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Abstract

This article takes as its starting point the approved construction of a federally mandated nuclear waste
repository on unceded Algonquin/Omamiwininiwag territory in Ontario, Canada. First, it attends to the
Canadian government’s ongoing violation of Indigenous land rights and the historical relegation of under-
resourced populations and land to the immediate or downstream effects of acute climate toxicity. In the
process, this critique works to extend the field of nuclear necropolitics beyond its habitual anthropocentrism
to consider how indigenous wildlife and natural reserves are similarly targeted by sovereign power and
deemed expendable. Second, this article explores how the nuclear waste in question came to be. Much of
the material destined for the repository was generated at Chalk River Laboratories, a nuclear research center
and outgrowth of the Manhattan project, as well as at a refinery in Port Hope, Ontario, which processed
much of the uranium (mined in Port Radium, Northwest Territories) used in the atomic bombs dropped on
Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945. Despite the post-war governmental declaration that Chalk River had been
repurposed to explore the peaceful uses of atomic energy, the facility continued producing plutonium to be
used in U.S. nuclear weapons production for four more decades. These three nuclear sites (Chalk River, Port
Radium, and Port Hope) thus constitute a layered political constellation that illustrates how the construction
of local “sacrifice zones” is connected to the creation of similarly sacrificial zones abroad. The article
foregrounds Indigenous-led resistance efforts, which have driven remediation efforts and exposed the
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clandestine operations of the Canadian nuclear industry working in collaboration with federal and provincial
governments.

Keywords: nuclear necropolitics, Canadian nuclear history, radioactive waste, Manhattan Project, Indigenous
environmentalisms.

Meia-vida nuclear, sequelas necropoliticas:
A industria nuclear canadense, o militarismo ocidental e a
resisténcia indigena em Chalk River

Resumo

Este artigo toma como ponto de partida a constru¢dao aprovada de um depdsito de lixo nuclear com mandato
federal no territério ndo cedido de Algonquin/Omamiwininiwag em Ontdrio, Canada. Primeiro, atende a
violagdo continua do governo canadense dos direitos das terras indigenas e ao histdrico rebaixamento de
populacdes e terras com poucos recursos aos efeitos imediatos ou a jusante da toxicidade climatica aguda.
No processo, essa critica trabalha para estender o campo da necropolitica nuclear além de seu
antropocentrismo habitual para considerar como a vida selvagem indigena e as reservas naturais sdao
igualmente visadas pelo poder soberano e consideradas dispensaveis. Em segundo lugar, este artigo explora
como surgiu o lixo nuclear em questdo. Grande parte do material destinado ao repositdrio foi gerado no
Chalk River Laboratories, um centro de pesquisa nuclear e desdobramento do Projeto Manhattan, bem como
em uma refinaria em Port Hope, Ontdrio, que processou grande parte do uranio (extraido em Port Radium,
Territdrios do Noroeste) usado nas bombas atémicas langadas sobre Hiroshima e Nagasaki em 1945. Apesar
da declaracao governamental do pds-guerra de que Chalk River havia sido reaproveitado para explorar os
usos pacificos da energia atémica, a instalacdo continuou produzindo pluténio para ser usado na producdo
de armas nucleares dos EUA por mais quatro décadas. Esses trés locais nucleares (Chalk River, Port Radium
e Port Hope) constituem, assim, uma constelacdo politica em camadas, que ilustra como a construcdo de
"zonas de sacrificio" locais estd conectada a criacdo de zonas de sacrificio semelhantes no exterior. O artigo
coloca em primeiro plano os esforcos de resisténcia liderados pelos indigenas, que impulsionaram os
esforcos de remediagao e expuseram as operagdes clandestinas da industria nuclear Canadense trabalhando
em colaboragdo com os governos federal e provincial.

Palavras-chave: necropolitica nuclear, histdria Nuclear Canadiana, residuos radioativos, Projecto Manhattan,
ambientalismos indigenas.
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Vidas medias nucleares, secuelas necropoliticas:
La industria nuclear canadiense, el militarismo occidental y la
resistencia indigena en Chalk River

Resumen

Este articulo toma como punto de partida la construcciéon aprobada de un vertedero de desechos nucleares
por mandato federal en el territorio Algonquino/Omamiwininiwag no cedido en Ontario, Canada. En primer
lugar, atiende la violacién continua por parte del gobierno canadiense de los derechos territoriales indigenas
y la relegacién histdrica de las poblaciones y tierras con escasos recursos a los efectos inmediatos o
posteriores de la toxicidad climatica aguda. En el proceso, esta critica trabaja para extender el campo de la
necropolitica nuclear mas alld de su antropocentrismo habitual para considerar cdmo la vida silvestre
indigena y las reservas naturales son atacadas de manera similar por el poder soberano y consideradas
prescindibles. En segundo lugar, este articulo explora cdmo surgieron los desechos nucleares en cuestion.
Gran parte del material destinado al depdsito se generé en Chalk River Laboratories, un centro de
investigacion nuclear y consecuencia del proyecto Manhattan, asi como en una refineria en Port Hope,
Ontario, que procesd gran parte del uranio (extraido en Port Radium, Territorios del Noroeste) utilizado en
las bombas atédmicas lanzadas sobre Hiroshima y Nagasaki en 1945. A pesar de la declaracidn gubernamental
de posguerra de que Chalk River habia sido reutilizado para explorar los usos pacificos de la energia atédmica,
la instalacion continué produciendo plutonio para ser utilizado en la produccién de armas nucleares de
EE.UU. durante cuatro décadas mas. Estos tres sitios nucleares (Chalk River, Port Radium y Port Hope)
constituyen, por lo tanto, una constelacidn politica estratificada, que ilustra cédmo la construccién de "zonas
de sacrificio" locales esta conectada con la creacién de zonas de sacrificio similares en el extranjero. El articulo
destacalos esfuerzos de resistencia liderados por indigenas, que han impulsado los esfuerzos de remediacion
y han expuesto las operaciones clandestinas de la industria nuclear canadiense que trabaja en colaboracidén
con los gobiernos federal y provincial.

Palabras clave: necropolitica nuclear, Historia Nuclear canadiense, residuos radiactivos, Proyecto Manhattan,
Ambientalismos indigenas.

Introduction

We are told that when this land was being created, our Creator was challenged to a bet
by his brother. The subject of their game was: would there be life? And in one throw,
supported by all the living forces of the natural world, our Creator won this bet. He won
it all for us... This is not just a quaint legend. It is a reminder that, as scientists now
agree, life on earth is the result of chance, as well as of intent. Life on earth is a fragile
matter. That magnificent gamble could have gone the other way: life could just as easily
not have been at all... We know very well how close life still is to not being. The
reminders are all around us. — Cayuga Clan Mother Carol Jacobs (1995, p. 116).
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On August 6, 1945, Canadian Prime Minister Mackenzie King, reflecting on the use of

the atomic bomb dropped only hours before on Hiroshima, wrote in his diary:

While | was speaking it had already descended. The whole business was referred to
as the greatest achievement in science. | think it was an equally great achievement
in secrecy-a tremendous secret to have kept over four years. It shows what control
by a government of publicity can effect (King, 1945, p. 2-3).

It was not only Canada’s role in the development of the nuclear bomb that was
shrouded in secrecy during those years. It was also the uranium mining, transportation,
refinement, and its myriad impacts on human health and the environment that were kept
quiet throughout the WWII period and beyond, as well as the unsafe disposal of radioactive
waste generated in the process. In an effort to understand Canada’s nuclear history, its
involvement in the development of nuclear weapons, and its mismanagement of radioactive
waste on Canadian soil, this article takes as its starting point not only a historical nuclear site,
but one that continues to be debated and deeply politicized today. The site of interest, Chalk
River Laboratories—a nuclear research facility established in 1944 in Deep River, Ontario, 180
kilometres northwest of Canada’s capital city, Ottawa-is a layered political locale wherein
nuclear history, ecological devastation, Indigenous resistance, and the ongoing aftermaths
of generational violence waged at both the geopolitical and local level converge.

