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Abstract
Uranium mining in Australia has been a contentious issue for over 50 years, not 
least due to the industry’s (ongoing) impact upon Aboriginal communities and the 
environment. In particular, the Ranger uranium mine has, since the 1970s, been 
a site of conflict between economic development, Aboriginal land rights and 
environmental protection. Despite this, historical scholarship on the motivations 
and messages of the environmentally focused anti-uranium mining movement 
of the 1970s in Australia is scarce. Through an examination of ephemera created 
by Australia’s key environmental groups—namely the Australian Conservation 
Foundation and Friends of the Earth—this article explicates the arguments 
that were mobilised against the pursuit of an Australian uranium industry 
among environmentalists during the 1970s. It demonstrates that environmental 
arguments against uranium mining in Australia were influenced by concurrent 
transnational movements against the production of nuclear energy (for both 
peaceful and military purposes) occurring in the United States and across 
Europe, while reflecting fluid and rapidly changing local environmental debates, 
the most consequential of which engendered a clash between ecologically 
driven wilderness rhetoric and land rights. 

Keywords: environmentalism, uranium, activism, mining, conservation, 
Northern Territory

Introduction
Throughout 1975 and 1976, the Ranger Uranium Environmental Inquiry, initiated 
by Prime Minister Gough Whitlam, opened public discussion on the potential future 
for uranium mining in Australia. Environmentalists were unsurprisingly among the 

1	  Jessica Urwin is a postdoctoral fellow in the Centre for Environmental History at The Australian National 
University. Her research explores the relationship between the nuclear order and colonialism in Australia across the 
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Journal of Politics and History, among other journals. 
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many who contributed to the inquiry with formal submissions. Penning one such 
submission was Janet Darling, an active member of both South Australia’s Campaign 
Against Nuclear Energy and the Women’s International League of Peace and Freedom. 
Echoing many of her environmentalist contemporaries, Darling cited uranium’s 
contribution to envisioned (and entwined) global energy and human crises. She 
lamented the industry’s moral shortcomings on account of uranium’s ‘nuclearity’—or 
the state of ‘being nuclear’—due to its role in the nuclear fuel cycle and contribution 
to the risk of nuclear war.2 She criticised attempts to cloud these issues by promising 
‘miracle power’ in the form of nuclear energy.3 And, as with many environmentalists 
in Australia at the time, Darling paternalistically pointed to the deleterious impacts 
of development on Aboriginal peoples, likening her own connection to, and thus 
desire to protect, ‘this country’ and ‘its actual earth … to that of these [Aboriginal] 
people’.4 Such environmentally focused criticisms, with particular reference to 
environmentalists’ engagement (or lack thereof ) with Aboriginal land rights, are the 
focus of this article. 

By charting the development of environmentalists’ arguments against uranium 
mining in Australia during the campaign period of 1975 and 1982 (from the 
emergence of several key environmentalist groups to the year when the movement 
was thought to have ‘faltered’), I seek to respond to a series of historiographical 
and societal challenges.5 Firstly, uranium mining in Australia has remained a highly 
contentious issue in the decades since the 1990s when considerable disputes over 
the expansion of uranium mining in the Northern Territory took place, though few 
recent additions have been made to the scholarship.6 Secondly, and influentially for 
histories of extraction, the notion of ‘environmental justice’ has proliferated in North 
American scholarship, highlighting the disproportionate impact of environmental 

2	  Gabrielle Hecht, Being Nuclear: Africans and the Global Uranium Trade (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2012), 3, 
doi.org/10.1002/j.sda2.20120301.0010.
3	  Statement by Janet Darling [Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom, South Australia]. A4156 52. 
National Archives of Australia (NAA), Canberra.
4	  Ibid. 
5	  Sigrid McCausland, ‘Leave It in the Ground: The Anti-Uranium Movement in Australia 1975–82’ (PhD diss., 
University of Technology, Sydney, 1999), 17; Marty Branagan, ‘Art Alone Will Move Us: Nonviolence Developments 
in the Australian Eco-Pax Movement 1982-2003’ (PhD diss., University of New England, Armidale, 2006), 164.
6	  Much of the literature that deals at length with the anti-uranium mining movement was written in the 1990s and 
early 2000s, and predominantly by political scientists, not historians. See McCausland, ‘Leave It in the Ground’; Greg 
Adamson, Stop Uranium Mining! Australia’s Decade of Protest 1975–85 (Chippendale, NSW: Resistance Books, 1999); 
Timothy Doyle, Environmental Movements in Minority and Majority Worlds: A Global Perspective (New Brunswick, 
NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2005); Timothy Doyle, Green Power: The Environment Movement in Australia (Sydney: 
UNSW Press, 2000); Verity Burgmann, Power, Profit and Protest: Australian Social Movements and Globalisation 
(Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 2003); Verity Burgmann, Power and Protest: Movements for Change in Australian Society 
(Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1992). 
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issues, policies and campaigns on marginalised communities.7 Resource extraction, 
its histories and its legacies are of particular interest to environmental justice scholars, 
analysed for their complex social and political entanglements. Given the complex 
history of extraction in Australia, and the significant involvement of environmentalists 
in protesting against extractive industries, it is surprising that Australian historians are 
yet to take up environmental justice as an analytical frame.8 This has contemporary 
consequences, such as obscuring uranium’s nuclearity, or contribution to the global 
nuclear order.9 

In a world on the brink of environmental catastrophe amidst a worsening climate 
crisis, nuclear energy has been typecast as the ‘heir apparent to fossil fuels’.10 As a 
result, more needs to be done to frame uranium mining in Australia as a historically 
pertinent environmental issue. It is therefore imperative that historians contribute to 
contemporary debate on uranium mining by considering the industry’s nuclearity. 
One way of doing so is to engage critically with the complex social and political 
interactions initiated by and pursued in response to the extraction of this contentious 
resource in decades passed. As the 1980s and 1990s are already regarded as integral 
periods in the fight against the Australian uranium industry, this article focuses on the 
movement’s emergence in the 1970s. A re-examination of the material produced by 
the anti-uranium mining movement in this period demonstrates that nuclear issues 
and environmentalism were inextricably linked, as they remain. 

This article therefore takes seriously the motivations and tensions at the heart of 
the 1970s anti-uranium mining movement, providing an initial survey of the 
movement’s early environmental arguments. It does so through an examination of 
ephemera created for public consumption by several of Australia’s major and most 
prolific environmental groups during the 1970s, namely the Australian Conservation 
Foundation (ACF) and Friends of the Earth (FOE). As Sigrid McCausland and 

