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AREVA inks pact with NPCIL to 
supply 300 tonnes of Uranium

French energy firm Areva, the world’s 
largest nuclear power company, has 
signed an agreement with  Indian 
government run monopoly Nuclear 
Power Corporation of India (NPCIL) 
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to supply about 300 tonnes of uranium 
annually. This is the first major nuclear 
fuel supply agreement by the Indian firm 
after the approval of the Indo-US civil 
nuclear deal early this year. 

The fuel is enough to generate about 
1,500 mw power, which is over 35% of 
the country’s installed nuclear power 
generation capacity. 

Minister of state for power and 
commerce Jairam Ramesh confirmed the 
move. “Availability of fuel will help 
NPCIL’s existing plants to start operating 
at full capacity from June 2009,” he said. 
NPCIL plants are running at 45% plant 
load factor (PLF) due to fuel shortage. 
NPCIL operates 17 nuclear reactors at 
six locations with a total generation 
capacity of 4,120 mw. 

India’s estimated uranium reserves are 
sufficient to generate only 10,000 mw. 
The quality of the domestic uranium ore 
is also low (0.1% uranium content 
against global standards of 12-14%). 
Uranium mining in India is insignificant 
and in most parts of the country is 
resisted by locals on health grounds, 
leaving little scope for stepping up 
production.   

The fuel supply agreement with Areva 
also ends India’s nuclear isolation from 
the Nuclear Suppliers’ Group (NSG). So 
far, the country was dependent on 
domestically sourced uranium and some 
fuel from Russia. 

Apart from the fuel supply agreement, 
Areva is also interested in supplying 
1,700 mw nuclear reactors to NPCIL. 
These would be the largest reactors to 
be used in the country. 

NPCIL is also getting 1,000 mw reactors 
from Russia for its 4,000 mw nuclear 
power plant at Koodankulam. “The first 
in the series of four 1,000 mw Russian 
reactors would be put up by September 
2009,” Mr Ramesh said. 

Besides   France     and Russia, the 
department of atomic energy (DAE), the 
nodal agency for coordinating nuclear 
power generation activities in the 
country, is negotiating with non- NSG 
countries such as Namibia and Niger to 
access their huge uranium resources. 

Nigeria has around 10% of world’s 
uranium reserves. Shortage of uranium 
has already forced NPCIL to delay 
commissioning of two 220 mw units at 
Rajasthan Atomic Power Station. 

It also forced the government to 
downsize additional nuclear power 
generation capacity to 3,880 mw in the 
11th Plan (2007-12). NPCIL wants to add 
over 10,000 mw capacity in the 12th 
five-year Plan to cover for shortages in 
the existing plan. 
SOURCE: 
Subhash Narayan , The Economic Times, 16 
December 2008, 

⧫⧫⧫
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The world's desperate need for nuclear 
power plant energy means a sound future 
for uranium mined in Niger. But the 
international corporations that have won 
concessions to remove it are careless of the 
land and its people, who are fighting back.

Niger's mine war 

The Nigerien Movement for Justice (NMJ) 
(1), which is mostly a Tuareg 
organisation, warned in a recent press 
release: "If armed struggle is the only 
way to make ourselves heard, then that 
is the way forward." Twelve years after 
the 24 April 1995 peace accord that 
ended the first Tuareg rebellion, the NMJ 
took up arms against the government. 
The fighting that broke out in the central 
region of Agadez in February 2007 has 
now spread to the Lake Chad region in 
southeast Niger.

The NMJ is composed mostly of former 
rebels, though its ranks were boosted in 
2007 by army defectors and some local 
officials. It has recently increased the 
number of attacks on the Niger military 
and demands that the 1995 accords be 
implemented, including an agreement 
on decentralisation. The NMJ wants the 
transfer of 50% of mining revenues to 
local communities, priority employment 
of local populations in mining, an end to 
the massive sales of mining permits for 
raw materials and of prospecting in 

traditional cattle-breeding areas. In July 
2007 tensions rose when the NMJ 
kidnapped an executive from the 
Chinese company Sino-Uranium and 
called on all foreign governments to 
evacuate any of their nationals in Niger 
"for prospecting or mining purposes".

Niger is the world's third largest uranium 
exporter. Annual production is estimated 
at 3,300 tonnes, 48% of export 
revenues. In 2003 uranium prices 
started to rise again after  20 years of 
relative stability. The global increase in 
demand for electricity and the 
momentum to reduce greenhouse gases 
have given nuclear energy a sound 
future (2). The International Atomic 
Energy Agency (IAEA) forecasts at least 
a 20% increase in nuclear power plants 
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by 2030 (83% according to high-growth 
projections). According to the World 
Nuclear Association (WNA), besides 34 
nuclear power plants currently under 
construction, 93 more are in the 
planning stage in China, India, Japan and 
Russia. The increased demand for 
nuclear fuel, as well as prospects of 
exhausting secondary resources 
(notably reconverted military uranium) 
has escalated prospecting and mining.

Niger is rich in uranium. It is also one of 
the poorest countries in the world - 
174th out of 177 on the human 
development scale and regularly faces 
serious food shortages. The government 
sees the renewed interest in nuclear fuel 
as an unprecedented opportunity for the 
"struggle for economic and social 
development".

Mining future To increase Niger's mining 
revenue, President Mamadou Tandja has 
decided to diversify his partners. Two 
Franco-Nigerien companies currently 
extract uranium and the French 
company Areva NC (3) has a majority 
stake in both: the Société des mines de 
l'Air (through Somair, 63.4%) and 
Compagnie minière d'Akouta (through 
Cominak, 34%). On 26 June and 25 July 

2007, Areva's security chief, former 
French army colonel Gilles de Namur, 
and the head of Areva's operations in 
Niger, Dominique Pin, were expelled 
from the country, accused of supporting 
the NMJ (4). But in January 2008 
relations between France and Niger were 
smoothed over and Areva's mining 
rights to the massive Imouraren 
deposits, which will be one of the largest 
uranium mines in the world, were 
confirmed - but with a 50% price rise in 
the price of uranium to Areva.
Although Areva's mining future is 
assured, Niger continues to sell part of 
its production directly on the market 
(300 tonnes in 2007), and the French 
monopoly in Niger is over. In November 
2007, Sino-Uranium (China Nuclear 
International Uranium Corporation), a 
subsidiary of the state enterprise China 
National Nuclear Corporation (CNNC), 
which has been exploring the large 
Tegguida deposit in Niger since 2006, 
was granted permission to mine the 
Azelik deposit. Further exploration 
permits have been granted to some 20 
"lesser" companies from Canada, 
Australia, South Africa, India and Britain.

Mining concessions, granted or under 
negotiation, extend over 90,000 sq km 
from the west of the Air mountains in 
the region of Agadez, between the 
Algerian border and the Tiguidit cliffs. 
The indigenous populations in the north 
(at least 300,000, mostly Tuareg) were 
not consulted when their ancestral lands 
were leased to foreign companies. 
Inhabitants of Tegguida-n-Tessoum (to 
the west of Agadez) were told to 
evacuate an area of 2,500 sq km 
granted to Sino-Uranium.

Niger Uranium Ltd, which has begun 
prospecting in In-Gall and Ighazer, has 
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forbidden herders to use the cattle wells. 
Exploration activities by Areva around 
Imouraren have caused cattle to flee, 
making herding impossible.

Indigenous occupations include salt 
manufacturing, oasis agriculture and 
transhumance herding, and the complex 
equilibrium in these is seriously 
threatened. The future mining zone 
includes the principal nomadic areas and 
the richest pastures of the plain of 
Ighazer (5), the area to which tens of 
thousands of herdsmen bring their cattle 
for their annual cure salée (salt cure) 
festival, which ensures the animals' 
mineral requirements.

Two new mines are due to start 
production in 2010 (Azelik)  and 2012 
(Imouraren), increasing fears after a 
report on the radioactive and health 
situation of the mining towns Arlit and 
Akokan. The study was carried out 
between 2003 and 2005 by the French 
Commission de Recherche et 
d'Information Indépendantes sur la 
Radioactivité (CRIIRAD) (commission for 
independent research and information 
on radioactivity) and an association of 
lawyers, Sherpa, at the request of a local 
NGO, Aghir In Man.