While Chalk River Laboratories has existed for over 80 years, it re-entered broader
public consciousness again recently when the federal nuclear regulation body, the Canadian
Nuclear Safety Commission (CNSC), approved the construction of a near surface disposal
facility (NSDF) in January 2024, to be placed near the nuclear plant. The NSDF, which will be
located roughly one kilometre from the Ottawa River, is projected to house over one million
cubic metres of radioactive waste from the nuclear facility itself and elsewhere across the
region. Indigenous leaders, grassroots organizations, and environmentalists are legally

challenging the project, arguing that the approval of the near surface disposal facility will
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result in 1) the violation of  constitutionally protected  Algonquin
Anishinaabeg/Omamiwininiwag land rights and the U.N. Declaration on the Rights of
Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP); 2) the endangerment of multiple animal species that reside
in the area, including wolves, turtles, moose, black bears, and lake sturgeon; 3) the
destruction of approximately 37 hectares of high-quality mature forest and established plant
life; and 4) the polluting of the Ottawa River if radioactive substances run offsite.

This article attends to the government’s ongoing violation of Indigenous land rights
and the historical relegation of under-resourced populations and land to the effects of acute
climate toxicity, which is not accidental or incidental but consistent with the operational
logic of capitalist state bureaucracies. And since the colonial logics that give rise to nuclear
violence against humans also permeate the historical treatment of non-human species and
ecosystems, this piece considers how non-human life is similarly targeted by sovereign
power and deemed inconsequential and expendable, or else is utilized as though inert and
passive material for state-sanctioned ends. This critique thus extends the field of
necropolitics—which explores the “subjugation of life to the power of death” as perpetrated
by dominant political authorities (Mbembe, 2003, p.39) — beyond its habitual
anthropocentrism to consider the lethal exposures afflicting indigenous wildlife and natural
reserves in addition to human communities.

The latter half of this article considers the national and geopolitical machinations that
created the nuclear waste in question. Much of the waste to be placed at the proposed
disposal site near Chalk River Labs was generated at the site itself, which was created as an
outgrowth of the Manhattan Project. And despite the post-war governmental declaration
that the site had been repurposed to explore the “peaceful uses of atomic energy,” the
facility produced 560lbs of plutonium between 1955-1985 to be used by the U.S. Department
of Energy in the production of nuclear weapons (Seitz, 1996). In order to illuminate these

dynamics, this piece references two interconnected sites: Port Radium, the now-abandoned
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mining town in the remote north of the country, and the town of Port Hope, Ontario, which
housed the refinery that processed much of the radium and uranium mined at Port Radium
during the 1930s and 40s. Due to public pressure, both of these locations have undergone
sweeping government cleanup projects to address radioactive contamination. Between
1976 and 1981, over 400 contaminated properties in Port Hope were remediated due to the
toxic fallout from mining operations and approximately 100,000 cubic metres of
contaminated soil was shipped to Chalk River for storage, now destined for the dump site
along with a surplus of other nuclear waste materials (CNSC, 2009, p.2). These three nuclear
sites together constitute a layered necropolitical constellation and are connected by legacy
waste produced over almost a century of nuclear science and research in Canada. Tracing
their lineages exposes how the construction of domestic “sacrifice areas” (Means, 1983;
Churchill; LaDuke, 1986; Tinker 2008) or “sacrifice zones” (Bullard, 1990; Lerner, 2010;
Svampa and Viale, 2014; Voyles 2015; Bolados Garcia 2016) are connected to the historical

creation of similarly sacrificial zones abroad.

Mining, Testing, and Waste: Nuclear Exploration on Indigenous Lands

Due to the broad lethality of nuclear weapons and the novel logics of domination that
attend them, some argue that the nuclear age represents a break with earlier forms of
empire (Urwin, 2024, p. 458) — a moment when projected power becomes totalizing,
rendering geographic boundaries inconsequential. At the same time, nuclearity also
represents a continuity with early forms of colonial expropriation and subordination.
“Nuclear colonialism” has been described as “a system of domination through which
governments and corporations disproportionately target and devastate indigenous peoples

and their lands to maintain the nuclear production process” (Endres, 2009, p. 39). Unpacking
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the legacies of settler colonialism, Bakshi and Sharma argue that necropolitical analyses are
“crucial for contemporary social movements and struggles for decolonisation because
[they] reveal how power operates beyond overt violence” as evinced by the ongoing
dispossession of Indigenous lands and other systemic, often invisibilized injustices (2024, p.
5231). Settler colonialism is a distinct necropolitical category, which functions to erase
Indigenous peoples “not only physically but also culturally and politically” (p. 5232),
ultimately indexing the attempt to reterritorialize an environment by displacing or
destroying the peoples, cultures, and ecologies that constitute it. And nuclearity, bound up
as it is with a legacy of injury committed against Indigenous populations and the larger
environment, is inextricable from settler colonialism as a necropolitical enterprise.

An active Government of Canada website attests to Canada’s “long history of
regulating the use of nuclear energy and materials, and protecting the [sic] health, safety,
security and the environment” (2025). However, this proclamation obscures the country’s
involvement in a number of nuclear accidents, the intentional distribution of toxic
constituents into the environment, as well as pernicious dealings with First Nations, Inuit,
and Métis populations around the country. It also downplays the exporting of nuclear
infrastructures generated in Canada to fuel atomic weapons’ development and research
abroad (cf. Dwyer et al., 2003; Harding, 2007; Keeling; Sandlos, 2009; Durant; Fuji Johnson,

2009; Durant, 2009; Murphy, 2009; Blaise et. al., 2019; Colbourn; Sayle, 2020; Leddy, 2022).

Nuclear fuel begins with uranium-a dense, fissionable metal found in a number of
minerals and capable of becoming explosive when enriched. It is chemically toxic if ingested,
like mercury or lead. Uranium particles can cause harm to bones, kidneys, lungs, and
reproductive organs. Because uranium ore emits radon, a radioactive gas, uranium mining is

a dangerous enterprise that has been linked to lung cancers and other pathologies (Roscoe

AMBIENTES. Volume 8, Nimero 1, 2026, pp. 59-103. ISSN: 2674-6816
DOI: https://doi.org[10.48075/projso12

65




Nuclear Half-Lives, Necropolitical Afterlives: The Canadian... GRIMALDI, N.

et al., 1989; Tirmarche et al., 2000). It has long been noted that, globally, “the most intensive
uranium mining takes place on land which is either occupied by Aboriginal peoples or very
adjacent to Aboriginal lands”-this is the case in North America (such as in the American
Southwest and Saskatchewan’s Athabasca Basin), in South Australia, in Africa (Namibia,
Niger, South Africa), in Central Asia (Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan), and elsewhere. As a result,
Indigenous peoples suffer the “heaviest toll in terms of what is called the ‘front-end of the
nuclear fuel chain’-the mining of and extraction of uranium” (Edwards, 2016, 26, p. 33), as
we will see in the case of the Sahtu Dene people of Déljne near Port Radium, Canada.
Today, approximately 15% of Canada’s electricity is derived from nuclear power, fueled
by 19 or so commercial nuclear reactors, all of which are located in the province of Ontario
apart from one in New Brunswick (WNA, 2025). Nuclear power supplies more than half of all
the electricity consumed in the province of Ontario. However, before nuclear power was
channelled toward the production of electricity, developments in the field of nuclear physics
and the science of radioactivity throughout the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century
resulted in the discovery of nuclear fission in Berlin, Germany in 1938. Once the power of
nuclear fission was unlocked, it was put swiftly in the service of developing atomic weapons.
Throughout the mid- to late-twentieth century, emergent nuclear powers sought testing
grounds to trial these weapons by turning to remote or purportedly ‘uninhabited’ lands, the
majority of which were located in colonized or formerly colonized territories (Makhijani,
1995, p. 8). These nuclear tests occurred throughout the Pacific Islands, in rural North
America, and in parts of Northern Africa (especially Algeria), among other Global South and
peripheral nations. In light of these dynamics, Alexis-Martin et al. describe “a nuclear
imperialism-necropolitics nexus... whereby previously colonised places are... sought out
and re-dominated” (2021, p.5) to fuel nuclear weapons’ programs, to power nuclear energy

