
 
Thorium – hope or hype / dream or dystopia 

 
Recently there has been an unofficial online and print campaign in North America promoting thorium as a 
superfuel of the future. Promoters talk of a new type of nuclear power which uses relatively abundant 
thorium instead of uranium - the promise is of unlimited, safe, clean, and cheap electrical power for many 
hundreds of years. The campaign makes thorium seem almost like the ”holy grail” of energy. 
  
Thorium enthusiasts want governments (ie. you the taxpayer) to facilitate and finance further research and 
development of this power source. Financial lending institutions find it too expensive and risky and do not 
see a market for it. 
  
Uranium is currently fissioned in nuclear reactors to produce electrical energy. Thorium adherents rightfully 
say that these reactors pose undesirable financial, security, weapons proliferation, emissions, 
decommissioning, waste management, environmental, and health risks. However, replacing uranium fuel 
with thorium would not fix these problems, as explained below. It is not the ‘silver bullet’ the hype claims it to 
be. 
 
Thorium is a radioactive element, a heavy metal, found in many parts of the world, usually as part of the 
phosphate mineral monazite. It has been used to produce small amounts of energy at experimental nuclear 
reactors in the 20th Century, but was not generally pursued as a commercial energy source - it is very 
expensive and, from an engineering perspective, a much more complicated procedure than the uranium fuel 
alternative which was developed instead. 
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