The water problem According to 
CRIIRAD, the drinking water for 86,000 
people has radioactivity levels above 
international standards. Radioactive 
waste has been stored out in the open 
for decades. Scrap iron from the plant is 
sold in the market and used for 
construction materials or to make 
kitchen utensils. In May 2007 CRIIRAD 
informed the management of Areva and 
the Niger National Centre for Radiation 
Protection of the presence of extraction 
residue in the public domain, as well as 
gamma radiation up to 100 times above 
average.

It is difficult to evaluate the long-term 
health risk without a real scientific 
assessment (6). Sherpa highlights the 
increase in serious respiratory and lung 
diseases systematically concealed from 
patients in the two hospitals built and 
managed by Somair and Cominak.

The mining companies are the second 
largest employer after the state, and 
many companies benefit from their vast 
requirements in supplies. However, 
southerners (Hausa and Djerma ethnic 
groups) fill the key positions. Being both 
better educated and better represented 
politically, they also get the key 
contracts. The local Tuareg population 
has little education and lives by 
traditional means on the fringes of the 
mining economy. Shortly after the Arlit 
mine was opened (1973-1974), drought 
reduced the Tuareg's livestock by 75%, 
forcing many to flee to the cities or 
migrate to Algeria or Libya. At the end of 
the 1980s some 20,000 returned, lured 
by the new political climate under 
Colonel Ali Saibou who finally ended 
General Seyni Kountché's 13 years of 
"special regime". But Niger was in an 
economic crisis and the aid promised to 
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the returning Tuareg never materialised. 
Disillusionment grew and in May 1990 
fighting broke out in Tchintabaradene, 
and was brutally put down (7).

Tuareg dissatisfaction built up further 
leading to the first rebellion in October 
1991. The peace accords of 1995 
included  - on paper at least - the 
rehabilitation of the former rebels, 
measures to promote the development 
of the north and a decentralisation 
process that would give local authorities 
a share of the mining revenue. Twelve 
years later, decentralisation remains 
incomplete, and the transfer of 15% of 
the mining revenues - finally settled in 
2006 - has yet to take effect. Worse still, 
new mining permits have been granted 
without any compensation to local 
communities. "We Tuareg count for 
nothing in a government's economic 
concerns," said Issouf ag Maha, the 
elected mayor of Tchirozerine, now 
exiled in France. "All we want is for the 
Niger government and the mining 
companies to take into account the fact 
that we live on those lands."

State of exception In August 2007 a 
"state of exception" (an emergency) was 
decreed in the Agadez region. Since 
then, human rights organisations have 
counted more than 100 arrests, as well 
as  70 summary executions of civilians 
by the Niger Armed Forces (NAF) in 
retaliation for attacks by NMJ. There are 
rumours of torture, rape, pillage and the 
massacre of cattle - the sole source of 
revenue for most inhabitants. When the 
NAF advance, they use civilians as 
human shields to protect them from land 
mines.

These abuses have led to massive 
population movements. According to the 
head of a small local NGO, "In Iferouane 

everyone has fled, only the army 
remains." Most NGOs have had to 
abandon their work. Fear of reprisals and 
mined roads make it difficult to obtain 
supplies. Prices are soaring and the 
outlook for the tourist season, once a 
source of revenue, looks bleak.

Mediation attempts by Libya, Burkina 
Faso and the African Union have not 
produced results. Mamadou Tandja 
refuses to negotiate with the rebels, 
whom he calls "bandits and drug 
traffickers". The conflict zone is closed 
to journalists (8).

The government claims it is free to 
dispose of its natural resources as it 
wishes and claims that the origin of the 
crisis lies in the nation's strategic 
importance. In April 2008 the Nigerien 
National Assembly asked the 
government to "take all measures for a 
peaceful and lasting settlement to the 
conflict" that constitutes a "serious 
threat to Niger's stability". To date none 
have been taken.

References and Notes:

(1) NMJ press release (in French), 29 April 
2008.

(2) IEA, World Energy Outlook 2007 edition, 
China and India insights. Although the share 
of nuclear energy in world electricity 
production should remain stable at between 
13 and
16%, nuclear capacity is set to increase in 
absolute terms.

(3) Compagnie générale des matières 
nucléaires (Cogema) before it was integrated 
in Areva group's nuclear division in  2001.

(4) Areva came under suspicion when a 
captain from the National Intervention and 
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Security Forces, previously in charge of 
security for Areva (who received nearly 
$133,000 from the company), defected to 
the NMJ in July 2007.

(5) Given the vast water requirements for 
the future mines, the non-renewable supply 
in the Agadez aquifer, which provides water 
to the Ighazer valley, will probably run out 
within 40 years.

(6) In 2004 Areva commissioned an 
environmental audit from the Institut de 
Radioprotection et de sûreté nucléaire (IRSN) 
(institute of radiation protection and nuclear 
safety).  CRIIRAD claims that its conclusions 
were played down. A clinical audit was also 
carried out at Areva's request in
2005. Neither study evaluates the long-term 
health risks to the local population.

(7) According to government sources 70 
people died, international organisations 

claim approximately 600 deaths, while the 
Tuareg claim more than 1,000. See Mano ag 
Dayak, Michael Stührenberg, Jérôme 
Strazzulla, Touareg, la tragédie, Lattès, 1992.

(8) Moussa Kakka, the Radio France 
International correspondent, has been in 
prison since 26 September 2007 accused of 
complicity with the rebels. Ibraihim Manzo 
Diallo, director of the review Air Info, and 
three French journalists, Pierre Creisson, 
Thomas Dandois, and François Bergeron 
were also detained for periods ranging from 
one to four months.

Source:

http://www.pambazuka.org/en/category/
socialmovements/49568

⧫⧫⧫

The diagram below shows the causal links for both the conflict between the Government 
of Mali and the Tuareg, and groups of non-Tuareg farmers and the Tuareg. 

(Courtesy: http://www.american.edu/ted/ice/tuareg.htm)
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VOICE OF THE TUAREG RESISTANCE
Interview with Issouf ag-Maha on Music, Culture and the Guerilla 

Struggle in Niger

by Bill Weinberg

Issouf ag-Maha is a political leader of the 
Tuareg people of Niger, and a social activist 
involved in numerous humanitarian efforts in 
Niger and elsewhere in West Africa. Born into 
the traditional nomadic way of life, he was as 
a goat and camel herder and stockbreeder 
before going on to become a trained 
agronomist specializing in development and 
environmental issues. He participated in the 
armed Tuareg rebellion in the 1990s, and 
after the 1995 peace accords he was elected 
mayor of the town of Tchirozerine. 

Ag-Maha now serves as a spokesman for the 
Nigerian Justice Movement (Mouvement des 
Nigeriens pour la Justice-MNJ), a new rebel 
organization that took up arms earlier this 
year, charging the Niger government with 
failing to live up to the accords, especially 
provisions on regional autonomy and control 
of natural resources. In recent weeks, army 
attacks have forced the entire population of 
villages in northern Niger to flee across the 
desert to Algerian territory, where ag-Maha is 
now helping to organize an emergency relief 
effort. MNJ representatives also report Niger 
government forces are systematically 
attacking the camel herds which sustain the 
nomadic Tuareg tribes—with army troops 
killing up to 100 camels in one day in 
November.

On Nov. 13, 2007, Issouf ag-Maha, spoke 
with Bill Weinberg over the airwaves of 
WBAI Radio in New York City. 

He discussed the threats to Tuareg way of 
life from climate change, uranium mining 
and militarism; the role of music and culture 
in the Tuareg struggle, and the roots of the 
new guerilla movement. Geoffroy de 
Laforcade of Wesleyan University, who 
helped organize ag-Maha’s trip to the United 
States, translated from the French.

(Source: http://ww4report.com/node/4739 )

⧫⧫⧫

Bill Weinberg: 

Issouf, how long are you in the United 
States for? What brings you to New York 
City?

Issouf ag-Maha: 

I am in the United States on a three-week 
tour, visiting universities to discuss the current 
situation of the Tuareg people and the political 
crisis in Niger. 

BW: 

Which has been heating up quite 
dramatically in recent weeks...

IM: 

It's true, it is getting worse by the day. It 
something we find very worrisome, especially 
since we’ve always hoped that peace could 
prevail, that a reasonable solution could be 
found. And we’re still working as well as we 
can towards that goal.

