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Introduction 

The center of world uranium produc­
tion through the 1990s will be Canada. 1 

One-third of the uranium mined in 
countries outside the Soviet block dur­
ing 1985 was produced in Canada and 
85 per cent of this production was ex­
ported. Uranium prices fell from 1978 
onwards and only in recent months has 
there been a modest upturn. In this 
"lean and mean" market, the highgrade 
and easily exploitable uranium deposits 
in the Western Canadian province of 
Saskatchewan are among the only mines 
that can turn a decent profit. 2 In 1984 
and 1985, exploration at the Cigar Lake 
deposit in Saskatchewan revealed the 
largest highgrade deposit ever 
discovered. These resources are likely to 
assure Canada's leadership in the world 
uranium export market over the next 
decade. 

What are the consequences of this 
leadership for the industrial and 
technological development of Canada, 
and what are the lessons of the Cana­
dian case for other uranium exporters? 

One possible response is that this 
leading uranium'·export role will not 
have much of a long-term impact in 
terms of deepening Canada's industrial 
structure and technological capacity. In 
-this view, mining is viewed as an enclave

and Canada as the world's richest un­
derdeveloped country. Although Cana­
da has a high GDP per capita, the lion's
share of its exports are mineral, forestry,
and agricultural products which are
shipped in raw form or in the first stages
of processing (e g, smelted metals).
Capital goods are mainly imported.
Hence primary product exports provide
a certain amount of foreign exchange,
some jobs in sectors characterized by a
high ratio of capital to labour, and
economic rent collected in the form of
taxes or joint ownership of resources
between private companies and the
government . The resultant revenues
provide an internal market for industri­
alization through import-substitution
where industry is characterized by a

high degree of foreign ownership and a 
low capacity to export. When uranium 
resources are exhausted, one would be 
left mainly with empty holes and poten_­
tially hazardous tailings. The major 
long-term impact of the mining activity 
would depend on whether governments 
utilized rents to meet current expenses 
or invested the funds in activities which 
deepen industrial structure and techno­
logical development. 

An alternative view is that mining has 
the capacity to generate substantial 
backward linkages to input industries. 
In the cases where the class structure of 
the host country is similar to that of 
countries in the center of -the world 
economy 3 or there is a critical mass of 
skilled persons, the transfer, adoption, 
and improvement of technologies can 
"take off'. This industrial and 
technological development may pro­
ceed because private capital faces pro­
duction problems which it finds more 
profitable to resolve with local resources 
or on the basis of state intervention. 
Often these local innovations are not 
socially visible because they are not ma­
jor "epoch-making" innovations of the 
Schumpeterian type. Cumulatively, 
however, these incremental innovations 
can yield a dynamic industrial structure 
which has the capacity to both replace 
imports and export products and serv­
ices to markets in the center. 4 

When we began our investigation of 
the Canadian uranium sector, we ex­
pected to find a typical case of economic 
dependency. In the course of this 
research, we discovered that the basic 
statistics revealed another situation: 
uranium exploration and uranium min­
ing, either underground or open-pit, is 
not fundamentally different than other 
mining activities. Thus one must ex­
amine mining inputs in general in order 
to understand the inputs into uranium. 
When we looked at the proportion of 
mining capital goods supplied by im­
ports, the proportion was high as ex­
pected but Canadian exports accounted 
for a significant proportion of mining 
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equipment production and were grow­

ing at a faster rate than imports. These 

exports were directed towards the coun­

tries of the center as well as the 

periphery. Furthermore, Canada has 

become the world leader in geophysical 

exploration techniques. 

Mining is not an isolated instance 

where the facts do not fit the dependen­

cy model. Canadian nationalism was on 

the rise during the 1960s and 1970s. 

Latin American dependency theory was 

married to an earlier indigenous theory 

of the truncated development of 

primary-product producers, the 

"staple" theory advanced by Harold In­

nis and his colleagues during the inter­

war years. Where the Economic Com­

mission on Latin America divided the 

world into center and periphery. Innis 

spoke of "metropole" and "hinter­

land!'. During recent years, dependency 

theory has been called into question by a 

number of Canadians who began from 

this perspective, discovered that there 

were major facts that did not corres­

pond to what was expected, and have 

consequently advanced new ideas con­

cerning the relation between primary 

production and industrial develop­

ment. 5 

Our objectives are to preent the 

economic organization of the uranium 

mining sector of the leading world ex­

porter, Canada, and to examine the 

backward linkages which are generated 

by mining. We will also examine the 

lessons that the Canadian case holds for 

other exporting nations. 

