
 

FACT SHEET – AUSTRALIA’S WASTE REPATRIATION  

Context  

 For more than 60 years, Australia has benefited from the medical, minerals, environmental, and 

industrial research undertaken at Lucas Heights.  

 One in two Australians will need a nuclear medicine diagnosis or treatment in their lifetime. 80% of that 

medicine comes from ANSTO, and 85% of our waste is associated with medicine production.  

 Other benefits include: 

o Increased efficiency of our mining industry, contributing to the Australian economy.  

o Irradiation of silicon, used in fast trains, hybrid cars and solar farms. 

o Ground-breaking research into the structure of materials ranging from batteries to proteins 

which makes a significant contribution to Australian innovation. 

o A knowledge base that secures Australia’s position in the IAEA. 

 Along with these benefits comes a responsibility to deal with by-products, including waste.  

 Australia does not shy away from its responsibility that we have to take back our radioactive waste, and 

have it safely managed by experts in the field. 

Where the waste came from 

 In the 1990s, Australian Governments entered agreements with France, though which spent fuel from 

the old HIFAR reactor would be reprocessed by French experts.  

 The French have the expertise to reprocess spent fuel, because of their extensive nuclear power 

program. 

 In line with those agreements, and in line with French law, the waste left over from the reprocessing 

operation left France for Australia by the end of 2015. (It left on October 15). 

Why at ANSTO temporarily 

 International best practice is that radioactive waste should be stored in a single, national facility that is 

geologically stable and safe, and built after consultation with the local community.  

 Australia is in the process of establishing its own National Radioactive Waste Management Facility 

(NRWMF). 

 Until that facility is sited, built and licensed, in line with international best practice, a temporary storage 

alternative is needed. 

 ANSTO has the significant experience, security and expertise to act as a temporary storage site for its 

own wastes in the short term, but a purpose-built location is better in the long term. 

o ANSTO is one of more than 100 locations that stores radioactive waste across the country – this 

also includes hospitals, mining sites and other research facilities. 

o ANSTO is also incompatible long-term because of its location. Land uses in metropolitan areas 

change frequently, where this material will need to be stored for thousands of years.   



 

 

About the container 

 This transport container is made from forged steel and has walls that are more than 20cm thick. 

 It is 6.5 metres long, 3 metres in diameter and weighs 95 tonnes when empty and 112 tonnes when 

loaded.  

 It is shielded and able to contain radiation even under extreme conditions such as intense fire, shocks 

and drops, missiles and airstrikes.  

 Each end of the container has impact limiters to protect it from high speed projectiles and crashes, 

withstand a drop of 9 metres, temperatures of about 800 degrees Celsius and a jet plane strike. In 

testing, similar containers have withstood crashes at 160km/hr. 

 Based on radiation measurements taken as the container was loaded in France in October, if you sat on 
it for five hours, you would get the same radiation dose as in a flight to Singapore. 

 Similar containers have been successfully used in 170 nuclear shipments around the world over 30 
years. 

Transport 

 The waste left on 15 October 2015, on the nuclear-rated ship the BBC Shanghai, which was declared fit-

for-purpose by Australian and French nuclear and maritime safety organisations. 

 Once a National Radioactive Waste Management Facility has been sited, built and approved by 

regulatory bodies, the waste stored at Lucas Heights will be transferred to the NRWMF. 

 In all, over 80,000 tonnes of used nuclear fuel have been transported around the world to date.* 

Canada’s Nuclear Waste Management Organization 2009. 