7	  I take particular inspiration from the following: Lianne C. Leddy, Serpent River Resurgence: Confronting Uranium 
Mining at Elliot Lake (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2021), doi.org/10.3138/9781442665477; Arn Keeling 
and John Sandlos, ‘Environmental Justice Goes Underground? Historical Notes from Canada’s Northern Mining 
Frontier’, Environmental Justice 2, no. 3 (2009): 118–19, doi.org/10.1089/env.2009.0009; Stephanie Malin, The 
Price of Nuclear Power: Uranium Communities and Environmental Justice (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University 
Press, 2015); Traci Brynne Voyles, Wastelanding: Legacies of Uranium Mining in Navajo Country (Minneapolis, MN: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2015), doi.org/10.5749/minnesota/9780816692644.001.0001.
8	  Uranium mining, as a phenomenon, has been analysed predominantly by mining historians or scholars interested 
in social movements. Yet uranium mining seeps into social, political, racial, gendered, environmental and economic 
histories. See Bernard O’Neil, In Search of Mineral Wealth: The South Australian Geological Survey and Department of 
Mines to 1944 (Adelaide: South Australian Department of Mines and Energy, 1982); R. Keith Johns, A Mirage in 
the Desert? The Discovery, Evaluation and Development of the Olympic Dam Ore Body at Roxby Downs, South Australia, 
1975–88 (Adelaide: O’Neil Historical & Editorial Services, 2010); Troy Street, ‘Contaminant Containment: The 
Australian Uranium Industry’s Struggle to Contain Toxic Waste, Information, and Resistance: An Environmental 
History of Uranium Mining in Australia’ (PhD diss., La Trobe University, Melbourne, 2018).
9	  Hecht, Being Nuclear, 3.
10	  W. J. Nuttall, Nuclear Renaissance: Technologies and Polices for the Future of Nuclear Power (New York: Taylor & 
Francis, 2005), 1, doi.org/10.1201/9781420033779; Anne Sisson Runyan, ‘Disposable Waste, Lands and Bodies 
Under Canada’s Gendered Nuclear Colonialism’, International Feminist Journal of Politics 20, no. 1 (2018): 28, doi.org/​
10.1080/14616742.2017.1419824.
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others have comprehensively analysed the formation, tactics, administration and 
labour politics of both of these organisations, this article is predominantly concerned 
with their public articulation of uranium mining as an emergent environmental 
issue. They demonstrate that while the amorphous anti-uranium mining movement 
initially drew considerable inspiration from several transnational environmentalist 
influences, the movement was quickly forced to localise their efforts in order to face 
down a rapidly developing Australian uranium industry from the middle of the 
decade. Such an assertion is not new. Where this article makes its key contribution 
to the literature is in its focus on conservationism within the movement: the anti-
uranium mining movement’s localisation occurred concurrent with the growth of 
the Aboriginal land rights movement, the fundamental premise of which challenged 
the wilderness-centric conservationism embodied by ‘radical ecology’ and central to 
Australian environmentalism in this period. 

To capture the key shifts in the preoccupation of the anti-uranium mining movement 
across the seven years under analysis, this article is divided according to three 
identifiable phases. To begin, I will discuss the transnational historical context for 
the emergence of the broader environmental movement in Australia, placing the 
anti-uranium movement within its ambit. From its earliest days, the movement 
clearly articulated its opposition to uranium mining in relation to broader critiques 
of energy use emanating from the United States and Europe. By 1977 however, the 
movement’s discussions had firmly reoriented towards local issues in light of debate 
over the establishment of the Ranger mine during Prime Minister Malcolm Fraser’s 
term in office. In response, some within the anti-uranium movement emphasised 
the need to conserve wilderness spaces of national importance such as those within 
the proposed Kakadu National Park. This led to a clash between the broader 
movement’s apparent desire to lend support to the issue of Aboriginal land rights and 
the commitment of various environmentalists to wilderness-centric conservationist 
narratives. Finally, and following the failure of the movement to stop uranium mining 
in the Northern Territory (NT), renewed concerns over nuclear apocalypse and the 
contribution of uranium to nuclear war characterised the anti-uranium mining 
movement as it entered a new decade (a concern later played out in the blockading 
of Roxby Downs, South Australia, in 1983–84). Regardless of the challenges and 
tensions experienced and embodied by the movement between 1975 and 1982, there 
remained a commitment to the sentiment that Australians were ‘better active today, 
than radioactive tomorrow’.11 

11	  This was a slogan popularised by the German anti-nuclear energy movement and reprinted in FOE’s magazine: 
Chain Reaction 4, No. 1 (1978), 16. See Lawrence Wittner, ‘The Forgotten Years of the World Nuclear Disarmament 
Movement, 1975–78’, Journal of Peace Research 40, no. 4 (2003): 438, doi.org/10.1177/00223433030404005.
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Emergence and the environmental emergency
The 1970s are remembered—at least in the popular imagination—as Australia’s most 
transformative period, seemingly triggered by the election of Whitlam to the prime 
ministership in 1972.12 But in 1980 Donald Horne convincingly argued that the late 
1960s was, in fact, the true ‘time of challenge to some of the dominant values and 
bodies of knowledge in Australia’.13 Between 1966 and 1972, Horne contended, ‘some 
of the established common sense’, including ‘racist, anglocentric–imperialist, puritan, 
sexist, politically genteel–acquiescent, capitalist bureaucratic and developmentalist 
strains’, ‘was being upset’: ‘these seven years, not the three Whitlam years, were the 
time of critical change’, he argued.14 It was this context of challenge and change 
that created the circumstances under which the ‘passive attitude to environmental 
problems and “science” in general began to break down’ in Australia, influenced by 
burgeoning environmental concern overseas.15 

This breakdown of passivity had notable transnational influences and coincided with 
a shift in environmental thinking in the United States and Europe in particular. 
Most scholars credit several key publications, including Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring 
(1962), Paul Ehrlich’s The Population Bomb (1968), and the Club of Rome’s The Limits 
to Growth (1972), with ‘reintroduc[ing] … Malthusian notions of limits to growth 
to mainstream politics’.16 Such publications demarcated a ‘momentous cultural shift 
in humanity’s understanding of its place in nature’.17 In Make it a Green Peace!, Frank 
Zelko details how this period (and the increasingly visible impact of humans on the 
environment) engendered a fundamental shift in environmental thinking inspired 
by ecology, which was beginning to develop from ‘a term that referred to a branch 
of biology … into a worldview denoting a certain cultural and political stance’.18 
As a result of increasing social mobilisation and concerns over anthropogenic impacts 
upon the environment, ‘ecology slipped from the realm of “objective” science into 
the world of ethics and politics’ in several Western countries, coming to embody 
what Greenpeace founder Bob Hunter articulated as ‘a spiritual awakening’ which 

12	  Frank Bongiorno, ‘Whitlam, the 1960s and The Program’, in The Whitlam Legacy, ed. Troy Bramston 
(Annandale, NSW: Federation Press, 2013), 34–6; Michelle Arrow, The Seventies: The Personal, the Political and 
the Making of Modern Australia (Sydney: NewSouth, 2019), 18; Donald Horne, Time of Hope: Australia 1966–72 
(Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1980). 
13	  Horne, Time of Hope, 4.
14	  Ibid., 4, 7.
15	  Adamson, Stop Uranium Mining 8.
16	  Doyle, Green Power, 114–15; Chris McConville, ‘Dams, Freeways and Aerospace: How Australian Environmentalists 
responded to Transnationalism and World Heritage, 1964–1984’, Australian Journal of Politics & History 61, no. 3 
(2015): 381, doi.org/10.1111/ajph.12109.
17	  Frank Zelko, Make it a Green Peace! The Rise of Countercultural Environmentalism (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2013), 35.
18	  Ibid., 33–4.
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forced humans to face ‘the penultimate question of how man must order his existence 
in relation to his planet’.19 As Peter van Wyck has expressed it: ‘[u]nder the flag of 
Ecology, a politics of the environment’ was ‘activated’.20 

In the 1970s, therefore, transnational environmentalism became defined by radical 
action, the need for which overthrew scientific pragmatism within the ranks of 
localised conservationist organisations such as the ACF. In Australia, the rise in what 
Libby Robin terms ‘radical ecology’ subsumed the scientific objectivism of ecology 
into a broader countercultural environmental movement with conservationism at its 
core.21 Radical ecology ‘brought with it the need to consider cultural and aesthetic 
arguments, as well as democratic participation in conservation debates’.22 Promoting 
the need for radical ecology were ‘[a]pocalyptic scenarios’ relating to pollution, 
over-population and resource exploitation emanating ‘from overseas sources’, most 
notably the United States.23 Such scenarios, nuclear apocalypse foremost among 
them, promoted a transnational ‘sense of urgency’ regarding the environment.24 And 
while environmentally conscious anti-nuclear protest groups in the United States and 
Europe attempted to resist the expansion of nuclear energy programs, for Australian 
activists, it was uranium mining that was at the centre of their campaigns.25 