BW: 

Tell us something about your life, and 
how you came to be a representative of 
your people’s struggle.
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IM: 

Well, I was born in the nomadic camps. I 
attended school by chance, and was able to 
work my way all the way up through higher 
education. I've had personal, professional and 
social activities that have given me some 
authority in Niger and have led me to the 
situation where I'm qualified to be a 
spokesperson for my people.

I've had a very unique life. I'm very familiar 
with the nomadic lifestyle and the traditions of 
the Tuareg, but also of the unemployed young 
people who have to migrate to the shanty-
towns. I talk about it in a memoir that I wrote 
that was published recently in France, called 
Touareg du XXIème siècle [Tuareg of the 21st 
Century], which we're working on getting 
translated in English. so we can bring that 
testimony to the people here in the United 
States. The book tells my life story as a means 
to understand some of the fundamental issues 
that have faced the Tuareg, such as 
devastating droughts, ongoing political 
difficulties, and of course the Tuareg rebellion 
that broke out in Niger and the surrounding 
regions between 1991 and 1995 and 
culminated in peace accords. I’ve used all of 
that experience, personal and political, to try 
to allow young generations and the future 
leaders of the Tuareg people to understand 
their history as well.

BW: 

During that period, the world was very 
closely watching what was happening in 
Bosnia and Rwanda and other terrible 
conflicts around the world, but what was 
happening to the Tuareg was largely 
invisible. I only became aware of it after 
the fact, when since the peace accords 
there has been a tremendous 
renaissance of Tuareg language, music 
and culture, and some of the wonderful 
music began to reach me here at WBAI. 

IM: 

You're right, music plays an important role in 
the political and social struggle of the Tuareg. 
Culture has a lot importance in Tuareg society 
traditionally. We have a traditional musical 

instrument called the imzad, which actually 
embodies our culture and our code of ethics, 
since historically the Tuareg don't have a 
written law. But we have a code we call the 
hasheq, a customary law that is actually 
enshrined in the instrument, and we look to 
ceremonies in which the instrument is played 
for guidance.

BW: 

A stringed instrument?

IM: It is a one-stringed violin. It is a very 
simple instrument, but one that has a lot of 
symbolism and depth in our culture. And the 
modern music which is very new and 
interesting and important is still rooted in the 
traditional role of culture and music in our 
society, where everything started. 

People should know that we’re a nomadic 
people with a long history. We occupy the 
largest desert in the world, the Sahara. We’re 
a pastoralist people, we practice extensive 
herding and stock-breeding. And the most 
important aspect of our society is that the 
land is absolutely communally owned. It 
belongs to no-one, and we don’t recognize the 
modern concept of property.

The most important part of the desert, the 
sacred place, for these pastoralist peoples is 
the well. Our saying is "Water is life."

The need to belong to a community and have 
strong traditions is really necessary. This 
feeling of solidarity is not just an ideal, its a 
matter of survival in a very hostile and difficult 
environment. And that's why the imzad is so 
important. Because when we play it, it invokes 
solidarity and brings people together and 
gives them a feeling of belonging to 
something durable that can survive.

Because of the phenomenon of global 
warming, the Tuareg and West Africa in 
general have suffered tremendous droughts, 
catastrophic droughts that have been 
disastrous for our very existence. As a result 
of that, a lot of Tuareg youth—massive 
numbers—have been forced to migrate into 
urban shanty-towns as unemployed. A whole 
generation of people who were deprived of 
their traditional means of subsistence found 
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themselves uprooted and cut off from their 
traditional lifestyle. Other Tuareg who stayed 
behind had to make a conversion to some 
level of semi-nomadism or sedentary farming. 

BW: 

This process began when...?

IM: 

It began around three decades ago. 

BW: 

What exactly was that traditional way of 
life, and to what extent does it continue 
to exist today in spite of everything? 

IM: 

Well, the first thing is nomadism. The Tuareg 
people are never idle. They never stop moving 
around in search of rain, in search of water, or 
in search of pasture. And there's no sense of 
property; all the land is shared, it’s wide open 
and everyone can wander. In order to live that 
lifestyle, people need to have herds. We have 
herds of camels, goats, sheep, cows. So when 
the herds die massively because of climatic 
conditions and disasters, the means of 
subsistence fades. People are forced into 
displacement, and it creates a culture shock.

Entire generations have found themselves 
completely lost and without direction. Because 
the Tuareg have never received a modern 
education. They weren't prepared for the 
demands of an urban economy. So not only 
did the traditional culture suffer, but there was 
a need to find a means of survival in the new 
circumstances.

A lot of young people raised in these 
circumstances felt quite rebellious and 
dissatisfied with their situation, and they left. 
Waves of them went to other countries in the 
region, to seek work abroad. Through exile 
and migration, they were exposed to other 
lifestyles and other idioms. This generation 
actually gave themselves a colloquial name, 
which is ishoumar, from the French term for 
the unemployed, chômeur.

So they created a new trend in music that was 
called ishoumar music, which is much more 
militant, much more of a social commentary, 
than the traditional music that we were used 

to hearing in the camps. This music is a call 
for resistance. It is a call for raising 
consciousness among the Tuareg people. It 
seeks to explain the tradition of the Tuareg 
people today, their dispersal, their 
vicitmization by phenomenon such as the 
arbitrary drawing of boundaries by colonial 
powers. 

BW: 

Is this when the electric guitar entered 
Tuareg music? When did this genre begin 
to emerge?

IM: 

These young people were the children of the 
displaced migrants from the 1970s who 
suffered from the droughts. In the 1980s, they 
grew up in a situation of distress and despair, 
with an acute sense of awareness that 
something was seriously wrong with the 
society at large. And in exile, they met with 
young people from other cultures and 
movements, and developed a sort of criticism 
from the outside. And this developed into a 
brand new style of music, a brand new idiom, 
and a brand new outlook on the very critical 
situation that the Tuareg in both Mali and 
Niger are undergoing.

BW: 

Where did this exile experience take 
place, for the most part?

IM: The two main countries where young 
Tuareg went were Algeria and Libya. And the 
young people who came from Mali and Niger 
met up with other young people from 
elsewhere in Africa, and it was a kind of 
coming-together of a whole generation that 
was becoming aware that it had become 
fractured by forces of history, such as the 
drawing of boundaries and colonization.

One of the strengths of the Tuareg movement 
is the very strong sense of belonging to a 
culture that transcends state borders, that has 
a coherence that's much more ancient and 
meaningful than the abstract and artificial 
administrative boundaries and the empty 
shells of nation states that have been created 
over the years.
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BW: 

Tuareg country is largely divided between 
Niger and Mali, and in the early '90s Tuareg 
guerilla resistance emerged in both those 
countries. Tell us how that went down. 

IM: 

To understand the situation, you have to go all 
the way back to the 1885 Conference of Berlin 
and the colonial partition, where European 
states that were unlikely to take the socio-
economic realities on the ground into 
consideration—because they were completely 
ignorant of them—divided up this region into 
various zones of influence. We’re talking about 
France, England, Germany, Spain, Italy—they 
all argued, and they partitioned Africa. As a 
result, the Tuareg people, who had been 
around for thousands of years, were arbitrarily 
divided between five main states. You have 
Mali, Niger, Burkina Faso, Algeria and Libya. 
From being a people with a territory, we 
became ethnic minorities—roughly one-fifth of 
the Tuareg people live in each of those 
countries, and as ethnic minorities, of course, 
we became discriminated against and 
oppressed.

It is well-known that at the time of 
independence after World War II, new 
countries emerged with names like Niger, 
Upper Volta, Ivory Coast—all of these 
countries had flags, national anthems, 
constitutions, bureaucracies that were all 
forged by the colonial powers and that 
remained. And in the new context of 
independence, the Tuareg people were told 
"Now, whatever confederation you belong to, 
whatever your culture is, whatever language 
you speak, you're now Nigerien, or Malian—
and that's it. You're just going to have to live 
with it, and you don't have a choice."

In Africa historically there has been some 
degree of co-existence between a wide variety 
of people. When the modern notions 
developed in Europe of republican democracy 
appeared, people began competing for pieces 
of power and resources. So there was more 
and more ethnic conflict. And we rapidly 
realized that this talk of democracy can also 
be a form of dictatorship, if large groups end 

up dominating and excluding smaller groups 
from power.