reactors, or both.
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In the case of nuclear weapons testing, acute contamination levels can persist for
centuries, which is why some testing areas remain uninhabitable without remediation or are
still contaminated despite remediation efforts (such as in Semipalatinsk, Kazakhstan; the
Bikini atoll in the Marshall Islands; and Maralinga, Australia) (Pravalie, 2014). Globally, nuclear
production and testing sites are overwhelmingly characterized by clandestine procedures,
the suppression of dissent, a lack of concern for scientifically grounded harms to
environmental and human health, and an unwillingness to liaise with local leaders—especially
Indigenous groups with claims to the land on which these tests occur, and the populations
most impacted (cf. Clow, 1993; Durant; Johnson, 2009; Eyles; Fried, 2012; Runyan, 2018;
Blaise et al., 2019; Philippe; Statius, 2021; Endres, 2023).

And then there is the question of the insoluble, undiminishable remainder: the
radioactive nuclear waste generated in the process of producing nuclear energy. Even after
atmospheric (and then underground) nuclear testing waned as a result of international
treaties like the Partial Test Ban Treaty in 1963, the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons
Treaty of 1968, and the 1974 Threshold Test Ban Treaty (followed by late- and post-Cold War
nuclear disarmament efforts in the late 1980s and 1990s), the traces of the nuclear testing
era persist all around us. And, as uranium mining and nuclear power generation persist, toxic
byproducts continue to accumulate in our air, earth, and waters. Nuclear waste must either
be dumped or stored. In both cases, this waste consists of unstable radionuclides that in
undergoing decay emit ionizing radiation, which is harmful to the environment and to the
health of humans and non-human ecosystems. Since the dawn of the nuclear age, an
incalculable amount of radioactive waste has been buried in the earth or disposed of in the
world’s oceans and rivers. The types of waste produced by such endeavors have unthinkably
obstinate toxic half-lives and afterlives, which can pose a threat for as long as a few weeks
to many millions of years depending on the type of waste, which prolongs nuclear projects

from the past into the remote future. The sequestration and management of nuclear waste
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thus remains a thoroughgoing global problem, extending these projects’ inimical effects.
Researchers have noted that hundreds of locales around the world have been contaminated
due to “nuclear weapons tests, power plant failures and uranium mining,” and though they
are importantly distinct, each case illustrates “universal truths about what happens to
communities contaminated with radiation...the story of the affected people unfolds in
much the same way, as if it were a formulaic plot” (Riches, 2015). The disproportionate focus
on nuclear deployment-the grand spectacle of the mushroom cloud and the timeworn
political drama of the nuclear arms race-has minimized to some degree the problem of
legacy nuclear waste, its volatility, and its ongoing accrual. Each nuclear state has its own
legacy of nuclear waste management and mismanagement. In Canada, there are two major
sites housing legacy nuclear waste today: Chalk River Laboratories in Deep River, Ontario,
and Port Hope, Ontario-two sites that are deeply interconnected, and both of which are
discussed below.

It is clear, in light of these ever-mounting findings, that nuclear zones are complex
sites of necropolitical and necro-colonial conjuncture. In effect, the lands themselves are
treated as sacrifice areas and the human and non-human communities living near nuclear
mining, testing, and waste sites are viewed as disposable populations, discarded in order to
maintain military hegemony and to secure geopolitical might. We find ourselves, thus, back

in the familiar and ever-pertinent throes of necropolitical reckoning.

Nuclear Necropolitics

Foucault famously describes the ways in which modern governments attempt to
manage human populations by facilitating the biological (and ultimately political)

management of bodies as related to “health, hygiene, birthrate, life expectancy, race,” and
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so on (1978-9, p. 317). While in earlier eras, state power operated by way of overt punitive
measures to ensure the obedience of the people, in the modern, biopolitical era, the health
of the population becomes a problem that must be regulated and regularized by way of
diffuse mechanisms that work to cultivate life or else abandon select populations to death.
Importantly, and generally underemphasized, biopolitical control does not only concern
itself with the management of bodies, but also the “environment, the milieu in which they

live,”

which impacts the health of the population, including “the direct effects of the
geographical, climatic, or hydrographic environment” (Foucault 1976, p. 245). Two decades
later, Achille Mbembe revises Foucault’s discussion of biopower by placing death at the
centerfold of his political analyses. Rather than focusing on the concerted cultivation of
biological life by sovereign power, Mbembe focuses instead on global death-making
assemblages: apartheid, slavery, and colonial systems of population management and
subjugation. Pointing out that modern state power does not simply manage and preserve
life but also decides which individuals and populations can and should be exposed to death
and to what end, Mbembe highlights “the murderous functions of the state” (2003, p. 17)-
the decisive work of modern politics, which he calls necropolitics.

Nuclear power and governance implicate both biopolitical and necropolitical
dimensions: governmental bodies determine acceptable horizons of nuclear harm and
manage the safety response within that limit, protecting some populations from nuclear
harm while exposing others to the harsh consequences of nuclear fallout. Alexis-Martin and
Davies point out that nuclear radiation involves both necropolitical and biopolitical
modalities because some technologies have the ability to give life (nuclear power, medicine,
and radiotherapies) while others take life (nuclear disasters, atomic weapons) (2017, p. 6).
However, in all cases, nuclear contamination is unevenly distributed along geographic, racial,
and class-based lines. The lethality of nuclear materials alone is not evidence of necropolitics

proper; it is the active choice to extract, refine, and utilize them as well as the prioritization
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of economic interests over the protection of civilians and land by nuclear states and private
companies that determine the geographies and severity of necropolitical nuclear exposure.
Nuclear violence is both fast and slow, spectacular and invisible, local and global, acute and
accretive. It attests to past violence, informs the human present, and persists into the
bafflingly distant, potentially post-human future. And this issue is not limited to human
populations. It is also exemplary of environmental necropolitics, which | have argued should
interrogate the politics of death in an expanded, multi-species, and multi-scalar fashion-
acknowledging that, in addition to human communities, non-human species and biotic
environments are similarly targeted by state violence and deemed expendable (Grimaldi,
2024).

There are different ways to frame the issue of nuclear weapons development, testing,
and waste generation. | connect these concerns to necropolitics in particular in the case of
Chalk River, Port Radium, and Port Hope for at least three reasons. First, necropolitics as
applied to the nuclear industry powerfully exemplifies central features of nuclear research
and warfare, while nuclear histories meaningfully test and expand the interpretive
frameworks necropolitical investigations employ. Secondly, the geographically flung forms
of lethality that ultimately coalesce at Chalk River elucidate how necropolitical harms are
distributed throughout the entire nuclear fuel cycle: the acute harms caused to uranium
miners excavating toxic materials to power the nuclear industry; the radioactive exposures
suffered by ore carriers transporting these materials to refineries and laboratories; the
noxious harms caused to scientists and other lab workers handling these substances; and
those lives lost, threatened, or profoundly altered by nuclear accidents or the dropping of
nuclear weapons. Lastly, as mentioned above, the all-encompassing and not-merely-human
nature of nuclear damage provides a way to expand the field of necropolitics beyond its

status as a traditionally anthropocentric or human-focused enterprise (Grimaldi, 2024).
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The testing and deployment of atmospheric nuclear weapons, mine tailings, and
waste dumping have caused the severe contamination of terrestrial, atmospheric, and
marine ecosystems around the world. Elevated radionuclide loads have been found in birds,
fish, amphibians, and mammals in high-dose regions, impacting ecosystem health, soil
health, food systems, and biodiversity (Mozolin et al., 2008; Pravalie, 2014; Buesseler et al.,
2011; 2018; Makhijani; Ruff, 2023). The targeting of non-human life and lands, in other words,
is not merely a way to control the human populations reliant on those resources (though
this is often the case). The view that nonhuman life and lands are no more than resources to
be instrumentalized, either to permit human flourishing or to hasten disenfranchisement,
problematically reproduces early humanist discourses that uphold the public sphere as an
exclusively human zone, relegating all other life (as well as human lives not deemed
sufficiently “human’’) to a subordinate, extrinsic, and exploitable tier of being. In contrast,
advocating for lands and nonhuman lives, their inherent right to safety and ongoing
protection from toxic exposure and ecocide, should be viewed as resisting yet another axis

of necropolitical subjugation and should be, | argue, a central goal of anti-nuclear activism.