As with many other social movements, the anti-uranium mining movement was 
nebulous. It was not pursued by any single organisation, but rather was represented 
within and across environmental groups such as FOE, the ACF and—later—
under a coalition called the National Uranium Moratorium Campaign (which later 
rebranded as the Movement Against Uranium Mining or MAUM). Timothy Doyle 
conceptualises the amorphous anti-uranium mining movement as central to what 
he considers the first wave of ‘modern Australian environmentalism’, emergent in 
the late 1960s and characterised as a ‘battle between the state and/or corporations 
and environmentalists’.26 Of particular importance to this article is this movement’s 
unique grounding in the ‘dominant wilderness perspective’ of the original Australian 
environmental (or conservation) movement.27 Despite displaying varied strategies 
and complex motivations, through their general targeting of myriad issues—such 

19	  Ibid., 35, 48. See also Gary Haq and Alistair Paul, Environmentalism since 1945 (Abingdon: Routledge, 2012), 
7–13, doi.org/10.4324/9780203803875.
20	  Peter van Wyck, Primitives in the Wilderness: Deep Ecology and the Missing Human Subject (New York: State 
University of New York Press, 1997), 17.
21	  Libby Robin, ‘Radical Ecology and Conservation Science: An Australian Perspective’, Environment & History 4, 
no. 2 (1998): 191–208, doi.org/10.3197/096734098779555691.
22	  Ibid., 200.
23	  Drew Hutton and Libby Connors, A History of the Australian Environment Movement (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1999), 125–6.
24	  Ibid.; Kyle Harvey, ‘Nuclear Migrants, Radical Protest, and the Transnational Movement against French 
Nuclear Testing in the 1960s: The 1967 Voyage of the Trident’, Labour History 111 (2016): 79–98, doi.org/10.5263/
labourhistory.111.0079; Jon Piccini, Transnational Protest, Australia and the 1960s: Global Radicals (Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-52914-5.
25	  Wittner, ‘The Forgotten Years of the World Nuclear Disarmament Movement’, 445.
26	  Doyle, Green Power, 124, 117.
27	  Ibid., 117, 124.

http://doi.org/10.4324/9780203803875
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as uranium mining, whaling, dam construction, fossil fuels and reef destruction—
environmentalists of the late 1960s and 1970s pursued ‘direct, oppositional dissent 
to unrestrained environmental use’ and argued for the preservation of the Earth’s 
finite resources.28 

Environmentalists represented in both the broader transnational environmental 
movement and the more specifically Australian anti-uranium mining movement 
sought especially to expose humans’ ‘over-reliance on technology and its experts’.29 
This involved exploring alternative energy in a bid to conserve fossil fuels, and 
critiquing the greed and hubris deployed by proponents of resource extraction. 
As Robin explains, many of the concerns of environmentalists in this period came 
under a general ‘green’ umbrella, and they were preoccupied by impending ‘global 
destruction’ as a result of various environmental blights, from radioactive fallout to 
greenhouse gases.30 Corey Bradshaw and Paul Ehrlich argue that this was on account 
of ‘the rising environmental collateral damage’ of the postwar ‘development push’ that, 
becoming visible, ‘finally persuaded some Australians to adopt the first sentiments of 
environmentalism’.31 While Bradshaw and Ehrlich’s assessment is arguably limited 
and does not account for the impact of transnational neo-Malthusian sentiments 
emanating from the United States on Australian activism, it does point to the 
centrality of ‘development’ and ‘progress’ to environmentalist critiques in this period. 
By the mid-1970s Australian environmentalists were challenging the exploitation of 
finite resources for energy use, drawing into question the necessity and safety of the 
uranium industry and fossil fuel use more generally. 

The anti-uranium mining movement embodied this environmentalism in its 
early years by platforming general anti-capitalist and anti-consumerist rhetoric 
and encouraging the adoption of alternative, low-energy lifestyles. In this way the 
movement differed from the broader anti-nuclear movement, which remained 
preoccupied by the Vietnam War and France’s ongoing nuclear weapons testing 
program in the Pacific.32 Neither of these issues encapsulated the growing concern of 
environmentalists over the exploitation of Australia’s resources and its contribution 
to an impending ‘energy crisis’. As Mia Martin Hobbs has observed, ‘[u]ranium 
was a divisive issue debated in polarised terms’ in Australia: was it a ‘commodity’ 
or ‘calamity’?33 For environmentalists, uranium was a ‘colossal danger to Australians 
and the world’.34 And while the shift towards uranium mining as an independent 

28	  Ibid., 124; Doyle, Environmental Movements, 71.
29	  Doyle, Green Power, 133.
30	  Libby Robin, Defending the Little Desert: The Rise of Ecological Consciousness in Australia (Melbourne: Melbourne 
University Press, 1998), 135.
31	  Corey J. A. Bradshaw and Paul R. Ehrlich, Killing the Koala and Poisoning the Prairie: Australia, America, and the 
Environment (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015), 45, doi.org/10.7208/chicago/9780226270678.001.0001.
32	  McCausland, Leave it in the Ground, 93–5.
33	  Mia Martin Hobbs, ‘Calamity or Commodity? Conceptualising Security in the Nuclear Debate in Fraser’s 
Australia’, History Australia 19, no. 3 (2022): 542–60, doi.org/10.1080/14490854.2022.2057339.
34	  Ibid., 541.

http://doi.org/10.7208/chicago/9780226270678.001.0001
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concern with its own dedicated movement was certainly facilitated—in part—by 
the growth of environmentalism in Australia, it also owed much to renewed debates 
about Australia’s own industry. 

In the early 1970s, the possibility of reviving Australia’s uranium industry was floated 
by the Whitlam Government. It viewed the industry as providing ‘an opportunity to 
stabilise the Australian economy’ as the postwar boom came to an end.35 Arguably, 
Whitlam came into power in 1972 with a ‘pro-uranium mining and development 
stance’, a stance that clashed somewhat with his government’s commitment to 
Aboriginal land rights.36 The 1973 Oil Crisis accelerated global discussions about 
alternative power sources, stimulating interest in the possibilities of nuclear energy. 
This naturally increased global uranium requirements. It was within this context that, 
in 1975, Whitlam initiated an inquiry into uranium mining in the Alligator Rivers 
Region, to be directed by Justice Russell Fox. The ‘Fox Inquiry’, as it became known, 
was designed to examine the environmental impact of exploiting the Ranger, Jabiluka 
and Koongarra uranium deposits of the NT.37

Unsurprisingly, the response to the Fox Inquiry from environmentalists was swift. 
FOE—the Australian contingent of which was established in 1974—opened the third 
issue of its national magazine Chain Reaction with the acknowledgement that ‘[t]he 
Stop the Uranium Mining Campaign remains our first priority’.38 FOE subsequently 
committed their members to ‘disseminating information/propaganda, holding 
meetings, speaking to people generally, [and] leafletting’ in an attempt to stop in its 
tracks the suggestion that Australia should export uranium.39 At the same time, the 
ACF announced their commitment to the ‘campaign against the export of uranium’ 
on the front page of their monthly newsletter.40 Expressing solidarity with FOE ‘and 
other groups’, the ACF dedicated ample newsletter space to the anti-uranium mining 
movement throughout 1975 and 1976 by advertising protest actions, publishing 
letters from their members and calling upon their supporters to write to their local 
members of parliament and the federal government. 