The Tuareg haven't had an intense 
consciousness of this because they weren't 
directly colonized, or they were weakly 
colonized. They were completely cut off from 
the world economy and world politics, because 
they had a subsistence lifestyle based on 
ancestral nomadic traditions. So they didn't 
have the education, awareness or even the 
language to understand what was going on at 
a national level, or even to demand their 
inclusion in politics. 

So with the droughts and displacement and 
the pain caused by that, people came into 
contact with the world around them. And this 
gave them an acute awareness of not only of 
the causes of the crisis that was affecting 
them, but a consciousness of their existence 
as a people and of the need to engage in 
some kind of cultural resistance. That's why 
this youth movement that we call ishoumar 
has been so critical in structuring our identity 
in the contemporary world.

Unfortunately, the national states reacted 
brutally. So many of these young people found 
that the only way to make themselves heard 
was to take up arms. And this was the 
beginning of the conflict, in the early 1990s. In 
the first half of the 1990s, in those five years, 
the entire traditional territory of the Tuareg 
was kind of a no-man's-land, where there was 
brutal repression, torture and suffering. We 
have a very forceful memory of what we had 
to go just to be able to continue to exist. 

But the result of this rebellion was, at the 
time, quite satisfactory for all parties involved. 
We obtained a new policy of administrative 
decentralization, and the promise of at least 
local elections ion which the Tuareg people 
could have representatives that they could 
choose themselves. 

So we obtained in principle equal rights, we 
managed to get the state to recognize its 
obligation to fairly distribute wealth and 
resources, and to provide us with education, 
access to jobs, and some influence in the 
policies of the entire country. 
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BW: 

This was the 1995 peace accord. And 
what was the name of the organization 
that had taken up arms?

IM:

First there was an organization called the FLAA
—the Liberation Front of the Air and Azawad, 
which over the course of the conflict splintered 
into several groups and which reunited in a 
broad organization called the ORA, the 
Organization of Armed Resistance. And that 
was the organization that signed the peace 
accords on the 24th of April, 1995.

BW: 

What are the Air and Azawad?

IM: 

These are the names of large territories that 
span over several national boundaries. The Air 
is a massif that separates the deserts of the 
Azawad and the Tenere—vast, barren 
stretches of desert. 

BW: 

As I understand it, the Tuaregs have 
traditionally maintained semi-permanent 
settlements in the massif, and then 
would bring their herds and caravans 
into the desert in a seasonal migration. 

IM: 

Exactly. And you must remember that the 
main economic activity in this region was the 
trans-Saharan caravan trade which united the 
peoples of North Africa and sub-Saharan 
Africa. So the Tuareg have a very long 
experience and an expertise in cross-cultural 
communication between the peoples of Africa.

BW: 

Now, at the same time there was a 
Tuareg guerilla struggle underway in 
Mali. So what was the relationship 
between the guerilla organizations in 
Niger and Mali?

IM: 

Well, throughout these years the Tuareg 
people had become very scattered. An entire 
generation had lost the custom of crossing 

paths. So each region where Tuareg 
confederations live has its own specific 
characteristics. The Tuareg were united in the 
struggle, they shared a common ground and a 
common cultural discourse. But in practice, 
each movement regionally had a different 
enemy, a different state, a different 
government, with its own characteristics, its 
own blindness or administrative flexibility or 
lack thereof. So we led a struggle that had 
several centers.

The movement in Mali was very fractured. The 
organization that was best known was the 
MPA, the Popular Movement for Azawad. But 
the Malian government was more inclined to 
obtain a durable peace with the various 
Tuareg organizations. Whereas in Niger, we 
may have been more unified, but we had a 
more reluctant state.

BW: 

Yet there was terrible repression in the 
Adrar des Ifoghas, the massif in Mali 
which was the Tuareg stronghold.

IM: 

There was rebellion in the region you are 
talking about in 1963, early in the 
independence era, where the government of 
Modibo Keita, who had the support of the 
Soviet Union, led a fierce struggle against the 
Tuareg, a repression that we sometimes call 
“the genocide.” So there is a long history 
there, and a lot of bitterness.

In the 1990s, there was a real civil war in Mali, 
a struggle for land, with other ethnic groups 
seizing Tuareg lands as property and the 
government playing divide-and-conquer. This 
was possible because the Tuareg were 
traditionally very isolated in Mali.

In Niger, there was more interaction between 
the Tuareg. Military governments have tried, 
but it is impossible to completely isolate the 
Tuareg from the rest of the population in Niger. 
So our struggle had more national resonance, 
and it was less of a civil war environment. 

BW: 

The peace deal in Mali was in 1996, one 
year after the peace deal in Niger. In 
both cases, the dialogue was brokered by 
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Algeria. But by then, many thousands 
had been forced to flee. Have most been 
repatriated at this point?

IM: 

There were several waves of emigration. First, 
due to the poverty and droughts and loss of 
means of subsistence. Then there were huge 
waves of political flight as a result of the 
repression and persecution. Thousands of 
people went into exile. And then when peace 
returned in 1995, the UN High Commission on 
Refugees organized the repatriation.

So people came back to Mali and Niger. But 
they came back to the realization that there 
was no infrastructure there to greet them, that 
things hadn’t really changed. There was 
absolutely no work, no means of subsistence, 
no way to survive. 

BW: 

I understand there are still Tuareg 
refugees in Burkina Faso and Mauritania.

IM: 

Yes, there are still people there who haven't 
returned. Because they understand that in 
order to return, you need capital. You need to 
come back with the means to re-establish the 
traditional lifestyle. Concretely, that capital 
means herds. We are stock-breeders. We need 
camels. And if they know they don’t have the 
capital needed to resume the lifestyle, the 
alternative is to end up impoverished or in 
urban shanty-towns. We need water, we need 
medicine, we need access to the land. Those 
things weren’t guaranteed, and the word gets 
around. 

BW: 

Which brings us to the current situation. 
Just in the past year, there’s a been a 
sense of history repeating itself, and 
Tuareg leaders both in Niger and in Mali 
have returned to armed resistance.

IM: 

About eight months ago, a group of Tuareg in 
Niger decided to alert the population and the 

government to the deterioration of the 
situation and the non-respect of the 
agreements that had been signed in 1995. The 
country is currently run by an elected 
president named Tandja Mamadou who was a 
colonel in the army and one of the men 
primarily responsible for the historic 
Tchintabaraden massacre in May of 1990 that 
actually started the first war. It was a classic 
case of a brutal military official becoming all of 
a sudden a friendly politician in a formal 
democracy, and achieving international 
recognition as such.

So Tandja responded to this new uprising eight 
months age with absolutely brutal and 
decisive violence. His government has made a 
decision that once and for all this situation 
must end, and the Tuareg and opposition must 
be completely annihilated. He seeks to 
eliminate Tuareg expression in politics and 
society entirely. So the situation has been 
made much worse in a very short time.

He brought back old habits. Anybody identified 
as a Tuareg is automatically suspected of 
supporting or being a part of the rebellion. 
Tuareg community leaders and intellectuals 
are being singled out and forced into exile as a 
result of the repression. 

BW: 

So there’s been a new wave of 
displacement just in the last few 
months...

IM: 

Exactly. And these months have also seen a 
spectacular rise in the popularity of the MNJ, 
the movement that was created to express the 
discontent of the Tuareg people at the 
beginning of this year.

BW: 

That's the Justice Movement of the 
People of Niger.

IM: 

Yes, and it called that because it is not just a 
Tuareg movement. It is a movement that has 
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rallied people from across the country. It is a 
resistance movement of all the peoples of 
Niger. There are representatives from the 
majority as well as minority peoples. It has 
turned into a popular rejection of corruption 
and arbitrariness 

BW: 

And it has been engaging in low-level 
harassment of army patrols and so on in 
the north of the country. What are the 
MNJ’s demands?

IM: 

The main demand is a very basic one—
fairness and rights. Also, the sharing of 
wealth, a better understanding of regional 
needs in Niger. But the most important new 
phenomenon in this particular conflict is the 
widespread and arbitrary sale by the national 
government of huge tracts of land in the 
desert to foreign uranium companies that are 
acquiring legal rights to our ancestral lands, 
without any of the peoples of northern Niger 
being consulted or even informed.