Necropolitical Afterlives: Algonquin Resistance to the Proposed Near-

Surface Disposal Facility

Chalk River Labs is nestled beside the Ottawa River, which flows over 1,200 kilometres
through the heart of traditional Omamiwininiwag or Algonquin territory. A subgroup of the
larger Anishinaabe culture, the Omamiwininiwag are believed to have migrated from the
Atlantic coast, settling along the Ottawa River over 2,000 years ago. The Omdamiwininimowin

word for the river is Kichi-Sibi, meaning “great river.” Little is known about earliest peoples
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believed to have lived in the area dating back to the Late Plano era (8,000-6,000 BCE) or the
Shield Archaic period (6,000-500 BCE), but the late pre-contact peoples living in the river
valley from 500 AD until 1600 are the direct ancestors of today’s Anishinaabeg, such as the
Ojibwe, Cree, and Northern Algonquin peoples (QLF, 2005, pp. 10-12).

Chalk River Laboratories is typically mentioned in a rather rote rehearsal of Canada’s
involvement with nuclear weapons development during and after WWII, or else as the
research center that contributed to the development of the CANDU reactor, which
pioneered heavy-water reactor technology globally (Brooks, 1993). It is rarely mentioned
that the Chalk River facility was built on unceded Algonquin territory without any
consultation with First Nations communities. Times have changed, however. While nuclear
research in Canada was undertaken in relative secrecy throughout the mid-twentieth
century, today, anti-nuclear activists and First Nations groups are well aware of the risks
associated with such ventures. Since the landfill site near Chalk River Labs was proposed in
2016 and authorized by the federal regulator, the Canadian Nuclear Safety Commission
(CNSQ), in January 2024, the fiery backlash has been widespread, forceful, and ongoing. The
project has been opposed by several Algonquin groups, the Assembly of First Nations,
citizens’ groups, and over 140 surrounding municipalities, including Gatineau, Ottawa, and
Montréal (Jones, 2025). “We have never agreed to this, and it continues to be operated on
our unceded territory,” said Chief Dylan Whiteduck of the Kitigan Zibi Anishinabeg First
Nation in 2023, shortly before the project was granted formal approval. “We have
consistently expressed our opposition to further nuclear development in our Algonquin
territory” (Williams, 2023).

The purpose of this near-surface disposal facility (NSDF), to be located a mere 1.1km
from the Ottawa River (which supplies drinking water to millions of Canadians in and around
the country’s capital), is to ‘permanently’ store one million cubic metres of radioactive

waste, 90% of which was generated at the federal nuclear research facility in question over
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its eight decades in operation. Much of the radioactive waste slated for disposal is currently
sitting in trenches around Chalk River Labs, a long-outdated practice not in line with
contemporary waste-management protocols (Bulowski, 2025). And while the NSDF
proposal describes the waste as “low-level waste” with respect to its radioactivity, of the 31
radionuclides listed on the NSDF inventory, “23 have half-lives exceeding 1600 years” and
include the “alpha emitters uranium-238 and thorium-232, with half-lives of millions to
billions of years” (Kitigan Zibi Anishinabeg, 2023, p. 28).

The first successful court challenge was brought by Kebaowek First Nation, whose
lawyers argue that the Canadian Nuclear Safety Commission (CNSC) failed to secure
Algonquin First Nations’ “free, prior, and informed consent” to dispose of hazardous waste
in their territory as mandated by the United Nations’ Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous
Peoples Act (UNDRIP)-specifically Article 29, which declares that “[s]tates shall take
effective measures to ensure that no storage or disposal of hazardous materials shall take
place in the lands or territories of Indigenous peoples without their free, prior and informed
consent” and that governments must ensure there are programs responsible for
“monitoring, maintaining, and restoring the health of Indigenous peoples... affected by
such materials” (United Nations, 2007, p. 41). In February 2025, the judge ordered the CNSC
and Canadian Nuclear Labs (CNL) to more robustly consult the Kebaowek and to reconsider
their commitments as mandated by the U.N. Declaration (Jones, 2025). The Anishinaabeg
have serious concerns about the safety of the NSDF, which are well-founded. Studies
indicate that the waste repository at Chalk River is likely to break down and leak due to
erosion after a few hundred years, contaminating the surrounding area, including the
Ottawa River. Similar sites have depreciated much faster than expected and are at greater
risk due to climate change fallout such as rising temperatures, sea-level rise, and storm
surges, as seen with the Humboldt Bay storage site in California; the Sellafield nuclear dump

in the U.K.; and the Runit Dome structure in the Marshall Islands (Brown et al., 2024; Isaac;
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Lawson, 2023). Further, given the fact that radioactive materials in drinking water greatly
increase the risk of cancers, genetic mutations, and birth defects (NRC, 2006; Carvalho et al.,
2014; Hoover et al., 2021; Drozdovitch, 2021; Alimam; Auvinen, 2025), the risk of planting such
a facility so close to a prominent waterway cannot be understated.

The second successful court challenge was brought by several allied groups and
foregrounds nonhuman ecosystems and animal life surrounding the proposed repository.
The Kebaowek First Nation, Canadian Coalition for Nuclear Responsibility (CCNR), the Sierra
Club Foundation, and Concerned Citizens of Renfrew County and Area plaintiffs challenged
the decision from Environment and Climate Change Canada (ECCC), which issued a permit
authorizing CNL to displace species-at-risk during the construction of the repository. Citing
threats to biodiversity and endangered species as a violation of the Species at Risk Act, the
groups accused CNL of prioritizing the convenience and cost effectiveness of disposing
waste nearby over their duty to protect ecosystems. Interestingly, because of the security
around the Chalk River site and its existence for over 80 years as a no-go zone, the area has
become a bastion of biodiversity, and is home to eastern wolves, golden-winged warblers,
Blanding’s turtles, bat species, whip-poor-wills, etc. In March 2025, the judge ruled that the
issuing of the permit was “unreasonable due to fatal flaws” connected to misinterpreting
and misapplying the federal Species at Risk Act and overturned the ECCC’s authorization of
the project (Jones, 2025).

The 40-page submission from the Kitigan Zibi Anishinaabeg to the Canadian Nuclear
Safety Commission outlining their concerns over the NSDF spends several pages detailing
the threat to wildlife surrounding the proposed dumping site (KZA, 2023, pp. 30-34). The
submission emphasizes that the loss of 37 hectares of forest will have downstream impacts
on the flora and fauna beyond the site itself. It discusses the moose populations and their
diet, which “includes aquatic roots in swamps, such as the cattail root, which Anishinaabe

people know absorb contaminants” (p. 31). There are entries about the bear dens within the
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footprint of the proposed NSDF, which will require the displacement of the species and the
destruction of their habitats. Bears are considered sacred to the Kitigan Zibi Anishinabeg
and the Omamiwininiwag more broadly. The KZA also outline concerns about predation
around turtle nesting areas by other “wise and observant animals,” a lack of protective
cages around migrated nests, and insufficient oversight to ensure the turtles remain safe
through the transition (KZA 2023, p. 32). The document also zeroes in on the threat to
eastern wolves and freshwater wildlife (including endangered Hickorynut mussels that
purify the waterways, the American eel, and the threatened lake sturgeon). The brief reads:
“[iltis not lost on KZA that those very same processes that displaced us from our traditional
lands are being used against the animals and living beings on the territory. We view this as

an affront to KZA and Omamiwininiwag history and culture” (p. 32).