Fundamental to the environmental movement’s initial opposition to uranium mining 
was that it perpetuated an evolving ‘energy crisis’.41 FOE considered this energy crisis 
as symptomatic of a broader ‘human crisis’, such that ‘people everywhere are out of 
touch with their responsibilities and are unconscious or ignorant of the consequences 

35	  Ibid., 546.
36	  Michael Clarke, ‘The Fraser Government’s “Uranium Decision” and the Foundations of Australian Non-
Proliferation Policy: A Reappraisal’, Australian Journal of Politics & History 58, no. 2 (2012): 225, doi.org/10.1111/
j.1467-8497.2012.01633.x. 
37	  Michael Clarke, Stephan Frühling and Andrew O’Neil, ‘Australia’s Uranium Trade in Domestic and International 
Context’, in Australia’s Uranium Trade: The Domestic and Foreign Policy Challenges of a Contentious Export, ed. Michael 
Clarke, Stephan Frühling and Andrew O’Neil (Farnham: Ashgate, 2011), 3.
38	  ‘Editorial’, Chain Reaction 3 (September 1975): 2.
39	  ‘Bike ride to Canberra’, Chain Reaction 3 (September 1975): 6.
40	  ‘Campaign Against Nuclear Power’, Australian Conservation Foundation Newsletter 7, no. 2 (1975): 1.
41	  ‘Editorial’, Chain Reaction 4 (November 1975): 2.

http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8497.2012.01633.x
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of their actions and lifestyles’.42 This sentiment was importantly encapsulated 
by FOE’s first ‘Ride to Canberra’. The ride had ‘two main purposes’: ‘[f ]irstly to 
demonstrate in Canberra against Australia’s policy of exporting uranium’; and, 
secondly, ‘to travel’ by bicycle ‘on a slightly meandering route’ to the nation’s capital.43 
The ride was spruiked enthusiastically by the ACF and others, despite regrettably 
lacking impact on account of ‘not an overwhelming number of people’ attending 
the group’s rally in Canberra.44 Nevertheless, the act of riding bikes to protest against 
uranium reaffirmed ‘the potential inherent in human beings to provide for themselves 
in this technological age’.45 

Perhaps the most acute representation of environmentalists’ critique of a human-
induced and fossil-fuelled energy crisis was the preoccupation of various environmental 
groups with providing information on alternative energy.46 For example, Chain 
Reaction in November 1975 was dedicated to non-nuclear energy alternatives 
‘to encourage informed discussions and inquiry into the various ways humanity has 
learnt to harness natural energies over the last 50,000 or so years, before the advent 
of the “Nuclear Option”’.47 The issue presented its readers with dozens of pages 
dedicated to solar and wind power; several other issues followed suit over subsequent 
years. In Ground for Concern, a Penguin book produced and edited by members of 
FOE, solar power was posited as ‘the basic and economic alternative energy source’, 
not only for the world in general, but also for the ‘kind of free, self-sufficient society 
that, given the will and effort, could be created from such a base’.48 By echoing the 
ecological underpinnings of American environmentalism in this period in their 
attempt to advertise alternative energy options to their members, groups such as FOE 
highlighted what they understood to be a question of ethics, not just technology. 
‘Industrial society has two paths to follow’, one FOE contributor explained to readers 
in 1976, ‘we can continue our present course as a high environmental impact society 
… or we can take the alternative path to a decentralised society and a softer life 
based on real human needs’.49 What environmentalists were asking of their peers was 
seemingly simple: ‘which is more important, money or life[?] … The answer will 
decide the fate of our tiny planet’.50 

42	  Ibid., 2.
43	  ‘Bike ride to Canberra’, 6.
44	  Ibid. ACF supported the ride. See ‘Protest ride against uranium mining’, Australian Conservation Foundation 
Newsletter 7, no. 4 (1975): 3; ‘Bike ride against uranium’, Australian Conservation Foundation Newsletter 8, no. 3 
(1976): 6. 
45	  ‘Bike ride to Canberra’, 6.
46	  For examples from the ACF, see ‘Uranium, energy and our future world’, Australian Conservation Foundation 
Newsletter 8, no. 6 (1976): 4; ‘Solar workshop for ACF members’, Australian Conservation Foundation Newsletter 8, 
no.  11 (1976): 3; ‘Uranium: The 1977 campaign, energy and resources’, Australian Conservation Foundation 
Newsletter 9, no. 1 (1977): 1. See also Chain Reaction 1, no. 4 (November 1975); Chain Reaction 2, no. 3 (1976); 
Chain Reaction 3, no. 1 (1977); Chain Reaction 3, no. 2 (1977); Chain Reaction 3, no. 3 (1977).
47	  ‘Editorial’, Chain Reaction 1, no. 4 (November 1975): 2.
48	  Mary Elliot, ed., Ground for Concern: Australia’s Uranium and Human Survival (Melbourne: Penguin, 1977), 6.
49	  ‘The Ranger Uranium Blues’, Chain Reaction 2, no. 1 (1976): 11.
50	  Ibid. 
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The initial years of the anti-uranium mining movement thus bore witness to vehement 
criticisms of ‘the “ideal” of economic growth at all costs’.51 While proponents of 
uranium exporting argued that it would provide development opportunities for 
so-called ‘Third World’ countries, environmentalists recognised that Australia’s key 
customer was likely to be Japan.52 The infamous chemical engineer and former 
member of the Australian Atomic Energy Commission Sir Philip Baxter was 
reported by FOE as having claimed that ‘Japan so badly needs our uranium for its 
burgeoning nuclear industry that it will invade us if it doesn’t get it’.53 Arguing against 
this ‘neurotic’ claim in November 1975, FOE contributors reprinted a ‘precis’ of 
their submission to the Fox Inquiry, criticising Japan’s ‘high growth objective’ on 
the grounds of ‘the obvious deleterious impact of growth on the environment’.54 
Becoming ‘excessively dependent on any country, especially one which has already 
brought to extreme development many of the evils of advanced capitalism’ would 
significantly threaten Australia’s ability to ‘move towards a renewable energy economy 
while embarking on a serious conservation program’.55 To provide uranium to Japan, 
environmentalists argued, would be inherently dangerous and would be likely to fuel 
nuclear proliferation.56 

The anti-uranium mining movement similarly questioned the argument that nuclear 
energy was important for ‘Third World’ development. When it was suggested that 
nuclear power had the potential to aid the development of countries across Africa, 
environmentalists scoffed. There was ‘only one logical (not necessarily correct) 
argument for uranium exports from Australia from the Third World viewpoint’ 
the contributors argued: ‘[t]hat Australia could force up the price which would be 
advantageous for the economies of African countries … relying heavily on uranium 
foreign exchange earnings’.57 Yet, rather cynically, FOE contended that what was 
more likely was that Australia ‘would actively collaborate in reinforcing the monopoly 
control of the multinational companies over the fuel cycle and the industrial enclaves 
of the Third World’.58 For many in the environment movement, the suggestion 
that nuclear power could assist developing countries in ‘catching up’ with already 
industrialised powers was a disingenuous attempt to maintain an economic foothold 
in the ‘Third World’.59 