The actors 

Mining and milling companies are com­

posed of several different types of ac­

tors, and the impact of falling prices has 

different consequences for each type of 

enterprise. For multinational mining 

companies, uranium mining is one of 

many types of investments. Many 

multinationals have long-term con­

tracts with utilities which shelter them in 

the short-term from tumbling spot 

prices. Within host countries, national 
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mining companies such as Canada's 

Denison mines have more of their eggs 

in the uranium basket, although long­

term contracts also offer them tem­

porary shelters - we emphasize tem­

porary because long-term contracts 

usually have escape clauses for utilities 

when average spot prices are significant­

ly below contracted prices for a set 

number of years. 

The other actors are state enterprises 

based in the producing and consuming 

countries respectively. State enterprises 

in the host country are often in joint 

ventures with private capital and act 

primarily as rent-collectors. Falling 

prices are likely to push them to increase 

exploratio·n and development of mines 

in order to maintain aggregate revenues 

and employment; private capital is more 

likely to cut back on these activities in 

order to maintain profit rates. The se­

cond type of state enterprise, or mixed 

state-private ventures with ties to 

utilities in consuming countries, have a 

cushioning mechanism when prices fall: 

lower profits in a host country such as 

Canada are compensated by lower fuel 

prices in the home country reactors. 

When uranium prices rise, profits can be 

taken from the mines of the host coun­

try as the utility part of the operation 

faces higher fuel costs. 

A survey of the Canadian 
uranium sector 

The total value of Canadian mineral 

production, excluding oil and gas, was 

14.8 G USO. Uranium exports reached a 

value of 916 M USO and ranked seventh 

among Canada's mineral exports. Ca­

nadian uranium production is concen­

trated in two regions, as indicated in 

Figure 1. The black circle, number 1, 

represents the older producing region of 

Elliot Lake in southern Ontario while 

the black circles 4, 5, and 10 represent 

the active mines in northern Saskat­

chewan's Athabasca Basin, which is now 

the leading region of the world urani­

um economy. Saskatchewan produced 

5.928 kt U in 1985 with a workforce of 

1 034 persons. Ontario produced 4.952 

kt U with a workforce of 4 299.6 

Elliot Lake and the Athabasca Basin 

are polar opposites in terms of their 

physical, economic, and demographic 

characteristics. The eastern mines have 

underground, low-grade deposits which 

are labour-intensive and relatively high 

cost operations. Elliot Lake is a classic 

mining town of 20 000 people which is 

located in southern Ontario, which is 

both Canada's industrial heartland and 

the major center of nuclear reactor ex­

pertise. The mines would likely shut 

down if the mining companies had to 

operate on the basis of current spot 

prices for uranium. Long-term con­

tracts with the state public utility com­

pany, Hydro Ontario, and with foreign 

utilities, yield prices well above spot 

prices. Escape clauses in these contracts 

will permit the utilities to begin 

withdrawing from these contract during 

the early 1990s. If this option proves at­

tractive, we can probably expect a well­

organized political campaign to save the 

mines and the town. 

The Athabasca Basin of northern 

Saskatchewan is a sparsely populated 

region with both a high proportion of 

Amerindians among the local popula­

tion and a very high rate of unemploy­

ment. The mines are high-grade, 

shallow deposits which are mainly 

worked by open-pit methods. Operation 

costs are among the lowest in the world 

and the mines employ relatively few 

people. In order to avoid developing 

mining towns which later become ghost 

towns, the provincial government mov­

ed the companies towards a policy of 

rotating workers in for intensive 7-day, 

12 hours a day stints in the mines. A 

policy was adopted of reserving a quota 

of the mining jobs for native people who 

are flown in from their home communi­

ties. 

The Saskatchewan uranium mining 

boom proceeded when a social demo­

cratic party, the New Democratic Party, 

was in power. This party had its roots in 

agrarian populism and saw uranium, 
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