                                  Uranium Projects in Nalgonda District

What do we know about Uranium ?                                         
                   Uranium is the deadliest metal on earth.  The first uranium processed by Canada was used to produce nuclear explosives for the atomic bombs dropped at Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945. Indeed, the beginning of the nuclear weapons program marked the beginning of the uranium industry.   Both the commercial value and the dangers of uranium are based on two extra-ordinary characteristics which it possesses. First of all, uranium is radioactive. Secondly, uranium is fissionable. These are two quite different properties, however, and they should not be confused. 

Known Facts
 1) Radioactivity - The atoms found in most substances are remarkably stable, but in the case of radioactive materials, the atoms are unstable. The radioactive substances have unstable atoms which can and will explode microscopically, and when they do, they give off a burst of energy. This process is called "radioactive disintegration" or "radioactive decay". When radioactive atoms explode, they give off highly energetic charged particles of two types: alpha and beta. These are particles, they're not invisible rays.  
2) Decay Products- When a radioactive atom explodes, that atom is changed permanently into a new substance. And radium turns out to be one of the results of exploding uranium atoms. So wherever you find uranium on the earth, you will always find radium with it because it is one of about a dozen so-called "decay products" of uranium. To be more precise, when uranium disintegrates it turns into a substance called protactinium, which is also radioactive. And when that disintegrates it turns into a substance named thorium, which is likewise radioactive. When thorium disintegrates it turns into radium; when radium disintegrates it turns into radon gas. And when radon gas atoms disintegrate, they turn into what are called the "radon daughters", or "radon progeny", of which there are about half a dozen radioactive materials, including “Polonium”. 

             Finally, in this progression, you end up with a stable substance, which in itself is highly toxic: lead. But because the radioactivity of the other materials is so much more dangerous than this toxic heavy metal, people don't even talk about the lead at the end of the chain. They think that once all the radioactivity is gone, what's left is perfectly safe. It isn't -- but the lead that remains is just a whole lot less dangerous than the radioactive materials that produced it. So all the radioactive decay products of uranium remain in the crushed rock when uranium is separated from the ore.  

3) Radium   Because uranium was less radioactive than its daughter products, it was not valued commercially. But radium was. And radium began to be used principally for two purposes. One was to burn cancerous growths and the other main use for radium was as a luminous paint.  When radium atoms disintegrate, they turn into radon gas and radon gas was identified to cause lung cancer. 
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4) Radon Daughters- As the radon atoms disintegrate, they produce other radioactive substances. And so, in fact, you have a multiplication of new radioactive materials which weren't there to begin with. And those other substances -- the radon daughters -- are extremely dangerous. The worst of the radon daughters, is a substance called “Polonium”.  
5) Nuclear Fission- The fissionability of uranium, makes it unique among all naturally occurring radioactive materials. When uranium atoms undergo the fission process, large amounts of energy are released. Unlike the process of radioactive decay, which cannot be turned on and off, nuclear fission can be controlled. The energy release caused by fission can be speeded up, slowed down, started or stopped. It can be used to destroy cities in the form of nuclear weapons, or to boil water inside a nuclear reactor to generate power.

                  The fact that fission is triggered by a neutron makes it quite different from normal radioactivity. Radioactivity is not triggered, and therefore science does not know how to control it. We have no mechanism for speeding up, slowing down, starting or stopping radioactivity. That's why radioactive wastes are such a problem. But with fission, we can start it, stop it, and control it, just by maintaining control over the extra neutrons that are produced at each stage 

6) Fission Products- All of the radioactive materials which escape from an atomic bomb when it explodes, are basically the broken bits of uranium atoms. These are new radioactive materials, called "fission products", which are created by the splitting of uranium atoms. There are hundreds of them. They all have different names, and different chemical and biologically properties. Most of them did not exist in nature before the advent of nuclear technology.

 These radioactive materials, which are called fission products -- the ones in the bomb fallout and in nuclear reactors -- should not be confused with the other radioactive materials, which are the decay products of uranium. The decay products of uranium are due to radioactive disintegration. They are about two dozen in number, and they occur in nature because uranium does. When you talk about fission products, however, you are dealing with completely different substances. They are created only inside nuclear weapons or nuclear reactors. They are the leftover pieces of uranium atoms which have been violently broken apart by the fission process. There are over 300 of them altogether, when you consider that -- being radioactive -- each of the fission products also has its own decay products! 

7) Health Effects of Radioactive Materials- This one material, uranium, is responsible for introducing into the human environment a tremendously large range of radioactive materials which are all very inimical to biological organisms. These are not invisible rays, they are materials. They get into our water, our food, and the air we breathe. They're exactly like other materials except for the fact that they're radioactive. 
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                          There are two categories of human illness that everyone agrees can be caused by exposure to atomic radiation even at very low levels. They are (1) cancers of all kinds, and also (2) genetic mutations -- which can be caused right down to the lowest levels of radiation exposure . It is important to realize that if a damaging dose is spread out among a very large population, so that each individual receives only a very small portion of the total dose, the number of cancers and genetic defects is in no way diminished. Thus, in the case of radioactive pollution, dilution is no solution at all.  The mental retardation is also caused in children, who are irradiated, while still in the womb. 

