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How Putin is using uranium to threaten Western energy supplies

Fragile global supply chains are being pushed to the brink as tensions with Russia

mount

17

News Sport Business Money Opinion Ukraine US election Travel Health Life

Log in

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/all-sections#business
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/sport/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/business/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/money/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/opinion/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/russia-ukraine-war/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/us-election/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/travel/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/health-fitness/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/lifestyle/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/search/
https://secure.telegraph.co.uk/customer/secure/login/?redirectTo=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.telegraph.co.uk%2Fbusiness%2F2024%2F11%2F19%2Fhow-putin-using-uranium-threaten-western-energy-supply%2F
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/all-sections/
https://ad.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsuRx9ukRQIAPfzWpCEGt1aJBxuay09Sr88NAO5WrOnteLS9M9hVEbLVbjbOxK3dJUvNKVWz45sJDBqc2aO_RZL_pb_RO9kfP9kpOOOcfm9Q6lu7CzvdPuRdq71H_MbI3kKsNKvLVVM5brLQut-eBY4TQOfdxbIYiN4TJNDT9YciWip-ZFnVqdUtZvrxI-t1Ybr_DUgwSfG569lF6Dfj5KtvIypGgm0&sai=AMfl-YRuAlEhEaBok5loLMbVKM-_LM3Mrkae68XyLEw3KPTkro4BWp5R1dyLAbSzsULI5IIskuMtjjLP8RlOwHRd8g4WVX-K5oF9bdc&sig=Cg0ArKJSzH2UvRAxjgqZ&cry=1&fbs_aeid=%5Bgw_fbsaeid%5D&crd=aHR0cHM6Ly9tZXRhLmNvbQ&urlfix=1&adurl=https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click%3Fxai%3DAKAOjsugbUA-PeMn9NGWeVTtx2LHRcFjDsFo-hLZ_8NVJfphyQhUiUN0pxzzcebPxcs54cW9sOcTll58W06mJooPEvfXma7ehv7o6az6UQnxmeVYYxG69uvxjJdfKoGIFIA2znRn-s_SiGKblcb_hZ54zyAwfQHkYE75sj0SBNgtk3Go9vBfu3ufE_Ihp0dehT6d-ywngBKGTb73pd6UPYSKDCz4U7RVMvhjxRoElGrgufem3efBek8aggshVK3Cy2NjQrgrgpLxnkeVL-Qv95xVRiF9DuwHptkA-FO_tPhB5e_nSc6t2JsZuxyGF_Vw1UYbPR5dw4pQkT2QWyGMSOGqJZFVoBJOseqP-sgHrRF0xiAMhEruA5_qwSYvNlFq_VvH2HhSKycHnZHqtxVEKHw9wuphDj_uH8j36Z4KPMsSDCOjeQ5TvkrKNQD5%26sai%3DAMfl-YQPji38b9ZcOV77sVfmK7HrJbZLfXWnfBFQThwC0_q4oZ7-va6W797ltk9ok7Vj3TL497Ugb0nmxiECk4lAtCe_YS5j9ojYDDTAQloijhYZspplRSzq-zoErI08%26sig%3DCg0ArKJSzEKILyzXziU9EAE%26fbs_aeid%3D%255Bgw_fbsaeid%255D%26urlfix%3D1%26adurl%3Dhttps://about.meta.com/gb/actions/safety/anti-scam/%253Fdclid%253D%2525edclid!
https://ad.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsuRx9ukRQIAPfzWpCEGt1aJBxuay09Sr88NAO5WrOnteLS9M9hVEbLVbjbOxK3dJUvNKVWz45sJDBqc2aO_RZL_pb_RO9kfP9kpOOOcfm9Q6lu7CzvdPuRdq71H_MbI3kKsNKvLVVM5brLQut-eBY4TQOfdxbIYiN4TJNDT9YciWip-ZFnVqdUtZvrxI-t1Ybr_DUgwSfG569lF6Dfj5KtvIypGgm0&sai=AMfl-YRuAlEhEaBok5loLMbVKM-_LM3Mrkae68XyLEw3KPTkro4BWp5R1dyLAbSzsULI5IIskuMtjjLP8RlOwHRd8g4WVX-K5oF9bdc&sig=Cg0ArKJSzH2UvRAxjgqZ&cry=1&fbs_aeid=%5Bgw_fbsaeid%5D&crd=aHR0cHM6Ly9tZXRhLmNvbQ&urlfix=1&adurl=https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click%3Fxai%3DAKAOjsugbUA-PeMn9NGWeVTtx2LHRcFjDsFo-hLZ_8NVJfphyQhUiUN0pxzzcebPxcs54cW9sOcTll58W06mJooPEvfXma7ehv7o6az6UQnxmeVYYxG69uvxjJdfKoGIFIA2znRn-s_SiGKblcb_hZ54zyAwfQHkYE75sj0SBNgtk3Go9vBfu3ufE_Ihp0dehT6d-ywngBKGTb73pd6UPYSKDCz4U7RVMvhjxRoElGrgufem3efBek8aggshVK3Cy2NjQrgrgpLxnkeVL-Qv95xVRiF9DuwHptkA-FO_tPhB5e_nSc6t2JsZuxyGF_Vw1UYbPR5dw4pQkT2QWyGMSOGqJZFVoBJOseqP-sgHrRF0xiAMhEruA5_qwSYvNlFq_VvH2HhSKycHnZHqtxVEKHw9wuphDj_uH8j36Z4KPMsSDCOjeQ5TvkrKNQD5%26sai%3DAMfl-YQPji38b9ZcOV77sVfmK7HrJbZLfXWnfBFQThwC0_q4oZ7-va6W797ltk9ok7Vj3TL497Ugb0nmxiECk4lAtCe_YS5j9ojYDDTAQloijhYZspplRSzq-zoErI08%26sig%3DCg0ArKJSzEKILyzXziU9EAE%26fbs_aeid%3D%255Bgw_fbsaeid%255D%26urlfix%3D1%26adurl%3Dhttps://about.meta.com/gb/actions/safety/anti-scam/%253Fdclid%253D%2525edclid!