We fully understand that one of the poorest 
countries in the world can’t afford to not take 
advantage of the existence of a significant 
resource that’s in demand. We’re not saying 
that uranium shouldn’t be touched. But the 
very survivial of a whole people is at stake 
here. What we say, is that the conditions for 
the exploitation of this resource, the system 
which is put in place to extract it, how the 
whole economy of this resource is regulated, 
the accountability of the firms—all of these 
things have to be discussed by the population. 

And what about the consequences on the 
environment, which is already in a bad state. 
We're dealing with a radioactive resource 
here. It’s not too much to ask that there be 
some consultation, that we be involved. We’re 
being dispossessed arbitrarily of lands and 
resources for the survival of our way of life, 
without any kind of democratic deliberation.

BW: 

I thought one of the things to come out 
of the 1995 peace accords was precisely 
provisions for consultation of the Tuareg 

people on local development and a 
return of the profits from resources 
exploited on their lands. Are you saying 
that the government has failed to live up 
to this?

IM: 

Yes, that was the main factor that led the 
people to rebel—the understanding that none 
of the accords were being implemented, at a 
time when many foreign countries were 
becoming eager to enter Niger. The largest 
one is China—which has a gigantic appetite 
for energy and resources, but very little 
consideration for basic things such as the 
environment, social conditions, culture. It is 
this basic disconnect of the foreign companies 
from local realities that caused the Tuareg to 
take up arms again. 

BW: And I understand the government of 
Niger is calling the MNJ "bandits" and is 
refusing to negotiate at all.

IM: 

Yes, we are called bandits, drug-traffickers, 
terrorists. They have completely excluded 
negotiations. They say we are just a selfish 
movement that wants to take all of the 
uranium wealth for the Tuareg. But nothing 
could be further from the truth. Not only is this 
a rapidly expanding movement all over Niger, 
but its sole demand, the main purpose of this 
show of force, is to achieve the right to simply 
exist, to be equal partners in discussions on 
the future of the country. 

⧫⧫⧫

⧫⧫⧫
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Uranium Production from Mines (tonnes U)

Country 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006

Canada 11604 10457 11597 111628 9862

Australia 6854 7572 8982 9516 7593

Kazakhstan 2800 3300 3719 4357 5279

Niger 3075 3143 3282 3093 3434

Russia (est) 2900 3150 3200 3431 3400

Namibia 2333 2036 3038 3147 3077

Uzbekistan 1860 1598 2016 2300 2270

USA 919 779 878 1039 1692

Ukraine 800 800 800 800 800

China (est) 730 750 750 750 750

South Africa 824 758 755 674 534

Czech Republic 465 452 412 408 359

India 230 230 230 230 230

Brazil 270 310 300 110 190

Romania (est) 90 90 90 90 90

Germany 212 150 150 77 50

Pakistan (est) 38 45 45 45 45

France 20 0 7 7 0

Total World 36063 35613 40251 41702 39655

Source: World Nuclear Association

  World Uranium Resources



Abstract
The environmental clearance offered to the 
Koodankulam reactors is not based upon 
careful examination of potential impacts on 
the environment or livelihoods, and has not 
taken public concerns into account. 

Introduction

It seemed almost as though it was timed 
to cap the nuclear deal. On September 
23, 2008, the Ministry of Environment 
and Forests (MoEF) issued the 
environmental clearance required to 
start construction of Koodankulam 
Extension Units 3-4. Unfortunately, the 
process through which this was issued 
has neglected important environmental 
and livelihood considerations and 
ignored inputs from the public about 
their concerns.

Clearance Process

The Environment Impact Assessment 
(EIA) process was introduced as part of 
the 1994 EIA Notification with the 
purpose of identifying/evaluating the 
potential benefit and adverse impacts of 
developmental projects on the 
environment (Kohli and Menon 2005; 
MoEF 1994). Over the following decade, 
a series of 14 amendments 
progressively weakened the scope and 
stringency of the clearance process. The 
last straw seems to have been the 

Govindarajan Committee Report on 
Investment Reforms that identified 
various “legislative and administrative 
systems considered unhealthy for 
promotion of a strong investment 
climate”, one of which was the 
mechanism to obtain environment 
clearance (Saldanha et al. 2007). The 
result of these was the EIA Notification 
2006 (MoEF 2006).1 
The process for clearance outlined in the 
EIA Notification 2006 starts with the 
MoEF receiving a detailed application on 
the basis of which the project is 
classified into Central or State levels. 
The application also helps set the Terms 
of Reference (TOR) for the EIA study. The 
project proponent then commissions an 
EIA study that is submitted to the MoEF, 
which after being whetted by the 
Ministry is released to the public. A 
public hearing is organised at a location 
(or locations) near the proposed project 
site where they receive public 
comments during the hearing and 
through written submissions. Taking 
concerns of the public into account, an 
Expert Appraisal Committee examines 
the EIA and either rejects, or more 
typically grants environmental 
clearance, often stipulating some 
conditions to be followed by the 
proponent.

1  The emphasis on economic growth based development 
was also a feature of the National Environmental Policy 
that was being finalized around the same period (Lélé and 
Menon 2005).
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Nuclear power projects fall under the 
purview of the Central MoEF. Even 
though the present clearance process 
was formally introduced only in 1994, 
the Koodankulam Units 1 and 2 had 
received an environmental clearance 
from the MoEF on May 9, 1989 (MoEF 
1989). Environmental clearance at this 
early stage was mandated by Finance 
Ministry circular (circa 1980-81) making 
it imperative for anti-pollution and other 
measures taken to safeguard the 
environment to be included in the 
project costs, soon followed by making 
environmental clearance from the MoEF 
mandatory for all public sector projects 
requiring approval from the Public 
Investment Board. All this followed the 
Planning Commission’s insistence on an 
environmental appraisal for river valley 
projects in 1977-78. In time, all projects 
that were to be cleared by the Central 
Electricity Authority also had to receive 
an environmental clearance (MoEF 
2000). 

Brief History

The Koodankulam project was formalised 
on November 20, 1988 when the Inter-
Governmental Agreement (IGA) was 
signed by Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi 
and Michael Gorbachev, President of the 
Soviet Union for building two 1000MW 
VVER-1000 nuclear reactors. However, 
with the disintegration of the Soviet 
Union that followed, the project did not 
get pursued immediately. The project 
was revived only in 1997 (Special 
Correspondent 1997). Koodankulam 
Units 1 and 2 are presently under 
construction, and are expected to begin 
commercial operations in 2009.
The Nuclear Power Corporation of India 
Limited (NPCIL) acquired more land than 
necessary for constructing the first two 
units, and soon was talking about 

establishing four more reactors at the 
same site (Staff Reporter 2000). 
However, there is some confusion about 
whether the expansion will involve two 
or four units. In October 2005, NPCIL 
received an in-principle approval for only 
two 1000 MWe Light Water Reactors by 
the Department of Atomic Energy 
(DAE) . But just two months later, on 
December 27, NPCIL filed an application 
for constructing four reactors to the 
Tamil Nadu Pollution Control Board (DC 
and DEE 2007). In June 2007, NPCIL 
applied to the Ministry of Environment 
and Forests (MoEF) for environmental 
clearance for Koodankulam Expansion 
Units 3-6. Citing the absence of prior 
approval from the DAE, the Expert 
Appraisal Committee considered only 
expansion units 3 and 4 of the proposal 
(MoEF 2007). It is not clear whether 
NPCIL is going to go through a clearance 
process for two more reactors.