The Kichi-Sibi’s material and spiritual importance in Omamiwinini and larger
Anishinaabe culture cannot be understated. Scholar Susan Chiblow writes extensively about
the importance of water (nibi) and responsible water governance to the Anishinaabeg.
Many oral creation stories among Canada’s First Nations’ people begin when there is only
water on earth-‘““water is the element from which all else came; it is the primary substance
within the interconnected web of life; it is the centre of the web, rather than being just one
component” (Blackstock, 2001, p. 4). Contrasting the colonial view of water as an
exploitable resource with the Anishinaabe view of water as a living relative, Chiblow
discusses the spiritual valences of nibi, encompassing the view that water is life, has a spirit,
and is not a resource to be controlled, but a “gift with curative powers,” to which human
communities must remain responsible (2019, p. 6). Good decision-making around nibi

governance involves understanding the waters as a reciprocative force with life-giving and
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life-taking powers, as well as an active agent and teacher with knowledge that can be
communicated. Reflecting this outlook, Kebaowek and Kitigan Zibi Algonquin activists
consistently emphasize the need to protect the health of the Ottawa River and Perch Lake,
which neighbor the proposed NSDF site, from radioactive contaminants. Kebaowek Chief
Lance Haymond wrote the former Prime Minister a letter in August 2023 expressing the
Kichi-Sibi’s “immense spiritual and cultural significance” to his community and highlighting
the Kebaowek nation’s cultural will to protect it (Harrison, 2024).

A review of the NSDF case illustrates not only the toll such extractive industries take
on ecological milieus but that a different way of relating to this damage is possible, beyond
a narrow concern for human health and longevity, as exhibited by the Algonquin plaintiffs in
their opposition to the death-worlds likely to be created as a result of the facility. The
centering of ecosystem health and desire to protect it from insidious necropolitical
intervention illustrates a broader and richer conceptualization of who and what is targeted
by nuclear necropower. This ecologically sensitive orientation to life and land has been
categorized by many names, including “traditional ecological knowledge(s),” or TEK, which
Winona LaDuke defines as the “culturally and spiritually based way in which indigenous
peoples relate to their ecosystems” (1994, p. 127). Traditional knowledges are varied and
diverse, but are generally inclusive of “detailed empirical knowledge, material practices,
ethical and spiritual responsibilities, and indigenous values of kinship and mutual

”»

responsibility,” expressing a relationship of reciprocal care with the non-human world
(Kimmerer, 2018, p. 35). Indigenous worldviews are crucial for the responsible development
and stewardship of resources, not only from a human subsistence standpoint, but as an
integrative way of imagining and cultivating the overall health of interconnected and co-
reliant ecosystems. The inherent anthropocentricism of necropolitics as an analytical

framework (which typically focuses on human subjugation by lethal social, economic, and

political powers) can thus be counterposed to what Chiblow calls Anishinaabeg “ontology-
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epistemology,” which is attuned to the connectedness of all living things and spiritual
beings. Borne out of a human-centered framework, biopolitical theory (and necropolitical
theory by extension, despite being forged to highlight the death-making power of colonial
assemblages) can nevertheless be further decolonized and reclaimed as a more expansive
horizon for considering how complex constellations of sovereign power also impact
nonhuman beings, continuing Mbembe’s project of rethinking the moralizing, taxonomic
logics of Eurocentric paradigms. Considered in the context of nuclear necropolitics,
sovereign power is viewed as a contextually mutable power that is unleashed on
peripheralized and racialized populations and similarly subsumes the pluralistic sovereignty
of diverse Indigenous nations. However, it also poses challenges to ecological sovereignty,
assuming we understand the latter as the right to persist and flourish inherent to natural
environments and ecosystems themselves, in their own right.

As of February 2025, the NSDF project has been stalled in the pre-construction phase
due to the above successful litigation efforts. Canadian Nuclear Laboratories is in the course
of appealing both court decisions. Many fear that the power of the nuclear industry, backed
by the Canadian government, will ultimately prevail if public pressure does not remain
constant. The Kebaowek have vowed to keep fighting the proposal until the very end:
“We’re a little community in middle-of-nowhere Québec, taking on the Canadian
government in a colonial court system,” says Chief Haymond, “but this was too important
not to fight” (Curtis; Peltz, 2025). In the meantime, there have been reports that the
consortium contracted by the AECL has been secretly transporting radioactive waste to the
Chalk River facility over public roads for a number of months from the defunct Gentilly-1

nuclear reactor in Québec, as recently as June 2025 (Larocque, 2025).
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Nuclear Weapons Research in Canada in the Twentieth Century

Much of the rather sparse public discussion surrounding the opposition to the
proposed Chalk River NSDF at the national level fails to grapple sufficiently with the storied
nuclear pasts that gave way to the waste now destined for the repository in the first place
(Williams, 2023; Forester, 2025; Jones, 2025). Chalk River Labs was itself created as an
outgrowth of the Manhattan Project, and some of the radioactive waste stored at Chalk
River was sent from Port Hope, Ontario, where a surplus of uranium mined in the north of
the country (at Port Radium) was refined for use in the development of the atomic bombs
during WWII. The waste in question cannot be separated from Western militarism
strategically focused abroad, nor disaggregated from two other domestic sites—Port Radium
and Port Hope-which together reveal how Canada’s drive to pioneer nuclear advancements
at home and on the global stage has historically implicated the endangerment of its local
populations as well as populations abroad.

While uranium was discovered in Canada in the late nineteenth century, the country’s
first commercially significant discovery of uranium occurred during the interwar period
(around 1930) in the Northwest Territories, one of Canada’s remote and mineral-rich
northern territories. Radium ores were also present in the region and were highly valued at
the time for their use in medicine and other applications. The Canadian mining company,
Eldorado Resources, established mines in the area and a small township, Port Radium, built
up around its operations. Eldorado also founded a radium refinery on the other side of the
country, in Port Hope, Ontario, in the early 1930s, where the radium mined in the north was
sent to be processed.

Uranium was the principal waste product generated from the refinement of radium
at Port Hope. But it was only once uranium’s nuclear potential was discovered at the end of

the decade that it became clear that what was once idle waste—piled around the factory
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yard, stored in siloes, and regularly dumped into the harbor (Bothwell, 1984, p.81)-could be
enriched and atomically manipulated to create massive quantities of energy. Eldorado
pivoted to uranium ore mining in 1942, ultimately supplying significant quantities of uranium
to the United States military for use in the Manhattan Project. As there were only a few
significant sources of uranium in the world at the time, the Canadian government swiftly
expropriated and nationalized Eldorado to keep uranium stores in government hands (CM,
2025). The U.S. had access to a major uranium deposit in western Colorado. Another, in
Czechoslovakia, was already under German control, and the U.K. arranged the export of
uranium oxide to America from another significant site in the Belgian Congo (Bernstein,
1976). The uranium ore mined in northern Canada (and much of the uranium from the
Congo) was processed at Port Hope and stockpiled to aid the Allies’ military effort. Since the
dawn of the nuclear age, in other words, the Canadian government and the nuclear industry
have been deeply enmeshed and the goals of each (to bolster national security, ensure
energy independence, and pursue economically advantageous nuclear investments) have
generally been more complementary than at odds, which calls into question the
rigorousness of the regulative apparatuses designed to tamp down nuclear misconduct and
superintend industry expansion.