51	  ‘Japan’s Nuclear Follies’, Chain Reaction 1, no. 4 (November 1975): 7; ‘Nuclear Conspiracy: West Germany and 
South Africa’, Chain Reaction 1, no. 4 (November 1975): 5; ‘Uranium—Australia and the Third World’, Australian 
Conservation Foundation Newsletter 9, no. 4 (1977): 1–2.
52	  ‘Japan’s Nuclear Follies’, 7.
53	  Ibid., 10.
54	  Ibid., 7.
55	  Ibid., 11.
56	  Statement by Joseph Camilleri [Friends of the Earth]. A4156 32. NAA, Canberra.
57	  ‘Nuclear Power and the Third World’, Chain Reaction 1, no. 3 (September 1975): 8.
58	  Ibid., 9.
59	  ‘Editorial’, Chain Reaction 4, no. 2–3 (1978).
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What these brief examples indicate is that environmentalists were preoccupied with 
a growing energy crisis in the early to mid-1970s, similar to their transnational 
counterparts. As such, from 1975 to 1977, one of the anti-uranium mining 
movement’s  key messages to their supporters was that the uranium industry 
contributed directly to a dual energy and human crisis, the product of greed and 
overconsumption on the part of developed states such as Australia, the United States 
and Japan. Through collective action, Australians could stop uranium mining in its 
tracks. But in 1977, the need for radical action was brought acutely to the fore when 
Australian uranium exports were given the ‘green light’ by the conservative successors 
of the Whitlam Government. Consequently, the environmentalism at the heart of 
the anti-uranium mining movement was forced to take on a more localised tone. 
The  narratives many individuals adopted highlighted the necessity of conserving 
those environments under threat from the scourge of uranium mining. 

Confronting Fraser and conserving wilderness 
Following Whitlam’s (in)famous dismissal in 1975, the future of an Australian 
uranium mining industry became the responsibility of Prime Minister Malcolm 
Fraser. On 2 November 1976, Justice Fox handed down the first of two reports into 
the uranium industry prepared for his inquiry.60 The report expressly ‘did not make 
a recommendation about what Australia should do about the danger’ of exporting 
uranium, instead cautioning the government to take appropriate measures before 
proceeding.61 In response to its release, and influenced by the uranium policies of the 
recently elected US President Jimmy Carter, ‘instead of waiting for the arrival of the 
second Fox report’, the diplomat John McCarthy reported at the time, Fraser’s ‘cabinet 
sat for some eight hours and agreed to a set of uranium exporting conditions which 
closely resembled those of Mr Carter’.62 Carter, in April 1977, had acknowledged the 
important role of nuclear power in reducing ‘the dependence of … [US] economic 
well-being on foreign oil’.63 But in order to curtail the risk of nuclear proliferation, 
the United States simultaneously announced their plan to ‘slow-down the plutonium 
economy’.64 This announcement indicated an increase in demand for uranium.

60	  R. W. Fox, G. G. Kelleher and C. B. Kerr, Ranger Uranium Environmental Inquiry, Second Report (Canberra: 
Australian Government Publishing Service, 1977), 3.
61	  Ibid. 
62	  John McCarthy, ‘Problems in Australian Foreign Policy, January to June 1977’, Australian Journal of Politics & 
History 23, no. 3 (December 1977): 342, doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8497.1977.tb01247.x.
63	  ‘Nuclear Power Policy: Statement by the President on His Decisions Following a Review of U.S. Policy. April 7, 
1977’, Presidential Documents, Jimmy Carter, 1977, 13, no. 15, 506, www.nrc.gov/docs/ML1209/ML120960615.
pdf, accessed 10 October 2023. 
64	  McCarthy, ‘Problems in Australian Foreign Policy, January to June 1977’, 342.
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Fraser’s response was to facilitate the export of Australian uranium. His government 
argued that by exporting uranium, and thus controlling at least part of the industry, 
Australia could monitor the proliferation of weapons using Australian ore.65 Regardless 
of the veracity of such claims, by the time the second report had been released in 
1977, Fraser had given the ‘green light’ to uranium. This decision was met  with 
fierce opposition, as the Fox Inquiry had encouraged the government to proceed 
with caution following a period of public debate.66 Environmentalists were among 
the first to condemn the government for undermining what many believed should 
have been ‘the beginning of the real public debate’ about ‘Australia’s nuclear future, 
and uranium mining’, deploying conservationist critiques to do so.67 However, as will 
be demonstrated, the burgeoning land rights movement challenged the priorities of 
the anti-uranium mining movement by exposing the contradictions and limitations 
of the movement’s conservationism.68 

Abandoning the fleeting hope that had accompanied Fox’s suggestion of an open 
and democratic public debate on uranium mining, both the ACF and FOE began to 
articulate their anti-uranium stances in terms of a ‘confrontation’. In a Chain Reaction 
editorial of 1977, FOE’s editors described Fraser’s actions as eliciting an ‘inevitable 
… confrontation between governments, environmentalists and unions’.69 In the 
following issue, in which FOE contributors highlighted 1977’s key environmental 
issues, one of the organisation’s preoccupations was described as ‘[t]he continuing 
struggle to prevent the government and the multinational owners of the uranium in 
Australia proceeding with its export as quickly as possible’.70 This would ‘naturally 
take a great deal of FOE’s effort’, especially as, one contributor noted, ‘[t]he Fraser 
Government has engaged in a repressive denial of civil liberties … by rejecting the 
Ranger Inquiry’s recommendation for a full public debate’.71 The ACF articulated this 

65	  David Lee, The Second Rush: Mining and the Transformation of Australia (Redland Bay, Qld: Connor Court, 
2016), 277. See also Richard Broinowski, Fact or Fission? The Truth About Australia’s Nuclear Ambitions (Melbourne: 
Scribe, 2022), 127–58; Wayne Reynolds, ‘The Yellow Cake Road: Malcolm Fraser, the Ranger Enquiry and Australia’s 
Role in the US International Fuel Cycle Project’, Australian Journal of Politics and History 57, no. 4 (2011): 511–25, 
doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8497.2011.01611.x.
66	  Martin Hobbs, ‘Calamity or Commodity?’, 549.
67	  ‘Fox report only the start’, Australian Conservation Foundation Newsletter 8, no. 6 (July 1976): 1.
68	  Conservationist rhetoric has been critiqued at length by scholars. For some examples, see William Cronon, ‘The 
Trouble with Wilderness: or, getting back to the wrong nature’, in Uncommon Ground: Toward Reinventing Nature, 
ed. William Cronon (New York: W.W. Norton and Co., 1995), 69–90, doi.org/10.2307/366571; Marcia Langton, 
‘Art, Wilderness and Terra Nullius’, in Ecopolitics IX Conference papers and resolutions: Perspectives on Indigenous 
Peoples Management of Environment Resources, ed. Ros Sultan et al. (Darwin: Northern Land Council, 1996), 11–24; 
Fabienne Bayet-Charlton, ‘Overturning the Doctrine: Indigenous peoples and Wilderness—Being Aboriginal In 
The Environmental Movement’, in Blacklines: Contemporary Critical Writings by Indigenous Australians, ed. Michelle 
Grossman (Melbourne: Melbourne University Publishing, 2003), 154–62.
69	  ‘Editorial’, Chain Reaction 3, no. 2 (1977).
70	  ‘Editorial’, Chain Reaction 3, no. 3 (1977).
71	  Ibid.; ‘Civil Liberties and U’, Chain Reaction 3, no. 3 (1977): 3.
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move as a ‘major escalation’ of the uranium issue, such that ‘[t]he task’ to stop uranium 
mining was now ‘enormous’: ‘greater than ever previously faced by environmentalists 
in Australia’.72 