Neglected Impacts

Between the environmental clearance 
process as it stood in 1989 and 
subsequent to 1994, one of the 
significant differences is the introduction 
of the requirement for an Environment 
Impact Assessment study. Therefore an 
EIA for KKNNP Units 1 and 2 does not 
even exist. For Units 3-6, the NPCIL did 
commission National Environmental 
Engineering Research Institute (NEERI) 
to conduct an EIA study. However, even 
while consultants prepare EIAs, data on 
baseline levels of radionuclides and 
levels of radioactive discharges following 
commencement of operations, all crucial 
details are provided by the nuclear 
establishment.2

2  Even the foreword to the Koodankulam EIA 
acknowledges the staff of the NCPIL and thanks them for 
their corporation, specifically listing three officials of the 
NPCIL Koodankulam Directorate, Mumbai, and three 
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The problems with such an EIA should 
be predictable. Its assessments of 
damage are not reliable, and it doesn’t 
consider the full range of potential 
impacts.3 

Examples of the first kind are the values 
given for atmospheric radioactive 
discharges. These are much smaller 
than the corresponding figures for 
VVER-1000 reactors elsewhere. One of 
the radioactive gases released to the 
atmosphere by many nuclear reactors is 
Iodine 131, which tends to accumulate 
in the thyroid, causing cancer. Indeed 
the most prominent health impact of the 
Chernobyl accident so far has been a 
dramatic increase noticed in cases of 
thyroid cancer among the exposed 
population (UNSCEAR 2000). For 
Koodankulam Units 3-6, the I-131 
discharge for each reactor is given as 
248,000 Becquerels per day, which is 6 
times smaller than the discharge rate for 
Khmelnitsky 1 reactor and 7.4 times 
smaller than the discharge rate for the 
Rovno 3 reactor (both in Ukraine).  The 
release rates for what are called noble 
gas are even smaller: 12 and 23 times 
respectively. These discrepancies 
between roughly identical reactors 
suggest that the data used in the 
Kudankulam EIA are not dependable. No 
justification has been given for the use 
of these lower values.

Based on these unreliable figures, the 
EIA concludes that the “annual dose of 
inert radioactive noble gases, iodine and 
long-lived nuclides in the form of 
particulates will be well below the 
stipulated standards”. Even if the 

officials from the NPCIL Koodankulam Project site as 
project personnel involved with carrying out the EIA 
study for Koodankulam Units 36.

3  These have been detailed in (Ramana 2007).

guesses about atmospheric release 
rates are correct, this latter assertion is 
baseless as it has no data for assessing 
the radioactive dose that would result 
from each unit of radioisotope released. 
The EIA should have started with 
collecting data on people’s milk (since 
that is a major vehicle for iodine doses) 
and food consumption levels. This then 
should be fed into a standard transport 
pathway analysis in order to predict 
radiation doses to people consuming 
local food products. The EIA shows no 
evidence of having done that analysis. 
People living in the area confirm that 
they have never been surveyed.
Significant omissions in the EIA study 
pertain to the potential environmental 
contamination that may come from the 
spent fuel that will have to be 
necessarily stored on site for several 
years in order that it may cool. The 
spent fuel contains the bulk of the 
radioactivity that leaves the reactor and 
yet the EIA does not mention what is to 
happen to this spent fuel, nor does it 
evaluate the potential environmental 
impacts of storing this spent fuel while it 
is cooling, much less what might happen 
in the event of an accident. 
Yet another deficiency of the EIA is that 
it does not consider at all the possibility 
of a severe (“beyond design basis”) 
accident of the reactor leading to a 
massive release of radioactivity to the 
environment. There are specific 
concerns about the safety of VVER-1000 
reactors, in particular the reliability of 
the control rod mechanism (Kastchiev et 
al. 2007). But the EIA shows no evidence 
of being aware of these problems. In the 
event of an accident, the EIA does not 
mention the likely ranges of radioactive 
contamination or the emergency 
preparedness plans that have to be 
circulated so that people may know how 
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to mitigate the impacts of such a 
contingency. Instead of these, the EIA 
elaborates on trivia like noise levels in 
greater detail.

Deaf to Opposition 

The other significant difference between 
the clearance procedure in 1989 and 
post 1994 is the provision of a 
legitimised avenue for public 
participation. But this has been reduced 
to a formality. To start with, the EIA 
Notification mandates that “The public 
hearing shall be arranged in a 
systematic, time bound and transparent 
manner ensuring the widest possible 
public participation at the project site(s) 
or in its close proximity District – wise 
[…]”. Rather than conducting hearings in 
each of the three districts that are 
proximate to the reactors (Kanyakumari, 
Tirunelveli and Tuticorin), the public 
hearing was held jointly for three 
districts on June 2, 2007 just outside the 
town of Tirunelveli. To all those present 
at the hearing, the collusion between 
the administrative authorities and NPCIL 
was obvious (Bidwai and Ramana 2007). 
Even at this single hearing the public 
were not really allowed to have their full 
say. The approximately 800 participants 
who came into the room had numerous 
questions (“what will be the disposal of 
spent fuel from the reactors?”), 
complaints (“EIA report in Tamil should 
have been made available to the 
public”), or simply wanted to register 
their opposition to the project. The 
overwhelming majority of those inside, 
and the several thousands who waited 
outside the room because of lack of 
space, declared that they did not want 
the project. Two hours into the hearing, 
when people were still waiting to 
express their opinion, the Collector 
closed the meet. He did not even read 

out the recorded minutes of the meeting 
or validate the record by the public 
present, a requirement of the EIA 
Notification 2006. This is hardly 
surprising for the minutes of the 
meeting, which was obtained through a 
RTI petition, did not adequately reflect 
the opposition expressed at the 
meeting.
There were also a number of written 
submissions presented to the 
administrative authorities at the public 
hearing, including by one of us (MVR), as 
well as by others such as Prof. Vishnu 
Kamath of Bangalore University. While 
these were received (and signed for) by 
members of the Tamil Nadu Pollution 
Control Board, there were no responses 
to the objections raised. Neither was 
there any response to a letter to the 
Secretary of MoEF in October 2007.
The task of evaluating the project and 
deciding whether to issue environmental 
clearance rests with the Expert Appraisal 
Committee (EAC). The EAC has to 
scrutinize the finalized, EIA, EMP, 
outcomes of the public consultation, 
public hearing proceedings and other 
relevant documents. On August 31, 
2007, the EAC met for the first time to 
evaluate the application for 
Koodankulam 3-6. Besides the members 
of the EAC, there were representatives 
of NPCIL. 

According to the minutes of the meeting, 
the EAC was only presented with the 
response of NPCIL to two written 
representations, those from the 
Kalpavriksh Environmental Action Group 
and the National Alliance of People’s 
Movements (MoEF 2007). They were 
evidently not shown any other 
submissions. Neither did the EAC invite 
members of Kalpavriksh or NAPM to 
provide a counter response to NPCIL. 
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One reason for why the EAC might have 
been more interested in the NPCIL’s 
view is its composition. Many of its 
members were drawn from 
organisations that have links with the 
Department of Atomic Energy, including 
those affiliated with the Defence 
Research and Development 
Organisation, Indira Gandhi Centre for 
Atomic Research, Indian Rare Earths, 
Indian Institute of Chemical Technology, 
and Indian Institute of Technology, 
Bombay.
Clear Compromise
The environmental clearances for 
Koodankulam 1&2 and 3&4 suggest that 
environmental and social well being was 
and continues to be compromised for 
the ‘benefit’ of nuclear power. Various 
potential environmental problems have 
been swept under the proverbial rug. 
An example of this has to do with 
Koodankulam being located on the 
shore, very close to the the Gulf of 
Mannar Biosphere Reserve. The fragile 
nature of this coastal belt and the 
importance of restricting construction in 
this area has been highlighted officially 
as early as 1981 in a letter to the Chief 
Ministers of various Indian States from 
Indira Gandhi (Goenka 2000). The letter 
directed that the entire coastline be 
protected from environmental 
degradation and that a strip of width 
500 metres from the coast be kept free 
of construction. This rule had to be 
relaxed and a ‘special exemption’ 
granted in order for the Koodankulam 
reactors to be constructed. 
In the case of Units 1 and 2, the MoEF at 
least insisted that “adequate measures 
and environmental safeguards… be 
taken for ensuring preservation of the 
ecology of the beach” and “since this 
area has been declared as a bio-sphere 
reserve” directed project authorities to 

“take special precautions to avoid any 
damage to the coral reefs or changes in 
the water quality near the shore” (MoEF 
1989). The clearance letter for 
expansion units 3 and 4 upholds the 
exemption granted in 1989 but without 
any such directives. 
The most likely damage to the marine 
ecosystem is likely to come from the 
vast quantities of hot water, over 
900,000 cubic metres/hour according to 
the EIA, that the reactors will discharge 
into the ocean during operations. 
Whereas the clearance of 1989 required 
the temperature of discharged cooling 
water to be within 5 degrees C of the 
ambient temperature of water at the 
discharge point, the recent clearance 
has increased the temperature 
difference to 7 degrees C. This can only 
increase the environmental stress in 
such a sensitive region. Fish workers of 
the region, which is responsible for the 
bulk of the state’s catch, are particularly 
concerned with the expected loss in 
revenues, and they made this amply 
clear during the public hearing.
The clearance letters also shed light on 
aspects of the MoEF’s decision making. 
The 1989 clearance, for example, 
includes a clause that calls for the 
offshore berth/jetty to be “selected in 
such a way that no damage is caused to 
the coral reefs.” The same letter also 
includes the clause: “the route of the 
pipeline from Pechiparai reservoir to the 
Power Station should preferably be so 
selected that it does not affect forest 
areas”. And finally it orders NPCIL to 
prepare a detailed rehabilitation plan. All 
of these indicate that important 
parameters that would determine the 
extent of environmental damage and 
the compensation available to those 
displaced by the project had not even 
been decided upon before the project 
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was cleared. 