Due to the war waging in Britain and on the continent, European scientists relocated
to the Montréal Lab in Québec, Canada, which was conducting nuclear research in
collaboration with Great Britain. In the summer of 1943, Roosevelt and Churchill met in
Québec, at the First Québec Conference: a secret military meeting in which the two leaders,
flanked by Canadian Prime Minister Mackenzie King, signed a nuclear weapons agreement
that established the terms of their collaboration in developing the nuclear bomb, as well as
necessitated their mutual consent in deploying it. At this point, Britain’s longer-established
nuclear weapons’ development program, “Tube Alloys” - much of which had been

offshored to the Montréal Lab during wartime — was merged with the Manhattan Project
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(Noakes, 2020). As the effort to support the production of military weapons to be used on
adversaries abroad ramped up, the steady contamination of Port Radium, on the shore of

Great Bear Lake, and Port Hope, located at the mouth of the Ganaraska River, continued.

“Village of Widows”: Déljne, Great Bear Lake

It is estimated that roughly 70% of the planet’s uranium is located on or adjacent to
the lands of Indigenous peoples on every continent (Makhijani, 1995, p. 8; LaDuke, 1999, p.
97; Graetz, 2014, p. 339). The rugged and remote land surrounding Great Bear Lake in
Canada’s Northwest Territories — from whence Canada’s greatest contribution to the atomic
bomb, in the form of uranium, came - is no exception.

While the Port Hope facility was responsible for refining the uranium for use in the
Manhattan Project, the uranium itself was drawn from a mining area 3,425 kilometers
northwest of the refinery, on the eastern shore of Great Bear Lake in Canada’s Arctic
(Bothwell, 1984, p. 10). This area, aptly named “Port Radium” by the late 1930s in honor of
its lucrative export, was established near the community of Déljne on the southwest side of
Great Bear Lake, which had been home to the Sahtu Dene people for thousands of years
(van Wyck, 2010, p. 57). The Sahtt Dene were a nomadic people of the region, migrating
seasonally around the lake in accordance with subsistence trapping and hunting, but they
began settling at Déljne in the 1940s in a more sustained fashion (BT, 2025). As a result, the
fate of the Sahtu Dene would become deeply interlocked with the supply of uranium ore-

pitchblende-being mined by Eldorado at Port Radium.
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Map 1 — Radioactive Waste Sites in Canada
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The Sahtu activist, Cindy Kenny-Gilday, tells the story of the Dene of the Great Bear
Lake region and how Treaty 11 was signed in 1921, which promised the peaceful coexistence
of the white settlers and the Dene, though the Dene “were adamant and clear that [it] was
not a land transaction deal” (2000, p. 109). As white settlers flooded into the mining town
in the 1930s, the Dene were not informed about the resource extraction happening on their

lands, even as their ways of life changed irreversibly to accommodate the influx of new
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inhabitants. As operations ramped up, the Dene men from Déljne, including Kenny-Gilday’s
father, were hired as “ore carriers” to help transport the 9o-pound burlap sacks of uranium
ore, which were carried on their backs before being shuttled onto boats, loaded and
unloaded at transfer points along Great Bear River, and transported two thousand
kilometres south to Alberta, before making their way to Port Hope to be refined (van Wyck,
2010, pp. 57-63; Fletcher, 2015, p. 12).

While in transit, the Dene laborers slept on the bags of uranium ore. Sometimes the
bags tore, and the contents needed to be manually gathered. The men returned home with
uranium dust on their clothes and in their hair, which would then be tracked through their
homes. The uranium sacks were repurposed for household chores. They did not know these
materials were toxic and could have lethal effects. By the 1970s, former ore carriers began
to die from various cancers, including Kenny-Gilday’s father and brother. Their widows were
left to raise the children, and many of them “were plunged into desperate poverty” without
remaining men to hunt, trap, and fish (Kenny-Gilday, 2000, p. 112; van Wyck, 2010, pp. 67-70).
Déljne would come to be known as the ‘Village of Widows.’ In 1998, the Canadian filmmaker
Peter Blow produced a documentary by the same name, casting a light on the plight of the
Sahtu Dene which had been, until a few years previously, largely unknown (van Wyck, 2010,
p. 58; Fletcher, 2015, p. 245). The film also documents how, unbeknownst to the Dene until
as late as the 1980s, the uranium that their elders transported was used to create the nuclear
weapons that were dropped on Japan. In 1998, the Dene sent a delegation to Japan to
apologize to the hibakusha-the bomb survivors—for their contribution to the bombs that
devastated the region, even though they were unaware of how the mined materials would
be used (Blow, 1998, 43mins12secs-45mins35secs; Kenny-Gilday, p. 110).

As van Wyck notes, there is an “archival absence” when it comes to the stories of the
Dene, who watched as their lands were “contorted into a site of ‘national self-realization’”’

(2010, p. 31). It took a long time for the oral histories of the Dene to be taken seriously as
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testimony, even as they began expressing concern about the rising incidences of cancer and
the adverse impacts of radium mining on the surrounding land in the 1960s and 70s. The
issue went largely unaddressed by the government until the 1990s, after a study was
conducted (the first of several), which would find that the uranium contaminants left by the
mining posed no significant health risks, and, therefore, that “under current site conditions
no immediate remedial clean-up actions are required” (SENES, 1994, p. 6-7). However, the
study itself notes that the findings were provisional, and many have noted the failure of the
researchers to consult with the Dene (Fletcher, 2015, p. 321). The studies also did not, and
perhaps could not by that point, account for one of the Dene’s central concerns: the
exposure of the ore carriers, many of whom had already died, to toxic materials at the height
of the mining boom. The contamination of the Dene lands due to the mines has also been
injurious to the animal life upon which the Dene rely, and which they feel called to protect.
Referring to the caribou that migrate to Port Radium each autumn, a Dene elder explains in
Blow’s documentary: “They feed off the lichens and drink from the lake...Now we hear
about the effects of that ore. We don’t like to go there now, it’s too dangerous. But the
animals that live off the land, they don’t know about the danger of that place”
(22mins37secs). An updated report released in 2005 identified a number of radiation
exposure pathways considered more dangerous to animals than humans: “The Port Radium
site is contaminated by heavy metals and radioactive elements associated with uranium
mining. Soil, vegetation and surface/groundwater... have elevated levels of various metals
and, as a result, there may be adverse effects to some species of small terrestrial wildlife
using the site,” the report reads (CDUT, p. 97). Hares, grouses, foxes, ducks, and plant life
are particularly impacted by high levels of arsenic, cobalt, and uranium (p. 98). The
government claims the site has been sufficiently remediated since 2013, but Dene concerns

persist (GoC, 2017).
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The Déljne example illustrates that the prospecting, extraction, and processing of
nuclear ores replicates the settler and resource colonialism of earlier eras, with the added
threat of radioactive irradiation, insofar as it dispossesses traditional lands, cultures, and
communities while perpetrating environmental injustices against generations of people,
non-human life, and lands. Kenny-Gilday laments the loss of the Dene men, whose deaths
caused a cultural dysplasia, resulting in the patrilineal severing of the experiential
knowledges required to live in alignment with traditional practices: “Without the
grandfather to pass down spiritual teachings and values, without the uncles to correct the
behaviour of a nephew and without a father to train his sons to assume obligations and
responsibility for the survival of the tribe,” she writes, “hope dies quickly,” (Kenny-Gilday,

2000, p. 113).

