contaminated sites to increases in environmental 

damage caused by their actions.  In the absence of such legislation, the proposed joint venture would, 

by undertaking activities to clean up the abandoned sites, take on the liability for all environmental 

damage being caused by those sites, a situation which would make anyone reticent to volunteer to 

decommission and reclaim an abandoned site.  It would, thus, be a good environmental practice for 

both the federal and provincial governments to pass such legislation. 

The primary Saskatchewan role, however, would be as the regulator of the project.  In 2003, 

Saskatchewan Environment signed an Administrative Agreement with the CNSC that will potentially 

delegate a portion of the  CNSC’s responsibilities to enforce the Nuclear Safety and Control Act and 

its regulations to Saskatchewan Environment.69  As a consequence, Saskatchewan Environment 

could become the regulator of the proposed decommissioning and reclamation project, including the 

long-term monitoring of the sites, on behalf of the CNSC.  Saskatchewan could also most cost-

effectively perform certain other roles, such as training individuals for jobs on the project by taking 

                                                 
65 Ibid. 
66 Ibid. 
67 Ibid. 
68 Intergovernmental Working Group on the Mineral Industry, Action Plan 2001 – Status Report (Ottawa 
Intergovernmental Working Group Secretariat, 2001), p. 22.  
69 Canadian Nuclear Safety Commission-Saskatchewan Administrative Agreement for the Regulation of Health, 
Safety, and the Environment at Saskatchewan Uranium Mines and Mills, February 14, 2003. 
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advantage of the existing infrastructure of provincially-funded training institutions. What the 

international precedents make clear, however, is that the funding of the actual decommissioning and 

reclamation project itself should come from the Government of Canada. 

Conclusion 

There can be little doubt that the time for the decommissioning and reclamation of northern 

Saskatchewan’s 42 abandoned uranium mine and mill sites is more than ripe.  For forty years, these 

sites have sat, unattended, as an unacceptable environmental and human health and safety legacy of the 

Cold War.  The CNSC has made it clear that the situation cannot be allowed to continue, by indicating 

that a licence will be imposed on Saskatchewan by December 31, 2004 if there is no other competent 

authority in place to hold the licence.70  

Saskatchewan has done the necessary preliminary assessments to allow planning for the 

decommissioning and reclamation to commence on all 42 sites, has developed a plan that would not 

only allow the work to be undertaken cost-effectively but in a way that would ensure the economic 

benefits of the project flowed to the people of northern Saskatchewan, and is undertaking some 

necessary immediate site safetying work. 

The uranium industry of the Cold War-era was not merely regulated by, but was actively 

promoted by, the Government of Canada to achieve its foreign and defence policy ends.  The legacy of 

the Government of Canada’s policy is a forty-year-old environmental and human health and safety risk.  

The Government of Canada’s continued refusal to accept the financial responsibility for that which it 

brought into existence is not only irresponsible when one considers the historical context of the 

development and operation of these sites, but is sadly out of step with Canada’s progressive record on 

human and environmental health and safety issues internationally, a matter of some pride to Canadians.  

It is high time for the Government of Canada to take environmental risks in northern Saskatchewan as 

seriously as it does those elsewhere in the world. 
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