Hidden Danger of Uranium

 Uranium Tailings-  When we extract uranium from the ground, we dig up the ore, we crush it and we leave behind this finely pulverized material of radioactive waste, called uranium tailings. As Marie Curie observed, 85 percent of the radioactivity in the ore remains behind in that crushed rock. How long will it be there? Well, it turns out that the effective half-life of this radioactivity is 80,000 years. That means in 80,000 years there will be half as much radioactivity in these tailings as there is today.   And as these tailings are left on the surface of the earth, they are blown by the wind, they are washed by the rain into the water systems, and they inevitably spread.  
                       In addition, as the tailings are sitting there on the surface, they are continually generating radon gas. Radon is about eight times heavier than air, so it stays close to the ground. It'll travel 1,000 miles in just a few days in a light breeze. And as it drifts along, it deposits on the vegetation below the radon daughters, which are the radioactive byproducts, including polonium. So that you actually get radon daughters in animals, fish and plants thousands of miles away from where the uranium mining is done. It's a mechanism for pumping radioactivity into the environment for millennia to come, and this is one of the hidden dangers. 

Uranium Projects in Nalgonda district

1) Uranium Mining Project-  The Lambapur and Peddagattu plateau regions, with elevations varying between 340 to 240 mRL, are right above Nagarjuna Sagar and are predominantly occupied by reservoir limits at extreme south and east, with maximum water level of 180 mRL  The general drainage of the area from all sides is towards Nagarjuna Sagar. Therefore there is every possibility of the radiation contaminated storm water runoff from the opencast Uranium mines spread over vast area, finding its way into Sagar reservoir.  About 7,000 cubic meters of contaminated storm water,  is estimated per day, during the monsoon period. This is likely to have serious adverse impacts on the entire down stream Krishna river basin, and the food chain in the area, in addition to twin cities , which are going to be supplied drinking water from Nagarjuna Sagar.
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2) Uranium Processing Project- The Uranium Processing plant is being set up near Mallapuram within 4 km range of Akkampally Balancing Reservoir, which is expected to supply drinking water to twin-cities and 600 fluoride affected villages in the area.   As  the general direction of sub-surface water flow in the region is stated to be towards Nagarjuna Sagar, all the water sources in the area, including Nagarjuna Sagar are likely to be Uranium contaminated , due to possible  leaching and storm water run-off from the tailings pond.  

3) Uranium Tailings –   The  major threat is from the “Hidden Danger” of  80 lakh tons (8 million), at the rate of 4lakh tons for 20 years,  of radioactive waste, called uranium tailings stored near Mallapuram , in the catchment of Nagarjuna Sagar reservoir. Once the mining operation is closed down after 20 years, who is going to look after this radioactive waste material dump forever ? How does any one, in fact, guard  this 80 lakh tons of  radio active sand safely forever, and keep it out of the environment ? 

4) Jaduguda experience is a standing testimony of how worse can it be , when it comes to managing and perfecting a highly complex  and not well understood and appreciated Uranium waste handling technologies.  When the regulating agencies and the State administration are not able to effectively monitor and control the pollution, in spite of court directives, even from stone crushers and bulk-drug units right around the high-tech city of Hyderabad, what will be the fate of the people in the remote and not easily accessible  places, where the deadly and hazardous uranium projects are proposed ?

5) The best available technologies, methods and practices, could not contain Uranium from entering into food-chain in the past, in India or any where in the world. Jaduguda is case and a point. The Jubiluk site in Australia is another example. The uranium contamination of Colorado river, due to the toxins leaking from uranium tailings of an old closed uranium operation in Utah along the river is another example. As the proposed mining project, poses a serious risk to public health of the future generations  by virtue of its location right above major water source, Nagarjuna Sagar, the lifeline of AP State., the uranium projects at the proposed sites in Nalgonda district should be abandoned.

6) UCIL Keep Off - It may be mentioned here that the Chief Minister of Uranium–Rich Meghalaya, tells UCIL, KEEP OFF, and did not want to jeopardize public health by rushing into hasty decisions. Therefore the people of Andhra Pradesh State in general and the Nalgonda district in particular, should tell UCIL, to KEEP OFF , Nagarjuna Sagar Reservoir , Nalgonda district and Andhra Pradesh !

              Note: Based on “ Uranium: Known Facts and Hidden Dangers” address by 
                         Dr. Gordon Edwards at the World Uranium Hearings , Salzburg, Austria,
                         September 14, 1992
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