Radioactive Reprocessing: Ganaraské, or Port Hope, Ontario

The northern shore of Lake Ontario, where Port Hope stands, is believed to have been
settled over ten thousand years ago. By the early 1600s, before full-fledged European
settlement, Port Hope was inhabited by the Cayuga of the Haudenosaunee Confederacy.
Ganaraské was the first recorded name of what is presently Port Hope, Ontario-the town’s
Ganaraska River still bears the trace of this native heritage. Little is known about the early
settlement of Ganaraské as well as the other settlements along Lake Ontario’s northern
shore, given alack of archeological evidence due to Haudenosaunee clashes with the French
settlers and their Wendat and Algonquin allies during the seventeenth century (Staunton,
1984; Martin, 2014).

Susan M. Hill details the Haudenosaunee-European interactions that took place in the

Grand River area, further west of Port Hope, but touching on the Ganaraské region,
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documenting the beginning of colonial contact, the impacts of trade and disease, and
ensuing conflicts in the region (Hill, 2017). Between 1630 and 1640, the five nations (at the
time) of the Haudenosaunee Confederacy are believed to have lost 50% of their overall
population due to outbreaks of smallpox, influenza, and other epidemics (Hill, 2017, p. 87).
The survivors grew more dependent on trade goods and were forced to hunt more
exhaustively to fulfill fur trade demands, resulting in over-hunting and, in turn, migration and
impingement on other lands. The scarcity led to fiercer competition and tension among
groups in the area intensified, which fuelled the Beaver Wars. While some scholars speculate
that “imperialistic desires” took hold of the Haudenosaunee, driving conflict in the region,
Hill (2017, p. 88) stresses that “the impact of grief is essential” to understanding the
“collective mind of the Haudenosaunee people at this critical juncture in their history.” She
notes that with “a grief-stricken and depleted population, the Haudenosaunee set out to
repair both the human and economic impacts of the epidemics through their campaigns
against their neighbours to the north, west, and south in the mid-seventeenth century” (Hill,
2017, p. 88).

The fate of these earlier peoples cannot be separated from interventions by foreign
populations and the cultural and economic incentives introduced as a result. And this would
be true again, much later, for Indigenous and settler populations alike, as Port Hope found
itself embroiled in the nuclear nexus driving toward the atomic bomb, illustrating how the
impacts of settler colonialism and nuclear colonialism often form a necropolitical continuum
of harm. Today, Port Hope is best known for housing one of the largest volumes of historic
low-level radioactive waste in Canada. Established in 2001 and actively remediating waste
since 2012, the Port Hope Area Initiative (PHAI), overseen by Canadian Nuclear Laboratories
(CNL)-a subsidiary of the Crown corporation, Atomic Energy of Canada Limited (AECL)-is
responsible for the management of approximately 1.2 million cubic metres of radioactive

waste (AECL, 2018). The CNL website commends its valiant clean-up efforts while claiming
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that the harmful radioactive dumping originally occurred “in keeping with the knowledge
and practices of the day” (CNL, PHAI). However, it is well documented that by the early
1930s, when this dumping began, there was already awareness of the significant harms of
radium and uranium processing and their affiliated wastes (Timm, 1933; Leitch, 1935).
Canada’s Department of Mines, in 1931, released a document called “Precaution for Workers
in the Treatment of Radium Ores,” which warned that even low-level exposure to radium
could cause “lung cancer, bone necrosis and rapid anemia” (McClelland, 1931, p. 147). van
Wyck writes about Eldorado’s grim health and safety record at both the Port Radium mining
site in Great Bear Lake as well as at the Port Hope plant: “three radiation surveys conducted
at the Port Hope facility in 1945, including one by the National Research Council, concluded
that “medical hazards at Port Hope were extremely grave, and that the intensity of
uncontrolled radiation was far above any accepted or acceptable tolerance” (2010, p. 48-9).

In 1981, journalist Penny Sanger wrote a book exposing the acute contamination of
Port Hope due to radium and uranium refinement. She reports on the haphazard dumping
of waste in ravines, the harbor, and “throughout the region with little regard for seepage,
effects on wildlife and human life” as well as incidences of radon gas concentrations in high
quantities found in schools and residences (Sanger, 1981, p. 131). Sanger chronicles the
premature deaths of former refinery workers, considers the secretive and coercive nature
of the nuclear industry, and discusses working peoples’ dependence on harmful industries
in pursuit of economic stability. It is also well-documented that, in Port Hope as well as in
many other regions, Indigenous consultation when it comes to nuclear development and
waste management has been consistently absent or deprioritized, though recognition of
this fact is glaringly absent from Sanger’s text. This is actually admitted by Canadian Nuclear
Laboratories on their website, where they pledge to consult the Michi Saagig Anishinaabeg
(whose traditional territories include the Port Hope area) at every step of the cleanup

initiative. In 2024, a number of First Nations voices on the subject of nuclear energy and
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radioactive waste were collected. This text cites a 2021 letter from Ojibwe Chief Glen Hare
to Canada’s Prime Minister, reiterating Anishinaabeg opposition to nuclear waste dumping
in Port Hope and revealing that the government-owned AECL had outsourced the
remediation work to private agencies (Bartlett et al., 2024, p. 47). Those private agencies
were attempting to weaken cleanup criteria by asking for “permission to increase the
permissible levels of residual uranium... and to increase the permissible levels of residual
arsenic,” leaving up to “52 percent more uranium contamination in place than previously
promised, and up to 450 percent more arsenic than previously agreed” (Hare, 2021, pp. 1-2).
We will see that the lack of government transparency and failure to honour remediation
promises has similarly occurred at Chalk River Laboratories, from the 1940s until the present

day.

Toxic Drifts: The Founding of Chalk River Laboratories (1944-2018), Post-

War Nuclear Proliferation, and Ongoing Nuclear Instability

By 1944-as the Dene of the Great Bear Lake region were transporting tons of uranium
ore south-the Montréal Laboratory scientists had plans to further test their research by
building nuclear reactors. The Canadians, with the approval of the Manhattan Project’s U.S.
military director, Leslie Groves, selected a site northwest of Ottawa for this venture. The
site, Chalk River Laboratories, would not become operational until after Japan’s surrender
in the wake of nuclear devastation. Two reactors were built there: the first nuclear reactor
outside the United States, the ZEEP, followed by the NRX reactor in 1947, which, at the time,
was the most powerful nuclear reactor in the world (GoC, 2012). In 1952, Atomic Energy of

Canada Limited (AECL) was founded, a Crown corporation that had the stated initiative, in
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alignment with government messaging, of promoting “peaceful uses of atomic energy”
(GoC, 2016; Seitz, 1996). Chalk River, overseen by the AECL, would indeed come to supply
around 40% of the world’s supply of medical isotopes, mostly used in the diagnosis and
treatment of cancers. However, it also secretly supplied the U.S. with 252kg of plutonium
between 1959 and 1964 for use in nuclear weapons (Guillemette 2022; GoC 2012) and sent
plutonium to Britain as the latter was preparing to detonate atmospheric nuclear weapons
in the Montebello Islands off the coast of Australia (Gordon, 2016, 36minsoosecs-
36mins:20secs).

What, exactly, makes a country a nuclear power? The shifting and unbounded nature
of nuclear power, as well as the historical secrecy surrounding it, makes it particularly
pervious to rhetorical reframing. Canada’s peripheral but somehow still central role —i.e. as
a country that aided and abetted nuclear weapons’ development at every turn without
having a formal weapons program of its own — has licensed the rhetorical distancing of
Canada’s overarching national ‘peacemaking’ project from its protracted history of nuclear
misconduct, a strategy frequently employed by government organizations and private pro-
nuclear power advocates over the last few decades. Governments deploy various rhetorical
strategies to justify nuclear colonialism, evade accountability, and malign anti-nuclear
activism-including the exercise of strategic silence; naming practices that describe nuclear
sites as ‘barren,’ ‘lifeless,’” ‘non-viable’ wastelands ill-suited to other endeavors; eschewing
deliberative processes; and shifting the burden of proof to already suffering communities
who then must take on the onus of proving nuclear misconduct (Endres, 2009; Durant,
2009ab; Kaur, 2021). The Canadian government is no exception.