Conclusion

The history of the Koodankulam reactors 
paints a dismal picture of environmental 
governance of nuclear power plants in 
the country. In the seventeen years 
between 1989 and 2008, the EIA and 
CRZ legislations came into being, were 
progressively amended, re-engineered, 
and supposedly strengthened. Yet we 
see that the clearance issued in 2008 is 
as bad if not worse than the earlier one. 
Both the clearances show that the 
authorities were not duly diligent in 
ensuring that the environment is 
safeguarded. Apart from not respecting 
the spirit, there were also violations of 
the EIA Notification, 2006 in letter, viz. 
the minutes of the meeting not being 
read out. The EIA and the public 
consultation is the only formal way for 
local communities to voice their opinion. 
Given how poorly this exercise has been 
carried out, local groups have been 
resorting to fasts and other means of 
peaceful protests.
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The Indian state has embarked 
upon a very ambitious nuclear power 
generation plan to achieve what they 
variously call ‘energy security’ and 
‘energy independence.’ As part of the 
massive expansion plan, the Indian 
state is setting up more nuclear power 
plants all over the country and seeking 
funds, fuel and futuristic technology 
from all possible sources. Koodankulam, 
a coastal village on the Gulf of Mannar 
near the southernmost tip of India, is 
one such nuclear site where the Nuclear 
Power Corporation of India Limited 
(NPCIL), a subsidiary of the DAE, is 
setting up two 1,000 MW light water 
reactors with Russian technology and 
loan.i The department has proposed to 
set up six more nuclear reactors at 
Koodankulam. Although there are some 
people who are enthusiastic about the 
jobs, other economic opportunities and 
the overall development of the region 
that the Koodankulam project may bring 
about, many people are very concerned 
about the dangers the nuclear power 
plants may pose to the local 
environment, the livelihood of the local 
people and their health and safety.

Although anti-nuclear sentiments and 
activities were not hitherto totally 
unknown in the southernmost tip of 
India, and the area woke up to the 
nuclear reality in 1988 when the 
Koodankulam project was first proposed, 
the conflict between the Indian state 

and the anti-nuclear movements has 
been rather dormant. There have been 
intermittent encounters between them 
with mixed results. A study of this 
conflict assumes great importance in the 
light of the contemporary fusion of 
issues such as energy, development and 
environment; the present-day 
articulations on human security and 
human development; the current trends 
of the globalizing world reposing greater 
faith in violence in the form of terrorism 
and militarism; and the popular 
struggles across the world to create, 
preserve and nurture the democratic 
spaces in the wake of various assaults. 
The task here is to see if and what we 
can learn from the Koodankulam 
struggle. 

As far as the Koodankulam project is 
concerned, the mostly illiterate and 
semi-literate rural people in 
southernmost India, are largely unaware 
of the consequences of nuclear power 
plant accidents or an attack or a nuclear 
war. When the patriarchal state thrusts 
“development” projects down their 
throats in a high-handed manner with 
little public participation or democratic 
dialogue, the relatively privileged top 
layer of the rural societies plays along 
(and seeks to make the best out of the 
situation), and others passively 
acquiesce due largely to the we-cannot-
fight-the-government or why-should-I-
stick-my-neck-out and other such 
apolitical attitudes that are prevalent in 
the contemporary Indian political culture 
today. 
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The overall approach of the state elites 
is that if they ignore the conflict, it will 
simply cease to exist. They have 
successfully concealed the dangers 
involved in the project and presented it 
as a source of employment, security, 
peace, and development. The leaders of 
various religions steer clear of any 
confrontation with the government as 
they do not want the government to 
scrutinize their divine transactions and 
spiritual escapades. There is hardly any 
debate in the media about the DAE and 
its acts of commission and omission. 
When the activists talk to men, women, 
children, and the elderly in farming and 
fishing villages, it is often hard for them 
to explain the complicated scientific 
concepts such as nuclear fission, spent 
fuel, and radioactivity etc. Equally hard is 
to describe the inexplicable events that 
happened in distant and strange-
sounding places like Hiroshima, Nagasaki, 
Chernobyl and Three Mile Island. 
Similarly, informing the rural people 
about the unfamiliar policymaking and 
decision-making processes and the 
different players in the game is also quite 
cumbersome. Over the years, the 
activists have developed a knack and the 
language to get their message across by 
dwelling on safety concerns, health 
issues, environmental impacts and so 
forth. Although these deprived people do 
not quite grasp the scientific, economic, 
and political sides of the issue, they are 
certainly aware of the health hazards in 
varying degrees. They are worried about 
the possibility of losing their livelihood; 
they fear for their children’s safety; they 
are concerned about the prospects of 
being (forcefully) relocated from their 
ancestral homes and villages; and they 
are simply scared about what is in store 
for them. Most women often lament, 
“What do we, illiterate women, know 

about anything?” And they would 
earnestly appeal, “You educated people 
should do something about this menace.” 
The activists’ exhorting them to use their 
political power, organize themselves and 
engage in nonviolent activism mostly 
induces chuckles, sighs, silence and 
sometimes tough questions. The 
fishermen are easy to talk to as they are 
relatively better informed about the ways 
of the government and the impacts of the 
nuclear and other ‘development’ projects, 
especially on the sea. Many of them 
agree that there is a close connection 
between nuclear power and bomb 
programs and that the Koodankulam 
project is a highly dangerous one for 
them and for the entire region. But they 
are quite confused about what and how 
to do anything about the conflict.

When all is said and done, nuclearism is 
an ideology, a mindset, a worldview 
dominated by an amalgamation of fears 
and insecurities, bigotry and prejudices, 
and misplaced conceptions of the self 
and misperceived notions of the Other. 
Nuclearism attempts to look innocuous 
by encompassing notions such as 
nationalism (national security, national 
pride, military virility etc.), scientism 
(advanced science and technology), and 
developmentalism (energy security). 
When this paranoid mindset reigns 
supreme without any ethical and moral 
considerations, the resultant 
socioeconomic-political values and 
interests are quite hypocritical and 
deceitful. For instance, the nuclear 
establishments around the world insist 
on differentiating between civilian and 
military nuclear programs but quite 
strangely, the civilian programs of Iran 
somehow become unacceptable to the 
nuclear powers. The Indian nuclear 
establishment has always held their 
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“atom for peace” flag aloft. But now it 
has switched from the cheap and clean 
power promises to greater national 
security and energy security assertions 
to ensure continued funding, power and 
prominence.

Capitalizing on the general and nuclear 
illiteracy that prevail in the country, and 
hiding behind the notions of national 
security, energy security and economic 
development, the Indian nuclear 
establishment manages to create an 
impression that theirs is a progress-
oriented program and that there is no 
opposition to their doings. The Indian 
nuclear establishment does have a 
method to its madness. It keeps its 
cards close to its chest and keeps the 
people of India in the dark about its 
intentions and activities. No one outside 
the top leadership of the nukedom and 
the government is ever informed of 
anything directly. In March 1999 there 
was a leak of heavy water at Kalpakkam 
but the AERB dismissed the incident by 
saying that “the release to the 
environment is maintained well within 
the limits specified by the AERB.” 
Another leak that affected workers at 
the Kalpakkam Reprocessing Plant in 
January 2003 was met with complete 
silence, but after persistent media 
reports and pressure from eminent 
scientists and public figures, the DAE 
acknowledged the accident six months 
after the event. Some of the installations 
at Kalpakkam are outside the reach of 
even the AERB or any other authority 
because they carry a strategic tag.ii 

Similarly, Tamil daily Dinakaran reported 
on January 20, 2005 that there was 
widespread fear of radiation leak at 
Kalpakkam and that foreign experts 
would arrive on January 24, 2005 to fix 
the problem, but the DAE authorities 

maintained that there was no radiation 
leak whatsoever.