In the case of the openly conservationist and more conservative ACF, the organisation’s 
engagement with Aboriginal politics coincided with H. C. ‘Nugget’ Coombs’ 
ascension to the foundation’s presidency in late 1977. Remembered as ‘a great 
champion of the rights of Aboriginal Australians’, he immediately established his 
interest in demonstrating the shared causes of conserving ecosystems and advocating 
for Aboriginal rights.73 Not only did the ACF’s newsletter undergo a rebrand—
renamed Tjurkulpa, a concept ‘meaning Truth and Wisdom’ of great importance to 
Anangu—but in May 1978 the ACF publicly announced that it had ‘pledged itself 
to work with the Aboriginal people’ of the NT ‘in the spirit of cooperation and 
mutual trust in conserving the land’.74 This pledge was accompanied by a statement 
signed by ACF councillors that acknowledged ‘the traditional role of Aborigines as 
conservers of the land and its creatures’ while expressing ‘faith in the Aboriginal 
people to conserve the land’.75 However well intentioned, this rhetoric highlights 
the increasingly ‘unstable relations’ brewing between conservationists and Aboriginal 
peoples in the NT in particular.76 

With the Alligator Rivers Region—and the recently proposed Kakadu National 
Park—at the centre of the confrontation over uranium mining in Australia from 
1977, new conservationist arguments came to the fore, reflecting the continued 
preoccupation of environmentalists with wilderness rhetoric. This was most evident 
in the ACF’s publications.77 For example, J. G. Mosley, writing for the ACF newsletter, 
reiterated the foundation’s 

view that the proposal to create a major series of linked conservation areas 
and national parks over all the land in the catchment of the East and South 
Alligator Rivers is of far greater value to mankind over the long term than the 
exploration of the uranium deposits.78 

72	  ‘Uranium: The 1977 campaign, energy and resources’, 1.
73	  ‘The Ecology of Dr. H. C. Coombs—new president of the ACF’, Australian Conservation Foundation Newsletter 
9, no. 9 (1977): 8–9. 
74	  ‘Aborigines and ACF Unite on Land Claims’, Australian Conservation Foundation Newsletter 10, no. 3 (1978), 1. 
‘Anangu’ is the Pitjantjatjara word for ‘people’ and is commonly used to refer collectively to the Aboriginal people of 
the central and western desert regions. 
75	  ‘Aborigines and ACF Unite on Land Claims’, 1.
76	  Eve Vincent and Timothy Neale, eds, Unstable Relations: Indigenous People and Environmentalism in Contemporary 
Australia (Perth: University of Western Australia Press, 2016).
77	  Ellen van Holstein and Lesley Head, ‘Shifting Settler–Colonial Discourses of Environmentalism: Representations 
of Indigeneity and Migration in Australian Conservation’, Geoforum 94 (2018): 46, doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.​
2018.06.005.
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Adding to this narrative of wilderness-conservation, in his final ‘stocktake’ as outgoing 
President of the ACF in November 1977, the retired nuclear physicist and former 
Governor of South Australia Mark Oliphant lamented the fact that ‘[i]n Australia, 
it is impossible any longer to find true areas of wilderness’.79 Oliphant also emphasised 
‘that conservationists are not against development’ generally, but they were ‘worried 
by the results of some effects of nuclear technology’.80 

Uranium mining in the region earmarked for the Kakadu National Park would—
according to environmentalists—interfere ‘with nature conservation objectives’ of 
‘long-term international value’.81 The protection of this ‘wilderness’ area was thus 
paramount. The MAUM’s second-ever newsletter described how: 

Somebody once commented that the best way to stop uranium mining in 
Australia would be to take everybody up to the Kakadu area … It is such 
a unique and beautiful area, that people would immediately want to halt any 
threat to its integrity.82 

Taking this sentiment into their campaign, the MAUM put together a series of 
photographic slides of Kakadu to show at meetings, the most notable of which 
depicted ‘Aboriginal rock art threatened by uranium mining—an experience not 
to be missed!’83 References to the Indigenous presence in Kakadu such as this one—
reduced to a seemingly timeless Aboriginal sacredness—were hallmarks of the settler–
colonial sentiments that pervaded conservationist arguments in this period. Ellen van 
Holstein and Lesley Head note that the ACF was particularly adept at using ‘Aboriginal 
sites … in arguments against mining because resource extraction would threaten their 
heritage value’.84 However, this type of rhetoric exposes environmentalists’ attempts 
to appropriate ‘Indigenous people’s motivations to object against development’, an 
appropriation that was rarely complemented by a genuine commitment to pursuing 
Aboriginal interests by environmentalists.85 

This ensured that some of the organisations at the centre of the Australian anti-
uranium movement, such as the ACF and FOE, subconsciously contributed to the 
perpetuation of racial exclusion through their deployment of wilderness rhetoric to 
justify their opposition to uranium mining. Borrowing heavily from the US National 
Parks movement, in the mid-to-late 1970s the ACF’s membership continued to 
articulate ‘the dream of protecting vast wilderness regions’ that had emerged earlier 
in the decade during heated contestations over the protection of Lake Pedder in 

79	  Mark Oliphant, ‘A stocktaking by Sir Mark Oliphant’, Australian Conservation Foundation Newsletter 9, no. 9 
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82	  ‘Kakadu Slide Night’, MAUM Newsletter 2 (May–June 1978): 2.
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Tasmania.86 Reflecting on Tasmanian conservation efforts at Lake Pedder, the 
Aboriginal spokesman Michael Mansell implored environmentalists to consider that 
‘anyone who claims land where Aboriginal people have lived for thousands of years 
as “wilderness” ignores that behind each rock, each gully, each cave, each river lies a 
story, a legend’.87 As Chris McConville has articulated it, Mansell ‘correctly reminded 
environmentalists’ that ‘Wilderness … possessed a human historical narrative, 
not of bushwalkers and blockaders but of Aboriginal people’.88 Similar clashes 
emerged over Kakadu as the wilderness-centric conservationist rhetoric of Australian 
environmentalism came up against the reality that Kakadu was not, and never has 
been, a veritable wilderness. Thus, as the politics of Aboriginal land rights heated 
up and gained greater visibility in the mainstream in Australia, environmentalists 
involved in the anti-uranium mining movement were forced to grapple with the 
question of whether, as Mansell put it, ‘conservationists are … friends or foes’?89 

Unsurprisingly, the conservationist underpinnings of the anti-uranium mining 
movement brought these tensions to the surface in the fight over Kakadu. In  the 
‘campaign period’ of 1975 to 1982, Eve Vincent and Timothy Neale note, 
the ‘unstable relations’ between environmentalists and Aboriginal groups were 
punctuated by the former’s preoccupation with wilderness rhetoric that worked 
to ‘reproduce problematic images of people-less landscapes’.90 But, further to this, 
environmentalists frequently and ‘paternalistically interpret[ed] pro-development 
Indigenous positions as a symptom of “cultural loss”’, and—as the MAUM did with 
their ‘Kakadu Slides’—used the apparent heritage value of Indigenous traditions and 
‘notions of sacredness’ to support conservationist arguments against environmental 
exploitation.91 This latter tactic often consigned Aboriginal land ownership to the 
category of ‘prehistory’, such that ‘Aboriginal sites … are represented in the past-tense 
since these sites were significant to conservationists not as manifestations of Aboriginal 
spirituality and sacredness today, but as archaeologically important areas’.92 In many 
cases, this representation was unintentional, but nonetheless telling. 

