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Attention: Aimee Rupert, Environmental Assessment Officer 

Canadian Nuclear Safety Commission 

Mme Rupert, 

I shall put my comments on the small nuclear reactor proposed for Chalk River in the form of a number 

of questions.  I trust that these questions, asked from the perspective of a concerned citizen, will get at 

the extremely problematic nature of this project. 

 Why build it at all? Canada is not presently experiencing any sort of energy crisis.  Nor is there 

any sign of such a crisis on the horizon.  Even from a purely economic perspective, the business 

rationale for expanding Canada’s energy supply in this direction is absent. 

Beyond that, nuclear power is on its way out through much of the Western world.  Italy has closed its 

nuclear power plants completely. [1] In the wake of the 2011 Fukushima nuclear disaster in Japan, 

Germany has permanently shut down eight of its 17 nuclear power plants, and has pledged to close the 

remaining nine by the end of 2022.  Switzerland and Spain have banned the construction of new 

reactors, while Belgium is also phasing out nuclear power, with a pledge to shut down all of its reactors 

by 2025.  Clearly, there’s a growing world consensus that nuclear power is the way of the past, 

particularly in countries (like Canada) which have ample alternative energy sources available. 

The project description contemplates such Small Modular Reactors (SMR’s) as helping to meet domestic 

demand as well as providing export opportunities.  At a time of relatively low energy demand in Canada 

and a growing international distaste for nuclear power, the proponent's position appears questionable 

at best. 

Given all of this, there would appear to be no good reason to build the reactor, unless one counts a 

desire to prop up the country’s increasingly beleaguered nuclear industry as a good reason.  And there 

are many very good reasons not to build it.  I’ll be addressing these in my subsequent questions. 

 What’s the point of building a reactor which will generate only a small amount of electricity? 

The reactor will generate about 15 megawatts of power, according to the project 

description.  Its purpose is to provide heat to the Chalk River generating station itself.  But one 

must question why, having operated without such a power source for many decades, Chalk 

River is all of a sudden in need of one.  Even more important, one must question whether the 

relatively small financial and logistical gains Chalk River will achieve through this reactor in any 

way justify the potentially huge downside risks, to be outlined in succeeding questions. 
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 Why use a model still in development, and a type of reactor for which the safety record has 

been so spotty? These are both excellent questions!  As Brennain Lloyd has noted, [2] the 

design for the reactor proposed by Global First Power for use at Chalk River is still under 

development.  This in itself raises red flags.  Why, unless the need for the new technology is 

absolutely urgent, risk using an unproven model still under development? 

A source of particular concern in the case of the reactor proposed for Chalk River is that it would use 

enriched uranium, which raises concerns around nuclear proliferation and even possibly sabotage and 

terrorism, as well as technologies that have not previously been permitted in Canada (Lloyd, par. 2 of 

“Backgrounder”).  Only a major energy shortage or great international demand could possibly justify 

taking such serious risks with as yet unproven technologies.  As noted earlier (Q. 1), Canada is very far 

indeed from facing either major energy shortages or great international demand for nuclear 

power.  Quite the reverse.  The fact that Global First Power, the proposed builder of the reactor, has 

described itself as a “start-up” company launched only in 2014 [3] does little to assuage safety and 

security concerns around the project.  One would hope, and indeed one has the right to expect that any 

company contracted for such a risky venture would have many years of experience in the nuclear 

industry, as a demonstration that it knew how to address issues around nuclear safety.  The stakes here 

are far too high to trust such a risky venture to a start-up company. 

As for the operating record to date of  High Temperature Gas-cooled Reactors (HTGRs), the type 

proposed for Chalk River, it alone should be enough to make any prudent scientist or politician back 

away from the project.  Failures experienced with the HTGRs constructed to date include “the possibility 

of graphite dust generation and accumulation, ingress of water or oil into the core, and failures of TRISO 

fuel.” [4]  As a result, Lloyd notes, overall performance of the HTGRs has been quite poor.  All were shut 

down well before their operating licenses expired, and the best lifetime load factor recorded was only 

62 per cent.  Such early failure adversely affects the economics of these plants, making them in my view 

even more of a non-starter than they would otherwise be. 

A particular concern with the failures noted in the HTGRs is that some of the failures could lead to 

serious accident scenarios involving the release of radioactivity into the environment, the two likeliest 

scenarios being the ingress of air or water into the reactor core.  In some cases, both could lead to 

radiation doses to nearby populations. [5] 

To take such great risks with a reactor model still under development, but of a type that has already 

experienced serious problems of both safety and economic viability would be an act of appalling 

stupidity, an act demonstrating a total lack of prudence and due diligence as well as a total lack of 

concern for the health and safety of people living near the reactor today, and future generations along 

the Ottawa River for decades if not centuries to come. 

 Who stands to benefit from the Chalk River SMNR? Only the nuclear industry.  The general 

population, particularly those living near the proposed reactor site but also anyone presently 

drawing their drinking water from the Ottawa River, is put at significant risk for little if any 

potential benefit to the general public.  This project will not lead to a more secure source of 

power, nor will it lower anyone’s electricity bill.  All the 15 megawatts of power it would 

generate would be used to provide power to Chalk River.  The general public would not benefit 

in any way.  Overall, all the project does is help prop up the nuclear industry, at a time when 

that industry is in trouble pretty much all over the Western world. 



 What are the safety concerns for future generations around this project? 

