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FUTURE 

 

The use of nuclear power has not been without controversy in Canada. For some, this source holds the key to a 

reduction in greenhouse emissions while maintaining high energy output. For others, nuclear power is not a 

viable alternative due to the potential of radiation leaks in production and the long term effects of the 

radioactive waste. As a result, nuclear power has been present in this country’s energy scheme for some time 

now, although its use outside of Ontario has been very limited. With this in mind, what does the future hold for 

nuclear power in Canada? This article will investigate this question. But first it will provide a brief overview of 

the origins of nuclear power in Canada, as well as the present situation to help provide some context in regards 

to this energy technology. 

Canada was at the forefront of all things nuclear after World War II in many respects. The 1940s saw the 

establishment of nuclear research groups by the federal government in an attempt to better understand fission 

and how to harness it for electricity production (Nuclear Power In Canada, 2010). Most of the research and 

development conducted was centered around the Chalk River facilities, where several research reactors were 

constructed for testing purposes (Nuclear Power In Canada, 2010). Chalk River still plays a large part in the 

Canadian nuclear program today, as most of the research and development in the field still takes place there 

and it also provides a significant proportion of the world’s medical isotopes, which are used to help diagnose 

diseases such as lung, prostate and breast cancer (Medical Isotopes, 2010). 

The Atomic Energy of Canada Limited (AECL) and Canadian industry began the development of arguably this 

country’s biggest contribution to the world of nuclear energy, the CANDU reactor (Canada deuterium 

uranium), in the late 1950s. (For a quick reference on the CANDU reactor and fission, see the article “A Quick 

Reference to CANDU and Fission.”) The first CANDU prototypes were opened in the 1960s, which allowed 

for the design to be tested and refined (Brooks, 1993). Finally in 1971, the first commercial electricity was 

produced from a CANDU reactor in Pickering (Brooks, 1993). 

Where does this country stand now, forty years after the first electricity was produced in Pickering? Canadian 

nuclear technology was sold to other countries, most infamously India, and now CANDU reactors produce 
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electricity around the world (Nuclear Power In Canada, 2010). Domestically, nuclear energy production has 

grown from that first plant in Pickering. There are now twenty-two reactors in Canada (although two are shut 

down and three are being refurbished), producing approximately 15% of the country’s electricity (Natural 

Resources Canada, 2009). While there is one nuclear plant each in Quebec and New Brunswick, the other 

plants are all located in Ontario. The sixteen reactors currently in operation in this province are situated in 

Pickering, the Bruce Peninsula area and Clarington (Natural Resources Canada, 2009). Not surprisingly then, 

nuclear powers a much larger portion of Ontario’s electricity needs compared to the rest of the country, 

coming in at just over 50% of the province’s power (Natural Resources Canada, 2009). 

With the above in consideration, where will this country go from here in regards to nuclear power? At first 

glance, it may appear as though production from this source will decline in the coming years. Of Canada’s 

eighteen reactors, half are scheduled to be closed in this coming decade (Nuclear Power In Canada, 2010). One 

of the reasons cited include the high maintenance costs of a plant. Another big issue is of course the 

radioactive by-product of fission, which takes thousands of years to decompose. The Nuclear Fuel Waste Act 

of 2002 created the Nuclear Waste Management Organization, who was tasked with finding and constructing a 

suitable permanent and underground storage facility to store high level waste (Storing Nuclear Waste, 2009). 

However, this organization still has not found such a spot and has set the year 2035 as its goal for doing so 

(Storing Nuclear Waste, 2009). 

There are other actions taking place however, which will maintain a nuclear presence in Canada. Some of the 

reactors have recently been refurbished, lengthening their period of operation into the future, and more are 

scheduled to undergo maintenance, such as the plant in Quebec. Tentative plans have been proposed to build a 

few more reactors, including one in Clarington and another in New Brunswick, although the latter may sell a 

portion of its power directly to New England states (Second Nuclear Power Plant in N.B., 2008). 

The Ontario government released an Energy Action Plan in 2006 which planned to keep nuclear power’s 

contribution to the grid constant over the next few decades (Ontario Energy Policy, 2010). The next year the 

province released a detailed budget as part of this plan, with nearly half of the $60 billion earmarked for 

energy infrastructure put aside for nuclear technology (Ontario Energy Policy, 2010). 



Saskatchewan has also looked into building reactors to provide for that province’s growing energy demands 

(Bruce Power, 2008). But perhaps the most interesting discussions on the growth of nuclear power in Canada 

revolve around Alberta. The energy produced from reactors in this Western province would not go to 

supplying the general population. Instead, the steam and electricity generated would be used to power the oil 

extraction process in the tar sands (Nuclear Power In Canada, 2010). 

Nuclear power has been a significant part of this country’s energy scheme for the past several decades, 

especially Ontario. While the industry may be cut back in some areas, it would be incorrect to assume it will 

disappear anytime soon. It must be remembered that nuclear power is something this country has used in the 

past and as a result it has become entrenched as a part of the energy scheme, making it difficult for Canada to 

wean itself off it. For better or for worse, it looks like nuclear power, and its waste, will continue to be with 

Canada for many more years. 
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