Tensions came most acutely to the fore in the pages of the movement’s newsletters and 
magazines in 1978. Coinciding with negotiations between Aboriginal communities in 
the NT and the mining companies hoping to exploit the uranium deposit at Ranger, 
mention of Aboriginal issues in the pages of Chain Reaction, the ACF Newsletter and the 
MAUM Newsletter increased noticeably. In Chain Reaction’s first issue of 1978, dozens 
of pages were dedicated to the question of growing tensions between the anti-uranium 
movement’s conservationist vision and Aboriginal interests, reflecting debates taking 
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place in the United States at the same time. ‘Can Indians and Environmentalists 
find common ground?’ one article asked, reprinted from an American publication.93 
In response, the former vice-president of the Federal Council for the Advancement 
of Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders and Gudanji–Arrernte woman Pat Turner 
argued that, similar to the United States, the co-operation of environmentalists and 
Aboriginal people against uranium mining at this time was plagued by ‘ideological 
differences’.94 Turner detailed that Aboriginal people ‘want ownership of their 
traditional lands and the right to determine what they will do with it’, but that this 
was often contested by environmentalists who desired the demarcation of protected 
areas.95 These would be areas excluded from even Aboriginal-led development. 

In response, Aboriginal spokespeople highlighted the contradictory nature of this 
conservationist approach. Turner argued that ‘[i]f the Aboriginal people decide they 
want to run cattle then they should be given back the good cattle country that was 
literally stolen from them in the first place’.96 This imposed upon environmentalist 
visions of wilderness conservation, the nature of which was considered by Aboriginal 
activists as in contradiction to the environmental movement’s apparent support 
of land rights. ‘If environmentalists support Aboriginal Land Rights in principle’, 
Turner wrote, ‘then they are being hypocritical if they then wish to turn around and 
impose their conditions along with the giving back of Aboriginal land’.97 Voicing 
a similar sentiment, an article from Land Rights News reprinted in Chain Reaction 
expressed the view that 

Conservationists who assume that their opinion must be followed, do not 
realise that many denials of Aboriginal wishes have been made in the name of 
conservation. To many Aboriginals, the refusal of the anti-uranium movement 
to understand the subtleties of their predicament, put those people in exactly 
the same category as the mining companies i.e. white people who support 
Aboriginals only so long as they agree with them.98 

Or, as Mansell articulated it, ‘it needs to be recognised and acknowledged that the 
bulk of Aboriginals see little differences [sic] between whites who openly attack 
Aboriginal rights and those who, through sophisticated argument, oppose Aboriginal 
rights while saying the opposite’.99 
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The anti-uranium mining movement’s attempts to use Aboriginal land rights as a way 
to have Kakadu’s status as a wilderness area protected highlights the extent to which 
environmentalists expected the Aboriginal struggle for rights to align with their 
conservationist vision. Unfortunately, this merely deepened the ‘unstable relations’ 
that existed between conservationism and land rights in this period. 

Despite the fact that environmentalists within FOE, the ACF and the MAUM 
generally agreed that there was a need to express solidarity with Aboriginal groups 
over land rights struggles in uranium-rich regions, such commitments were marred 
by environmentalism’s (often subconscious) paternalism in this period. In the 
second issue of Chain Reaction in 1978—immediately following that which gave a 
platform to Turner’s opinions—the editorial team expressed their view that ‘[t]here 
are similarities between the situation of the Aborigines in the Northern Territory and 
that of third world countries’.100 To start, ‘[t]he Aborigines are being forced to give 
up their subsistence lifestyle, with its myths and respect for tradition’, while being 
‘thrown into contact with the roughest side of a dominant country’.101 Many ‘Third 
World’ countries, they continued, ‘have already been through the same degrading 
process’.102 This rhetoric paternalistically assumed an inherent division between 
seemingly ‘authentic’ Aboriginality and modern Australia, reinforcing a binary that 
supported environmentalists’ priorities. And while this paternalism appeared mostly 
benign, at times throughout the movement’s peak it took on a more sinister tone. 
This was especially so by 1978 as negotiations between mining companies and the 
Northern Land Council, representing Aboriginal communities in the region, failed 
to prevent mining at Ranger from going ahead.103 

The fact that the movement’s attempts to prevent the mine at Ranger from going 
ahead had proved ultimately fruitless by 1979 led to a level of disillusionment among 
environmentalists. Consequently, overt support for Aboriginal land rights in the 
Alligator Rivers Region dampened down in environmentalist publications as key 
organisations sought new campaign priorities to fill the void left by unsuccessful 
land rights arguments. There were many within the ACF and FOE who saw merit 
in pivoting the movement towards non-proliferation due to growing geopolitical 
tensions and a renewal in the peace movement. Similarly, exposing the apparent 
economic futility of exporting uranium became a key preoccupation. Thus, by 1980, 
when operations at Ranger were well on their way and Aboriginal land rights debates 
largely sidelined, the anti-uranium mining movement entered a new phase, one that 
attempted to move beyond the disillusionment engendered by the approval of Ranger, 
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and which would later become characterised by the historic blockades  of Roxby 
Downs and Jabiluka that have become central to historical recollections of Australia’s 
anti-uranium efforts. 

(Nuclear) Apocalypse Now
By the end of the 1970s, the Ranger deposit was earmarked for exploitation and 
Australia was gearing up to ‘sell … its soul’ through uranium exports (at least as far 
as environmentalists were concerned).104 Consequently, environmentalists needed to 
find new ways to discredit the industry. So, from 1979 environmentalist rhetoric 
turned towards emphasising uranium’s contribution to potential war, and its rapidly 
decreasing value. This latter argument was deployed fleetingly; as quickly as evidence 
seemed to mount ‘that the thirty pieces of silver’ promised by uranium were ‘not 
forthcoming’, it was gone.105 By 1980, the focus on the economic futility of uranium 
mining had been replaced with renewed solidarity between the anti-uranium 
mining movement and the peace and broader anti-nuclear movements whose paths 
had diverged several years earlier. As this final section will briefly explore, between 
1979 and 1982, environmentalists tasked themselves with demonstrating that the 
‘diseconomies’ of the nuclear industry were ‘getting clearer and clearer’.106 But, as the 
present-day pertinence of the uranium debate insinuates, ‘the game [wa]s not over’ 
and the uranium industry would prevail irrespective of environmentalists’ various 
critiques.107 

In March 1979, the Three Mile Island accident in Pennsylvania refocused Australian 
environmentalist critiques of uranium upon nuclear power, its inherent danger and 
its fiscal vulnerability.108 An issue of Chain Reaction from the same year lamented the 
fact that ‘the anti-nuclear movement in Australia’ had been ‘absorbed in a hard-fought 
campaign against uranium mining’, such that ‘the prospect of nuclear power itself 
[had] … received minimal attention’.109 So while it had preoccupied transnational 
anti-nuclear activists based in the United States and Europe for much of the 1970s, 
the increased threat of nuclear power (fuelled by Australian uranium) was only truly 
brought home to Australian audiences and activists by Three Mile Island at the 
decade’s end. Despite this, the accident did not feature prominently in the pages of 
the ACF’s newsletter, which had returned to its conservatively conservationist roots 
by the time of the accident. By comparison, FOE supporters were understandably 
preoccupied by the near disaster, contributors to Chain Reaction reminding them 
that, ‘[s]ince the accident at Three Mile Island … opponents of nuclear power have 
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tended to assume’ the industry was ‘effectively dying’.110 But, they maintained, this 
was not the case: ‘[t]he nuclear industry is down, but not out’.111 It was, by 1979, in 
a ‘vulnerable position’, and environmentalists saw an opportunity to capitalise on this 
incident, and the threat of others, to discredit the industry.112 