As Lloyd points out, [6] twenty years of operation would “transform reactor fuel into high-level waste 

containing highly-radioactive, long-lived fission products.  Through neutron activation, the graphite 

moderator would become intermediate-level waste, with large amounts of tritium and long-lived 

carbon-14.”  Fuel cooling after shutdown would also be a concern. 

There is already serious concern around plans to build a nuclear waste disposal site at Chalk 

River.  These concerns were serious enough that they resulted in a demonstration outside the Chalk 

River plant on July 27.  Among the gravest concerns is that wastes and other contaminants from the 

dump would eventually leach into the Ottawa River, the source of drinking water for several million 

Canadians, including most notably the cities of Montreal and Ottawa.  Such contamination also risks 

ruining the Ottawa River as a site for recreational swimming, boating, and fishing—activities greatly 

enjoyed by the many visitors to the area each year.  To add further to the risks already posed to the 

region’s drinking water supply and economically critical tourist industry, by generating more nuclear 

waste in the service of a project that has little economic justification, is simply non-sensical and 

untenable. 

Global First’s cavalier attitude toward public safety is suggested by the fact that it has no apparent plan 

for the final stage of decommissioning of the reactor.  It merely asserts that wastes (though it does not 

distinguish the types of waste except in a single reference, it seems to mean by this both the low level 

waste generated throughout its operation and the highly radioactive waste of the fuel core and other 

materials at its life end) "will be properly disposed of at a licenced facility." The proposed dump at Chalk 

River currently undergoing assessment by this same Commission should never be licenced, but Global 

First clearly presumes that that poorly planned and risky venture will be approved, and so they could 

dispose of much of their waste virtually on site; it is clearly unconcerned with how that licence is 

obtained.  

As Lloyd notes, [7] Global First wants to “punt the final stage of decommissioning—the long-term 

management of used fuel and moderator wastes” to the Nuclear Waste Management 

Organization.  Indeed, “the project description hints at abandoning the reactor on site after shut-down.” 

Put simply, the company does not even propose to clean up its own mess and debris. In general, 

international standards specify that no reactor should go into operation unless it has a viable 

decommissioning plan ready before operations start.  There seems no reason whatever to allow for such 

an exception here, in a project offering so little tangible benefit to the Canadian public, but posing such 

potentially immense risks.  If Global First can’t or won’t produce a viable decommissioning plan, it 

doesn’t belong in the nuclear business, period, and the SMR project should be killed at the outset. 

Moreover, punting the decommissioning to another organisation is contrary to the growing demand and 

need for corporations to be held responsible for  their product from beginning to end (i.e. from 

responsibly sourcing materials and ensuring safe production methods to end-of life liability for 

appropriate waste management of its by-products). Failure to assimilate this needed approach for the 

21st century in itself should be more than sufficient grounds for rejecting the project. 

 What are some of your concerns around the consultation process for this project? There are 

many more concerns than time to enumerate them all.  But the one that really leaps out at me 

is the mere 30 days (now extended to a mere 60 days) allowed for public comments. First off, 



that’s a very short period in and of itself, given that the project description runs to over 50 

closely-printed pages and isn’t exactly hammock reading. Public education about this kind of 

project is entirely lacking; furthermore, for a project of this importance, the public deserves 

more time to read, digest, and discuss the available information and implications. There is 

simply no reason to rush this process. Secondly, the timing is more than a little suspicious.  Even 

at 60 days, ending September 14, July and August are prime vacation months, and many 

potential submissions, including from nearby residents and cottagers with the most to lose in 

the event of a disaster, are simply discouraged by the timing of these announcements and 

timelines.  It’s pretty clear what the rationale was for establishing such a short period for 

comments and putting it right in the middle of summer cottage season---none of it mere 

chance. Is this not another example of the Nuclear Safety Commission's evident inability to 

bridge two conflicting roles--promoting nuclear energy and regulating it, too?? 

 Why not apply the money and expertise being used in this project to the development of safe 

alternative energy sources? Why not, indeed?  That would make great economic sense and 

even greater environmental sense.  Solar, wind, and tidal power, to name but a few, are clearly 

part of the wave of the future when it comes to power generation.  Nuclear power, in contrast, 

is an idea whose time has largely gone by.  By developing these emerging power sources, 

Canada could become part of the climate change solution, rather than remaining part of the 

problem, as we do by propping up what amounts essentially to a basket-case industry, one 

which furthermore poses great continuing environmental and even economic risks.  If we want 

to be on the right side of history, it behooves us to focus on developing these environmentally-

friendly power sources, and on building a strong public transit network. 

Sincerely, 

Denise Giroux 

Cantley, Québec 

[1] The source for this and all the rest of the factual information about European nuclear power plants in 

this section is the Wikipedia article, “Nuclear power phase-out.” 

[2] “Backgrounder:  Small Modular Nuclear Reactors in Canada.”  Lloyd’s sources include Mathias 

Englert, Friederike Friess, and M. V. Ramana (2017), “Accident Scenarios Involving Pebble Bed High 

Temperature Reactors,” in Science & Global Security, 25 (1), pp. 42-55, and M.V. Ramana (2015), “The 

Checkered Operational History of High Temperature Gas-Cooled Reactors,” in Bulletin of the Atomic 

Scientists, 72 (3), pp. 171-179. 

[3] Lloyd, backgrounder, box at bottom of page. 

[4] Lloyd, backgrounder, lower right paragraph. 

[5] Lloyd, backgrounder, end of lower right paragraph. 

[6] Backgrounder, start of lower left paragraph. 

[7] Backgrounder, lower left paragraph. 

 