The first nuclear reactor meltdown in history happened at Chalk River Laboratories in
1952. The failure of the NRX reactor-which rapidly overheated, causing a series of
explosions-allowed “the release of a significant plume of radioactive gases, vapours and

cinders into the atmosphere” (CCRC, 2011, p. 12). Another major accident occurred in 1958,
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involving a fuel rupture and fire that contaminated the NRU reactor building and
surrounding area. Further, radioactive leaks were detected in 2008 and 2009, nine years
before Chalk River’s NRU reactor was shut off indefinitely. The decommissioning process is
still ongoing today. Many concerns have thus plagued Chalk River Labs throughout its
history: the sustained use, until decommission, of a deteriorating NRU reactor (one roughly
ten times larger than the NRX reactor involved in the 1952 meltdown); the generation and
export of weapons-grade enriched uranium despite Canada’s non-proliferation obligations
surrounding nuclear weapons and explosives; unresolved liabilities due to legacy radioactive
waste stored or buried at the site; and the likelihood that another nuclear disaster would
result in “enormous volumes of contaminated water” being dumped into Ottawa’s
waterways (CCRGC, 2011, p. 13), as was the case after the Chernobyl disaster in 1986, which
polluted the Pripyat, Dnieper, and Uzh Rivers, and the Fukushima disaster in 2011, which
polluted the Pacific Ocean with radionuclides, severely impacting aquatic ecosystems.
Today, there is enough radioactive waste at the Chalk River site to fill 400 Olympic-sized

swimming pools (Curtis and Peltz, 2025).

Nuclear Decolonization: Canada’s Sacrifice Areas

An earlier 2011 brief filed, unsuccessfully, in opposition to the Chalk River license
renewal (before it was approved for another five years and then slowly decommissioned)
was titled “Canada’s Nuclear Sacrifice Area.” The straightforward brief hints at, but does not
flesh out, the significance of the term “sacrifice area,” which has been in use since the 1970s
to describe land destroyed by livestock grazing; nuclear testing areas that transform viable
swaths of land into radioactive hotspots; and surface mining or ‘strip mining’ sites where

operations render ecological rehabilitation difficult or unlikely (Juskus, 2023). The term has
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since been elaborated and critically redirected to address the disproportionate exposure of
marginalized communities to harmful contaminants, such as in the work of Valerie Kuletz,
who describes areas “set aside for weapons testing and development, uranium mining, and
military training” as “visible geographies of sacrifice” (1998, p. 6). These landscapes are
deemed expendable, simultaneously subject to conquest and erasure, and superimposed
over what First Nations people see as a “geography of the sacred...where spiritual and
cultural life are woven directly into the landscape itself” (Kuletz, 1998, p. 13). Danielle Endres
discusses how activists and critics have adopted the term “sacrifice zone” (historically
employed by governments to designate contaminated areas) to make viscerally palpable
how states actively determine geographies of sacrifice: “the term calls forth the sacrifices
that marginalised people living in the sacrifice zone must make” and exposes the sprawling
horrors that poor, Indigenous, and other racialized communities are made to endure
(Endres, 2009, p. 931). The term “sacrifice zone,” when understood politically and
sociologically rather than bureaucratically, emphasizes the necropolitical dimensions at play.
These areas are not righteously sacrificed in honor of the greater national or nuclear good
but are relegated to ritual sacrifice on the altar of military and economic interests—wherein
dynamic life systems are rendered corruptible and disposable. It is therefore not a surprise
that the discussion of sacrifice zones has been a fixture of necropolitical scholarship in
recent years (Lerner, 2010; Demos, 2021; Nugent and Suhail, 2024; Brennan, 2024; Kirk, 2024;
Tornel, 2024). Marcelo Lopes de Souza (2021, p. 224) reminds us that sacrifice zones are
created through literal zoning processes effectuated by necropolitical state apparatuses,
and that not only human lives are sacrificed in such environments, but rather, “everything is
disposable: fauna, flora, whole ecosystems, and landscapes”.

Most would assume that nuclear safety would be of utmost importance to
governments given the chronic health risks posed to citizens and the larger environment,

the generationally enduring radioactive waste generated, and the apocalyptic potential of
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nuclear experimentation should operations go awry. And yet, the greatest drivers of nuclear
safety reforms throughout Canadian history have been grassroots organizations such as
citizen working groups and Indigenous advocates. There is a rich tradition of anti-nuclear
activism and opposition to uranium mining globally, and this is also true in Canada. Over 300
public interest advocacy groups across the country support the phasing out of nuclear
power, including larger players like Greenpeace and the Sierra Club. At present, two
Canadian provinces have banned or largely restricted uranium mining due to public pressure
(British Columbia and Québec; Nova Scotia’s moratorium was repealed in 2025) (McBride,
2025). Working to fill a void in the publicly available information surrounding Canada’s
nuclear history, nonprofit organizations have developed their own nuclear expertise and
frequently commission their own studies and reports, in addition to compiling publicly
accessible resources (Lutz, 2009, p. 257, 279).

While the nuclear industry pushes for expansion, the climate crisis stimulates the
appetite for nuclear power generation as a dominant form of energy production (including
for Al data centers), and projects like the NSDF at Chalk River pass the average Canadian
citizen by without much notice, populations that have already suffered at the hands of
nuclear necropolitics continue to lead the resistance: descendants of the Sahtu Dene ore
carriers in Déljne like Cindy Kenny-Gilday; civic groups and families of radium refiners fighting
for remediation and remuneration in Port Hope; and the Kebaowek and Kitigan Zibi
Omamiwininiwag land defenders in Québec who have long observed the depreciation of
their surrounding land and waters due to the nuclear industry (Howard, 2019; Indspire, 2025;
Hamilton, 2025). More powerfully, Indigenous groups in Canada have long acknowledged
the need to demonstrate solidarity with those living in sacrifice zones abroad. In 1998,
visiting a hospital to address Korean-born hibakusha still suffering ailments due to radiation
exposure, Dene elder George Blondin, who worked for only one day loading Port Radium

uranium into a plane to be sent to Port Hope for use in the atomic bombs, said: “We come
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here to learn... we share your sorrow, our sorrow, and we share that together. | am part of
you. Indian law goes like that: there is no stranger in the world, everybody is your brother
and sister” (Blow, 1998, 43mins:27secs). There is an awareness here of the unbroken ties
and shared traumas that connect Western hyper-militarism abroad to domestic violence at
home-that connect the hibakusha of Hiroshima and Nagasaki to the ore carriers of Déljne-
that connect the old growth forests, nesting turtles, and their human protectors in these
lands to those lands and protectors abroad.

The nuclear industry has simultaneously spectacular and insidious ramifications for all
planetary life-for human life, non-human life, terrestrial stability, geological integrity,
atmospheric and marine resilience, soil health and food systems hygiene, social equity,
national sovereignty, cultural endurance, and so on. At this point in history, as Livia Monnet
(2022, p. 8) points out, “a thoroughly denuclearized and decontaminated sovereignty... a
complete existential independence or separation from the nuclear, is unattainable.” What it
means to ‘“decolonize the nuclear,” then, is to critically unveil the problems, paradoxes, and
necropolitical dynamics animating the nuclear episteme and its infrastructures with the aim
of dismantling its power, which manifests at both the global and local levels. This article has
attempted precisely this. And while Indigenous communities, environmentalists, and anti-
nuclear advocates are leading the charge on the ground by holding nuclear powers to
account, it is clear that this effort will need to take root around the world for meaningful
change in this space to be possible. The hope is that this account inspires allies to intervene
and act in solidarity with the Omamiwininiwag efforts to protect unceded Indigenous land in
Deep River, Ontario from ongoing endangerment and pressure by the nuclear industry, and
to lay bare how their plight is sutured to so many others, across the country and around the

world.
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