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The Federal Government has yet to respond to the Switkowski report on Australia's nuclear 
future. Debate about its recommendations on nuclear power generation has moved into a higher 
gear with news that senior businessmen, some with strong Liberal Party affiliations, have formed 
a company to develop nuclear power stations here. But there is also the question of Australia's 
nuclear weapons capability.   
 
The report considers in one chapter whether Australia should develop its uranium enrichment 
capability. That may allow us to make money, by transforming our uranium into nuclear fuel for 
power reactors before exporting it. But, like it or not, it would be a first big step towards building 
nuclear weapons.   
 
Enrichment turns uranium into fissile material, or into reactor fuel, which requires complex 
technology that costs a lot of money and time to build. Mastering the process is by far the biggest 
hurdle for any aspiring nuclear-weapons power.   
 
But once the fissile material is available, designing and building the bomb is relatively 
straightforward. An enrichment plant would take Australia a huge step closer to the capacity to 
build nuclear weapons. Once a plant was in operation, the Government would at any time have 
the option to expel international inspectors and turn the plant over to producing weapons-grade 
highly enriched uranium. It would shorten the lead time for Australia to build its first bomb from 10 
years or more to perhaps two years or even less.   
 
I do not for a moment believe the Government is considering such a step. It sees uranium 
enrichment purely as a commercial proposition, to allow Australia to add value to the uranium we 
export. And the Switkowski report says the commercial prospects for enrichment are not all that 
encouraging.   
 
Nonetheless, the report recommends the Government should not discourage development of an 
enrichment capability if the commercial prospects improve. It hardly touches on the strategic 
implications of an enrichment industry, beyond warning "any proposed domestic investment 
would require Australia to reassure the international community of its nuclear non-proliferation 
objectives".   
 
That is a bit of an understatement. Look at Iran. This week in London the UN Security Council's 
five permanent members met to consider tougher sanctions against Iran, because it has refused 
to abandon its uranium enrichment program. Iran says it wants to be able to make fuel for its 
nuclear power program. The Security Council believes Tehran wants to build nuclear weapons, 
and it is almost certainly right.   
 
Australia, of course, is not Iran. We are among the world's most active opponents of nuclear 
proliferation. Our credentials as a supporter of the Non-Proliferation Treaty are impeccable, and 
the safeguards to prevent our uranium being diverted into other countries' nuclear weapons 
programs are the most stringent in the world. Who could suspect Australia of wanting nuclear 
weapons?   
 
Well, anyone with a sense of history. In the 1950s and 1960s Australia actively, if sporadically, 
tried to acquire nuclear weapons. And we were among the last and most reluctant adherents to 
the treaty when it was concluded in the early 1970s. At that time, with US engagement in Asia 



apparently diminishing after Vietnam, Australia was focused on the need to look after itself in 
Asia. As one classified Defence Department analysis said in 1974, "a necessary condition for any 
defence of Australia against a major power would be the possession by Australia of a certain 
minimum credibility of strategic nuclear capability".   
 
The three decades since have been among the most peaceful in Asia's long history, and the idea 
that Australia might need nuclear weapons has receded into the realms of wild improbability. But 
what if Asia changes? The growth of China and India, the strategic re-emergence of Japan, and 
uncertainty about America's post-Iraq trajectory raise doubts whether the next 30 years will be as 
peaceful in Asia as the past 30 years.   
 
If Asia slips back into the kind of strategic turmoil we saw in the 1950s and 1960s, how sure can 
we be Australia might not again look at the nuclear option? And how sure could our neighbours 
be? Here is the real danger to Australia of a flirtation with uranium enrichment. No matter what we 
think and say, a decision to develop uranium enrichment capability in Australia would be seen by 
our neighbours as a short cut to nuclear weapons. We would need to think very carefully about 
how they might respond.   
 
Amid the highly charged debate on nuclear power plants, the Government might want to work out 
its attitude to enrichment. To endorse the Switkowski report's tolerant approach to the issue risks 
looking either naive or devious. And it could be quite dangerous.   
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