Another characteristic of the Indian 
nuclear establishment’s functioning is to 
explain things away without ever 
assuming any responsibility. When 
people expressed concerns about the 
impacts of tsunami on the Koodankulam 
power plant, the project director S. K. 
Agrawal claimed in a press meet (as 
reported by Dinakaran on January 14, 
2005) that they had already studied the 
possible impacts of a tsunami on the 
plant, and that the tsunami waves in 
that area were estimated at 5.44 meters 
above Mean Sea Level (MSL) and hence 
the minimum grade level of the site had 
been designed as 7.5 meters MSL. 
Similarly, the DAE chief Anil Kakodkar 
and the chairman of NPCIL, S. K. Jain 
allayed the fears of natural calamities 
affecting the Koodankulam reactors by 
saying that “the reactors at 
Koodankulam, safeguarded by strong 
dykes, were situated at an appreciably 
elevated site.”iii Yet another feature of 
the Indian nukedom’s functioning is to 
leak information by bits and pieces and 
never revealing the complete plan to the 
outside world in a straight-forward 
manner. A good example for this sneaky 
behavior is the way the number of 
power plants in Koodankulam complex is 
increased incrementally and the way the 
information is shared with the local 
people.

The DAE’s "temples of science and 
technology" (to use Russian President 
Putin’s words) provide the middle class 
scientists and engineers stable job, 
steady income, and comfortable living. 
But what 400 million poor people of 
India get out of these nuclear power 
projects is a big question. Most of them 
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are not even aware that the hardnosed 
blind elites are taking them for a ride. 
And they remain tongue-tied. As the 
blind have their eyes fixed on the power, 
prominence, professional careerism, and 
profit that the nuclear idiocy fetches 
them, the politically lame are tied down 
by poverty, illiteracy, political 
centralization, and social oppressions. 
With their own truth-claims summarily 
rejected and their dignity trampled, the 
“ordinary citizens” are denied the basic 
necessities of life, meaningful education, 
appropriate technology, sustainable 
development, and access to the 
corridors of power. Having been 
deprived of these entitlements, and 
denied the inalienable right to envision 
their own futures, the “ordinary citizens” 
are rendered lame. The national 
development journey then becomes the 
hardnosed blind leading the tongue-tied 
lame to a singular nuclear(ized) 
salvation. The informed sections of the 
civil society in the southern tip of India 
do challenge in vain the state elites’ 
understanding of development and 
doubt the nuclear scientists’ 
unmitigated truth-claims, copy-cat 
science and technology, aversion to TAP 
(transparency, accountability, and 
people’s participation) and their 
undemocratic scheme of taking us all to 
a Western-type ‘Brave New World.’ 

⧫⧫⧫

Chernobyl Victims

⧫⧫⧫

In the News

Indian firm acquires 
uranium mining rights in 

Niger

Pallava Bagla, The Hindu

19th August 2007

New Delhi: Even as law makers in India fight 
over the merits of the India-United States 
civilian nuclear deal, which now threatens to 
destabilise the Manmohan Singh Government, 
a bold and courageous move by an Indian 
company promises access to literally 
unlimited amounts of uranium, yes the very 
same mineral over which India is spending 
sleepless nights.

At a time when the country is trying to 
procure uranium at any cost an Indian 
company has broken new ground by acquiring 
exclusive rights for exploration and mining of 
uranium in the west African country of Niger. 
This is the first time any Indian has won a 
contract for uranium exploration and mining 
anywhere in the world. Natural uranium is 
much sought after for use as fuel in nuclear 
reactors. India is not well endowed with 
uranium ore and it is this short supply that is 
becoming the stumbling block for the rapid 
expansion of nuclear power in India.

Taurian Resources Private Limited, Mumbai, a 
Rs. 300-crore company, has recently won a 
contract which gives it exclusive rights over 
3000 sq. km. of the Sahara Desert known to 
be rich in deposits of uranium. According to 
estimates of the Managing Director of the 
company, Sachin Bajla, ” against huge odds, 
Taurian won a permit to search for uranium in 
the Arlit region of Niger for an undisclosed 
amount. Mr. Bajla says till he relinquishes 
nobody can take away this area earmarked 
exclusively for his company. He received the 
permit from Mohamed Abdoulahi, Minister of 
Mines and Energy for Niger, and also had an 
audience with Mamadou Tandja, President of 
Niger.
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Bold venture: Kakodkar

Anil Kakodkar, chairman of the Atomic Energy 
Commission “welcomed” the development but 
said that as of now the Government had little 
role to play as it was a “bold forward looking 
private venture.”

Interestingly, Niger is not a member of the 
Nuclear Suppliers Group, the 45-member 
nation that controls all nuclear-related 
commerce, and hence it should be easy for 
India to access the uranium once the mines 
become operational — this will take several 
years. There is also the possibility that the 
ground may not be that rich in uranium as is 
being envisaged. Today, Niger is the fifth 
largest supplier of uranium in the world — the 
refined form of this atomic element is also 
called “yellow cake.” Government support 
sought

Uranium is the largest export item for Niger. 
Ironically, despite such a mineral deposit,  
Niger is still a very poor country as it ranks 
right at the bottom of the United Nations 
Human Development Index. The French 
company Areva SA has a huge presence in 
Niger, where the French giant has built a 
whole township in the desert and mines 
uranium from at least 600 metres below the 
ground. Niger exports about 3500 tonnes of 
uranium, mostly to France.

On Friday, Australia, the largest supplier of 
uranium in the world, expressed its 
willingness to meet India’s needs, but not 
without strings attached. Mr. Bajla says, “I  
would be happy to meet India’s uranium 
requirement if the Government so desires.” 
He is also looking for Government support for 
his huge venture, having written about this to 
the Prime Minister.

Huge investment needed

Mr. Bajla says that to fully exploit the 
potential, an investment of at least $6-7 
billion will be required. He hopes to raise 
money from the international market by 
listing his company on the London Stock 
Exchange. If uranium is indeed found by 
Taurian, the Government of Niger will also 
hold part rights over the sale of the mineral.

He says that as the region is very barren a 

whole new township will have to be created. 
In return for the permit, Mr. Bajla says he has 
promised the Government of Niger that his 
company will green one million hectares of 
land using the plant jatropha, a known source 
for biofuels. The Arlit region, where Taurian 
has secured its rights, is known for its 
unending sectarian conflict, but Mr. Bajla 
hopes to win the hearts and minds of the 
locals through appropriate social development 
of the region.

The Taurian group was set up a decade ago 
and has iron ore mines in Jharkhand and 
Orissa and a big engineering unit in Roorkee.

⧫⧫⧫

Earthstone signs pact with 
Niger Republic 

The Hindu, 03.12.2008

The Earthstone group, a diversified 
multinational group headed by non-resident 
Indian (NRI) Pankaj Shah, has, through its 
wholly-owned subsidiary Earthstone Uranium

 FZE, entered into an agreement with the 
Government of the Republic of Niger, whereby 
the Republic of Niger will grant Earthstone 
Uranium four exploration permits for uranium 
and associated elements.

A statement issued by the company says that 
Earthstone Uranium intends to invest $50 
million over the next five years; with the first 
investment in February 2009 through a 
staged programme of airborne geophysics, 
including radiometric and electromagnetic 
surveys, regolith mapping and ground checks 
of all geophysical anomalies. The company 
expects to supply uranium to Indian 
corporations, both in private and government 
sectors.

The Earthstone group has a presence in mines 
and minerals and interests in energy, roads, 
airports, ports, rail networks and other 
associated infrastructure. Other big 
international players like Rio Tinto were 
among the other 15 companies that were 
looking for the blocks assigned to Earthstone 
Uranium .
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Four permits 

The four permits totalling about 2,000 sq. km. 
are part of the Tim Mersoi sedimentary basin. 
These permits in Niger are in regions now 
producing uranium, including the Akouta

 underground mine and Arlit open pit mine 
operated by Areva.

⧫⧫⧫
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