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Arlit & Akokan, Niger
Uranium mining sites

Niger, a country with one of the world’s lowest ranks on the Human Development Index, 
is also the world’s third largest producer of uranium. Uranium is the raw material need-
ed for nuclear fuel, as well as nuclear warheads. The downside of this lucrative busi-
ness: In mining cities like Arlit and Akokan, independent researchers have found in-
creased cancer rates as a result of radioactive tailings and dust from uranium mining. 

History
Africa’s highest grade uranium ore comes from the 
twin mining towns of Arlit and Akokan on the border of 
the Sahara desert. Mining in Arlit began in 1971. Three 
years later, operations were expanded to the nearby 
town of Akokan. Today, Akokan boasts the largest un-
derground uranium mine in the world and Niger sup-
plies around 7.5 % of world uranium. By 2006, cumu-
lative uranium output from Niger exceeded 100,000 
tons – 56 % from underground and 44 % from open-
pit mines. Mining operations are mainly carried out by 
the French company AREVA, which for the past 40 
years has mined Niger’s uranium almost exclusively 
for French nuclear power plants and nuclear weapons. 
Half of AREVA‘s total uranium production comes from 
Niger. 

Nearly 35 million tons of radioactive tailings have ac-
cumulated over the years, lying uncovered near the 
mines, exposed to desert winds. The tailings dump 
is located close to the city’s vegetable fi elds. Children 
regularly play in the radioactive rubble. The waste still 
retains nearly 85 % of the original radioactivity through 
substances like radium and thorium with half-lives of 
many thousands of years.1

Health and environmental e� ects
Until the 1980s, miners were not provided with even 
the most basic protective gear. They mined in t-shirts 
and shorts, without masks, gloves or dosimeters.1 Ac-
cording to local NGOs, doctors noticed rising rates 
of lung cancer, but did not raise an alarm. Countless 
min ers have contracted lung cancer, but so far not a 
single case has been offi cially accepted as an occupa-
tional disease. 

Through the continued exposure to radioactive dust 
from tailings and the radioactive contamination of 
ground water, the inhabitants of the nearby towns are 
also affected. In 2010, about 200,000 liters of radio-
active waste spilled near Arlit, contaminating large 
areas of land. So far, no independent epidemiologi-
cal research on the effects of radioactivity on public 
health has been performed in the region. 

In 2010, Greenpeace, the French Independent Infor-
mation Research Commission on Radioactivity (CRII-
RAD) and the Nigerian Network of Organizations for 
Transparency in Extractive Industries (ROTAB) carried 
out measurements in soil, water and air in Arlit and 
Akokan. Their studies showed abnormal dose rates of 
as much as 63 µSv/hr – more than 200 times hig-
her than normal background radiation levels.2 Even 
spend ing one hour per day over one year at that lo-
cation would expose a person to 10 times the annual 
radiation dose. They also found increased levels of ra-
dioactive radon in air and water samples.2 Additionally, 
contaminated scrap metal from the mines was sold at 
local markets, while an EU-sponsored study showed 
that radioactively contaminated material was used for 
construction of houses, further increasing radiation 
exposure of the general public.3

Outlook
Dismissing the evident health effects of uranium min-
ing, the government of Niger has plans to open new 
mining sites around the country, with companies like 
AREVA, the Chinese SinoU, Korea’s EPC, Japan’s 
OURD and Spain’s Enusa vying for new concessions. 
Places like Imouraren, Abokorum, Madouela, Agadez 
and Azelik have already been earmarked for explora-
tion and may soon experience similar tragedies like 
Arlit and Akokan. 

Another cause of concern regarding uranium mining 
in the region is ethnic confl icts. While Niger is mainly 
ruled by the Hausa people from the south, the ura-
nium mines are mostly located on Tuareg lands in the 
north of the country. The fortunes being made by ura-
nium sales are bypassing the producing regions and 
are used by the government to fi ght local Tuareg upris-
ings in the north. This contributes to growing ethnic 
tensions in the country. What blood diamonds are for 
other African countries, uranium may be for Niger. The 
neighboring country Mali serves as a worrying prece-
dent – it may only be a question of time before wars 
are fought over the uranium mines in northern Niger. 

More and more people in Africa are becoming casu-
alties of uranium mining – their health suffers from 
radioac tive exposure, their homeland is contaminated 
for gen erations to come and regional confl icts are exa-
cerbated by the growing hunger for cheap fuel for the 
nuclear industry. These people are also Hibakusha – 
their stories have to be told, their voices have to be 
heard.

Further reading
We highly recommend the Greenpeace report “Left 
in the Dust” and the corresponding YouTube video 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=ioRtzOWm07A, as well 
as the video “Living near uranium mines in Niger” 
http://youtu.be/C6eB-WkjBDw
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Children on a street in Akokan, a mining town near AREVA’s uranium mines. A member of Greenpeace measures radioactivity. 
Streets in Akokan were constructed with radioactive waste from the mines. During its visit, the Greenpeace team took several 
dust samples and found dangerously high radiation levels. Photo: © Greenpeace / Philip Reynaers

In this uranium mill near Arlit, the “Compagnie Minière d’Akouta” (COMINAK) processes the uranium ore to yellowcake. 