Matt Oliver

Industry Editor

19 November 2024 7:00am GMT

Europe is grimly familiar with Vladimir Putin’s willingness to weaponise

energy, after the Russian leader choked off gas supplies and sent winter

heating prices soaring.

It is a decision that has hardly been felt in oil and gas-rich America, where

domestic production is ample enough to cover all of the country’s needs – and

help Europe through exports of fuel.

Now, however, Russia may be reaching for an energy weapon it has previously

been reluctant to use – nuclear fuel that keeps the lights on in millions of US

households.

On Friday, the Kremlin said it was imposing temporary restrictions on exports

of enriched uranium to the US. The exact timing and duration of the measures

was not made immediately clear.
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American liquefied natural gas exports have surged
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US nuclear power plant operators rely on Russia for more than a quarter of

their supplies – a legacy of the post-Cold War “megatons to megawatts

program” that saw Moscow agree to convert large parts of its vast nuclear

weapons stockpile into fuel.

Industry sources stressed that the impact of Russia’s export ban will not be felt

immediately because orders are placed well in advance.

Still, the move has the potential to cause havoc in the relatively fragile global

uranium supply chain. Russia is the world’s sixth biggest uranium producer

and controls about 44pc of global enrichment capacity, making it a key

international player.

This is why the country’s state nuclear company, Rosatom, for so long escaped

western sanctions related to the Ukraine conflict. Thanks to this, Russia still

generates about $3.1bn (£2.4bn) a year from nuclear exports, including $905m

from exports to the US, according to trade data first reported by Tortoise.

American law makers took a first step to remedy the situation in May, when

they passed a bill requiring imports of Russian uranium to stop from August.

However, the bill included significant exemptions that allow US utilities to

carry on importing the Russian supplies until 2027 to avoid supply shortages.
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Experts say the decree announced by Moscow on Friday at the very least

appears to mirror those restrictions, suggesting that exports to the US could

still continue. Earlier this month, on the eve of the Russian ban, US nuclear

giant Westinghouse received a shipment of enriched uranium via an ARRC

Line tanker, according to Russian media.

And on Monday, Rosatom said exports to the US would “continue unchanged”

to customers with contracts for the time being.

But there are fears that Putin’s latest move opens the door to changes that go

beyond symbolic tit-for-tat measures.

Some analysts believe it could soon lead to a “Cigar Lake moment”, a reference

to the flooding of a mine run by Canadian giant Cameco in 2006 that sent

uranium prices surging.

There were early signs of this on Monday as the spot price for raw uranium

surged from the one-year low of $76.50 per pound to $82.
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Ocean Wall, a uranium-focused consultancy and broker based in London, told

clients over the weekend: “The US is facing at least a one year ban on Russian

imports.”

It pointed to translated remarks by Andrei Listovsky, director of the country’s

energy development fund, who told Russian media on Friday that the move

had both political and economic goals.

“The political goal is to not sell strategically important resources to unfriendly

countries, including the United States,” he said.

“The economic goal is to save more of the valuable resource for those

countries that are ready to work with Russia.”

He suggested that Moscow may instead focus on exports to India, Iran and

China, where Rosatom has or is building new nuclear reactors.

Whether that is simple bluster remains unclear for now. However, Russia has

previously shown itself willing to tear up agreements with countries over

disputes, with Moscow cutting off gas supplies to Austria last week following a

row over payments.

Most deliveries of enriched uranium to the US this year will have already

happened, but the move could affect shipments next year, uranium analyst

Jonathan Hinze, at UxC, told Bloomberg.
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“There would be some utilities that would be expecting that material and now

might not get it,” he added.

Nick Lawson, Ocean Wall’s co-founder, says a closer relationship between

incoming US president Donald Trump and Putin may not be enough to patch

things up.

“You have this hiatus period of uncertainty,” he says. “Even if Donald Trump

came out and said ‘we’re best friends with the Russians again’, the nuclear fuel

chain is so fragile and it’s been broken at two points: UF6 and EUP.”

A closer relationship between incoming US president Donald Trump and Putin may not be enough to patch things up

Credit: YURI KADOBNOV/AFP

UF6, or uranium hexafluoride (also known as “hex”), is the compound that is

converted into “enriched uranium product” (EUP). Supplies of both globally

are now looking constrained when compared to expected future demand, Mr

Lawson argues.

An agreement was struck by Britain, the US, Canada, Japan and France to work

together on civil nuclear fuel production in December 2023 but progress to

increase enrichment capacity has been particularly slow.

The only such facility in the US is run by Europe’s Urenco. The facility supplies

one third of enriched uranium used in American reactors currently and is

undergoing an expansion that will boost its capacity by a further 15pc.
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Industry Editor

19 November 2024 7:00am GMT

An industry source says supplier stockpiles of enriched uranium are likely big

enough to absorb the loss of Russian supplies in a worst-case scenario – for

now at least.

However, the situation has highlighted the extent to which western countries

are still heavily dependent on Moscow for a crucial resource.

Canada-based Cameco, one of the world’s biggest uranium miners, said: “To

break the dependence on Russia and other state-owned enterprises,

coordinated western responses are required.”

Ocean Wall’s Lawson warns: “The uranium supply chain, even when world

trade was at its most liberal, agreeable level, was fragile.

“With what’s happened in the last few years, that has completely broken down

– so it’s a very nervous situation.”
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