In addition to the increasingly visible risk of nuclear power, uranium’s apparent 
depreciation in value made the industry especially vulnerable in the eyes of 
environmentalists. While the editors of Chain Reaction were forced to acknowledge 
that, by 1980 ‘[t]he Ranger Inquiry has gone, and the intense public debate over 
uranium has quietened over the past year’, there was hope that uranium’s profitability—
or lack thereof—would jeopardise the longevity of mining operations.113 Until this 
point, FOE claimed, ‘[n]obody doubted that mining would be profitable’, yet, they 
speculated, ‘companies who have invested millions of dollars in uranium mining 
may have thrown away their money’.114 But while this kind of sentiment punctuated 
several issues of Chain Reaction throughout 1979 and early 1980, it soon lost steam 
as the uranium industry remained strong and another major uranium mine was 
approved: Olympic Dam, South Australia.115 As the efforts of the anti-uranium 
mining movement appeared futile, environmentalist magazines and newspapers 
dialled back their coverage of uranium issues entirely, turning their attention instead 
to saving the whales, preserving the Great Barrier Reef, critiquing the wood chipping 
and pulping industries, and weighing in on debates about the patriarchal hue of 
environmentalism in Australia.116 

By 1981, with alternative environmental concerns growing and a resurgence in the 
global anti-nuclear and peace movements afoot, opposition to uranium mining 
seemed to lose steam. Several scholars credit the movement’s close relationship with 
the labour movement for its waning impact, not least as the Australian Labor Party’s 
own relationship with uranium became increasingly fraught in the period 1977–
84.117 But, more than this, issues of seemingly greater magnitude were becoming 
more pressing. Environmentalists concerned with uranium export thus expanded 
their purview to include reportage on issues such as the growing evidence of veterans 
having been mistreated at Britain’s nuclear testing sites in Australia in the 1950s 
and early 1960s, the efforts of the Nuclear-Free and Independent Pacific Movement 
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throughout the region, and the ‘astonishing acceleration’ of overseas anti-nuclear 
campaigns. By comparison, Australia’s anti-uranium mining movement was viewed 
as having already experienced its most influential years: 1975 to 1977.118 

By 1982, therefore, the anti-uranium mining movement had largely been subsumed 
into the resurgent peace and anti-nuclear movements. Signalling this shift, the first 
issue of Chain Reaction for 1982 dubbed the year ‘Anti Nuclear 1982, A Year of 
Gloom or Guts’.119 One article in the issue announced that anti-nuclear politics was 
back on the scene, as there were ‘clear signs that the movement is entering a period 
of renewed activity and broadening support’ as a result of ‘a rising tide of concern 
throughout the community at the increasing likelihood of nuclear war’.120 Several 
European countries—including Germany and the United Kingdom—had seen large-
scale anti-nuclear protests in 1981.121 This mass mobilisation was beginning to rub off 
on Australian environmentalists. 

FOE contributors had lamented that ‘[f ]or anti-uranium activists the recent past 
ha[d] been characterised by a series of setbacks’, and that ‘[t]he immediate future is 
uncertain’.122 Yet, by 1982, ‘a similar level of concern’ as had been expressed in Europe 
at the prospect of nuclear war ‘[wa]s beginning to emerge in Australia’ once again.123 
This was signalled—in part—by the creation of the national Coalition for a Nuclear 
Free Australia which, according to FOE, reflected ‘a new emphasis by the anti-uranium 
movement on the threat of nuclear war’.124 With nuclear tensions rising between the 
United States and the USSR following the election of US President Ronald Reagan 
in late 1980, the anti-uranium mining movement—described as having ‘faltered’ due 
to setbacks by 1982—found renewed purpose in the broader anti-nuclear movement, 
lending its support to those who sought to expose the risk of nuclear war and later 
contributing to the blockading of uranium mines seen to be suppling imperialist 
nuclear war efforts during the 1980s.125 As such, environmentalists who had opposed 
Ranger looked to the peace and anti-nuclear movements to broaden the scope of 
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Protest against Nuclear Power: Transfer and Transnational Exchange in the 1970s and 1980s’, Historical Social 
Research / Historische Sozialforschung 39, no. 1 (2014): 165–90; Catherine Eschle, ‘Beyond Greenham Woman?: 
Gender Identities and Anti-Nuclear Activism in Peace Camps’, International Feminist Journal of Politics 19, no. 4 
(2017): 471–90, doi.org/10.1080/14616742.2017.1354716; Catherine Eschle, ‘Gender and the Subject of (Anti)
Nuclear Politics: Revisiting Women’s Campaigning Against the Bomb’, International Studies Quarterly 57, no. 4 
(2013): 713–24, doi.org/10.1111/isqu.12019. These protests were the subject of articles in Chain Reaction. See Kay 
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122	 Clare Gallagher and Dave Northey, ‘Unions, uranium and you’, Chain Reaction 29 (1982): 14.
123	 Muller, ‘Anti Nuclear 1982’, 14.
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125	 In his 2006 PhD thesis, the scholar and activist in these blockades Marty Branagan writes that the blockades of 
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their efforts.126 And while beyond the scope of this article (though certainly in need 
of exploration), the anti-nuclear and peace movements of the 1980s  became home to 
many environmentalists who had thrown themselves into the anti-uranium mining 
cause up until this point, offering solidarity and support when uranium’s contention 
resurged in the mid-1980s and again in the 1990s. Nevertheless, the anti-uranium 
mining movement would arguably never again enjoy the level of widespread support 
and success it had in the campaign period 1975–82.

Conclusion
While debates over uranium mining in the NT have continued since the 1970s, 
engagement with the emergent environmentalism at the core of these debates has 
been wanting. Such analyses hint at the complex social and political histories and 
legacies of resource extraction and highlight the inextricable entanglement of nuclear 
issues and environmentalism during the 1970s in Australia. There is undoubtedly 
much more to be done, not least on interactions between Indigeneity, gender and 
resource extraction in this period and beyond. But this article has demarcated (albeit 
briefly) some of the social and political preoccupations of the 1970s anti-uranium 
mining movement, as represented in their environmental rhetoric. 

While the movement’s early years were dictated by the transnational influences of 
environmentalist rhetoric and radical ecology emanating from the United States and 
Europe, Whitlam’s initiation of the Fox Inquiry in 1975 engendered a shift in the 
Australian anti-uranium mining movement’s priorities. Rather than tackle a global 
energy crisis, as it had previously sought to do, the movement shifted to stopping 
uranium mining in its tracks. But this localised campaign was fought on partially on 
conservationist terms by several groups: the Alligator Rivers Region was identified 
by both the ACF and FOE, as well as members of the MAUM, as a vital wilderness 
area in need of protection from development. Such arguments failed to reflect the 
complexity of Aboriginal occupation of the land in question, drawing into contest 
conservationist arguments and the interests of Indigenous peoples. Rather than come 
to a head, however, public tensions appeared to dissipate when the Ranger uranium 
mine agreement was negotiated in 1978, sidelining Aboriginal voices and discounting 
widespread concern. The approval of Ranger facilitated an unsurprising yet marked 
decline in the anti-uranium mining movement’s morale, forcing environmentalists to 
change tack. 

It is important to note that the movement’s decline did not spell the end of its 
efforts. The efforts of environmentalists against uranium mining in the 1980s and 
1990s are testament to this. And, beyond uranium mining, environmentalists 
within the movement recognised the importance of lending support to issues with 
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larger purviews in order to ensure they were ‘active today’, rather than ‘radioactive 
tomorrow’. Most notably, their efforts became focused on the broader peace and 
anti-nuclear movements, returning the conversation to uranium mining’s inherent 
nuclearity. At their core, emergent environmentalist arguments against the uranium 
industry in Australia during the 1970s reflected broader social and political anxieties 
that would persist for decades. Paying attention to such arguments allow us, as 
historians, to transcend the preoccupations with the economic implications of 
resource extraction, taking seriously extraction’s multifaceted entanglements with the 
lives of everyday Australians.
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