MET/MSE Students:

The rate of population growth is about 100 millions of additional people each year.  To put this into prospective, from the time you enter the college and by the time you graduate (4-5 years), there will be about 400-500 millions of additional people on the planet.   Regardless of the rhetorical arguments, the reality is that they all will need energy in one form or another.  (Food, clothing, materials, tools, etc. are all another expression for energy.  It does not have to be just gasoline for our cars.)  The purpose of this commentary is that if you are wondering about charting your own long-term professional engineering carrier my advice is: it better include two areas, (1) Energy, and (2) Water.  (The third, the physical space, is outside of our discipline.)
Regarding this article, nuclear energy has no other choice but to be revived in this country.  Also notice the production of uranium in 1980 vs. 2003.
[By the way, for MET students, U is an example metal whose concentration (and processing) is done hydrometallurgically.  On the other hand, Pb is processed strictly pyrometallurgically (no known commercial hydromeallurgical process.)]
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Soaring Prices Put Shine on U.S. Uranium 
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By Belinda Goldsmith

NEW YORK (Reuters) - With soaring prices putting a new shine on uranium, U.S.-based producers expect to double output this year, but room to boost production is limited.

The price has spiked to about $22 a pound from $10 in 2002 as Asian nations build nuclear reactors to create electricity amid high oil prices and concerns over global warming.

This increased demand for uranium, a non-fossil fuel which creates no air pollution, has revived the nuclear industry, which had been virtually frozen since accidents at Three Mile Island in 1979 and Chernobyl in 1986.

U.S. President Bush has also called for renewed nuclear plant construction to be part of his energy policy, and four U.S. energy companies are mulling new nuclear plants.

The surge in prices as global demand outstrips supply has changed the economics of uranium, prompting miners to reevaluate reserves once deemed unviable.

"We expect the long-term uranium price to go up and this is reviving the industry," said Richard Cherry, president of privately-owned Cotter Corp. which reopened its Canon City mill in Colorado late last year.

Canon City is one of four U.S. mills still standing after several were dismantled in the 1990s, compared with 26 mills about 20 years ago.

Another, International Uranium Corp.'s. (IUC) White Mesa mill, restarts this week. U.S. Energy Corp. (USEG) wants to reopen Shootaring Canyon, but this could take up to two years.

The fourth, the Sweetwater mill in Wyoming, which is owned by Kennecott Uranium Co., a unit of Rio Tinto (RIO)(RIO), has no plans to restart. 

LIMITED ROOM TO EXPAND
With this renewed activity, the Uranium Exchange Co., a uranium broker, is forecasting production doubling this year to about 4.4 million pounds, just a fraction of the nation's previous output and its annual needs.

In the United States, uranium production plummeted from 43.7 million pounds of concentrate in 1980 to a low of 2.0 million pounds in 2003, with 2004 output estimated at 2.3 million pounds, according to U.S. Energy Information Administration data.

Canada's Cameco Corp. (CCO), the world's largest uranium producer, produced 2 million pounds of concentrate at two U.S. plants in 2004, and Texas-based Uranium Resources Inc. (URIX) produced the remainder.

Although U.S. output is expected to double this year, industry players see the room for output growth beyond that as severely limited by a lack of equipment. It can take years to get regulatory approval to build new facilities.

International Uranium Corp. (IUC) President Ron Hochstein sees U.S. production capped at about 7 million pounds a year in the medium term with few, if any, new mills and limited mining.

"It will take some time before we see any grassroots exploration and I wonder how much there will be in the United States because of the difficult permitting path," he said.

But the mills that can get up and working quickly expect to benefit from rising uranium prices. Cotter Corp., a unit of privately owned General Atomics, is bullish on the price of uranium and also vanadium, an alloy widely used in steelmaking, with its Canon City mill expected to produce 200,000 pounds of each this year and more next year.

"We expect the long-term uranium price to continue to go up as it will take a long time for supply to catch up with the new increased demand," Cherry told Reuters.

IUC expects its White Mesa mill to produce 500,000 pounds of uranium concentrate over the next year.

"We expect to see a continued improvement in uranium prices although not at the slope we saw in 2004," said Hochstein. 

HIGH IMPORTS TO CONTINUE
A Cameco spokesman said his company expects its U.S. output in 2005 to increase to 2.3 million pounds, up from 2.0 million pounds in 2004, due to greater output from its Wyoming operations.

A spokeswoman for Kennecott said the company is evaluating all opportunities.

But even with production doubling in the United States, its output is minimal compared with annual demand for about 60 million pounds to power the nation's 103 operating commercial nuclear plants, which provide one-fifth of the nation's energy.

Imports hit 53 million pounds in 2003 -- the last EIA data available -- from 3.6 million in 1980, with this level of imports seen continuing as demand rises.

Power company, Duke Energy (DUK), is considering building a nuclear plant at a yet undecided site. It is meeting with regulators this month and is set to make a decision in May.

Three other U.S. companies -- Exelon Corp. (EXC), Dominion Resources Inc. (D) and Entergy Corp. (ETR) -- are seeking advance approval to build new nuclear units.

"People are starting to realize that this is not just a short-term cyclical upswing but a significant change in the market," said Hochstein. 
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