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The facts about uranium exploration and
mining in Nova Scotia

In the spring 2025 session of the provincial legislature,
the Premier of Nova Scoftia brought forward Bill 6, An
Act Respecting Agriculture, Energy and Naturdl
Resources. The bill, which was passed with the support
of all Progressive Conservative MLAs, removed the
ban that had prohibited exploration and mining for
uranium in Nova Scotia. For the first fime since 1981 it
IS now possible for prospectors and mineral
exploration companies to prospect and gain mineral
explorations licences to search for uranium, including
on private and Crown land.
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History of the uranium ban

Even before Nova Scotia had a legislated ban, it had a
long-standing moratorium on uranium exploration and
mining. The moratorium on uranium exploration and mining
was instituted by Conservative Premier John Buchanan in
1981.

Prior to the moratorium, there had been extensive
exploration for uranium in Nova Scotia by prospectors and
mining companies, including on private land. This sparked
widespread outcry from Nova Scoftians, especially in rural
Nova Scoftia. The call for a ban on uranium exploration and
mining was led by grassroots activists, including women's
groups, doctors and several newly formed organizations,
with support from the Ecology Action Centre.

Upon hearing from their residents, several municipalities also
called on the Province to create a provincial ban. After the
1981 moratorium, the issue was revisited several fimes:

e |In 1982, the Province created an inquiry on the topic
(the “McCleave Inquiry”), led by Judge McCleave. This
included 44 public meetings across the province,
followed by a report by the Judge (Province of Nova
Scotia, 1985).
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History of the uranium ban (continued)

e IN 1994, Premier John Savage convened an
interdepartmental committee to reexamine uranium
exploration in Nova Scotia. The committee’s
recommendation to remove the ban was not accepted or
acted upon.

e In 2018, there was yet another review by the staff of Nova
Scotia’s Energy and Mines Department (Nova Scotia Energy
and Mines, 2018).

At every review, Nova Scotians were loud and clear
— they did not want uranium exploration or mining in Nova
Scotia.

In 2009, Premier Darrell Dexter entrenched the ban into law to
make it more permanent (Province of Nova Scotia, 2009). John
MacDonnell, who was Natural Resources Minister at the time,
said, "This measure responds to the concerns that Nova Scotians
have expressed over the mining of uranium in our province. We
will legislate this moratorium because it is what Nova Scotians
want."
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Current interest in uranium

The mining industry and some levels of government have stated
that there is an increased need to mine uranium to fuel nuclear
power (which they refer to as “clean energy”). Currently, there
are no nuclear power plants in Nova Scotia. In fact, Scotland
and Germany are moving away from using uranium for nuclear
power as they invest in cleaner energy (BBC 2023). Small
modular nuclear reactors (SMRs), another possible avenue of
interest for uranium suppliers, would not benefit Nova Scotia as
enriched uranium fuel required for SMRs is not produced in
Canada and would require importing uranium (Edwards 2024).

“Critical minerals” are minerals that governments and industries
have deemed necessary to contribute to technologies that can
help with moving away from fossil fuel use (e.g. wind turbines). As
a result, there is more interest in mining these minerals. Uranium
was not on the list of critical minerals until spring 2025 when the
provincial government revised the list and lifted the ban on
exploring for uranium (Province of Nova Scotia 2025).

The Province of Nova Scotia has recently suggested that mining,
including for uranium, would bring revenues to the Nova Scotian
government. Typically, provincial government revenue from
mining comes from royalties: money companies pay to
governments when they mine within the government’s land
base.
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Current interest in uranium (continued)

Given that there has been a moratorium on uranium mining it is
unclear what royalty rate would be ascribed to it. Uranium is not
currently in the list of minerals and substances for which a royalty
must be paid to the Province (Province of Nova Scotia 2018).

Risks of uranium mining

Uranium mining, like many other forms of mining, comes at a
high cost to the environment and high risk to human health
(National Research Council 2011, Ferrari et al. 2017).

The techniques used to mine uranium use large amounts of
water, which is contaminated after the mining and milling
processes, and must be remediated (made safer) after mining.

An additional risk of uranium mining is that the tailings (the rock
left over after mine processing) are radioactive and remain so
for thousands of years. Canada already has a problem in its
existing waste from uranium mining (from Canadian Nuclear
Safety Commission 2021):

e 218 million tonnes uranium mill tailings

e 167 million tonnes uranium waste rock

e 2.5 million spent fuel bundles (from nuclear energy
generation)
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Risks of uranium mining (continued)

All water and mine tailings at uranium mines must be managed
very carefully to avoid poisoning people or the environment,
which has happened at various uranium mine sites in Canada
and abroad (CBC News 2019, Environmental Law Institute 2020,
Government of Canada 2025). Working in uranium mines poses
higher risks to workers than other forms of mining, including an
elevated risk of cancer, even when safety procedures are
followed (Occupational Cancer Research Centre 20195).

In Nova Scotia, mines must follow a set of laws and regulations
to, among other things, protect the environment from the
potential impacts of mine operations and mine tailings. Nova
Scotia’s most recent experience with a large, open pit mine
similar to what could be used to mine uranium was the Tougquoy
open pit gold mine. During the six years the mine operated, the
company that owned the mine broke 23 provincial and three
federal laws that were in place to protect the environment
(Halifax Examiner 2022). The company is also now in a lawsuit
against the Nova Scotia Department of Environment and
Climate Change to try to get out of their mine remediation
responsibilities (CBC News 2024). This is instructive because it
exemplifies how mining is currently conducted in Nova Scotia.
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