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RESTARTING THE CHALK RIVER REACTOR
Video Review 
The Chalk River controversy is extremely complicated. More than one viewing of 
the video may be necessary before students grasp all sides of the story.

Part I
Answer the questions in the spaces provided.

 1. How old is the NRU reactor at Chalk River? _____________

 2. What percentage of the world supply of medical isotopes is produced at 

Chalk River? _____________%

 3. Safety upgrades were ordered as part of the NRU reactor’s most recent 

licence renewal. When was the licence renewed? _____________
 4. The Canadian Nuclear Safety Commission discovered that a specific safety 

measure had not been carried out. As a result, it refused to permit the 
restarting of the reactor after routine maintenance. What was that safety 
measure? 

 5. According to Atomic Energy of Canada Limited’s (AECL) Brian McGee, did 

the NSC know that the pumps had not been connected? _____________
 6. Briefly describe the position held by Linda Keen, head of the CNSC, on the 

restarting of the Chalk River reactor. 

 7. For how long was the reactor down before the government decided to act? 

_____________

 8. How many days did Parliament’s emergency legislation give AECL to 

operate the reactor until the upgrade was completed? _____________
 9. What was the final vote in the Commons on restarting the reactor?

 10. The Prime Minister accused Linda Keen of doing something shocking to 
Canadians. What did he accuse her of doing? 

 11. For what reason did Gary Lunn say that Linda Keen was fired? 

Did you know . . . 
At present there 
are 440 active 
nuclear reactors 
in the world. It 
is expected that 
90 additional 
reactors will be in 
operation by 2016.
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 12. Brian McGee, the Chief Nuclear Operator at Chalk River, says that 

ultimately one person had to bear responsibility for the isotope crisis. Who 

is that person? _____________

 13. What action did Mr. McGee take in February 2008? 

 14. How has Linda Keen responded to her firing?

Part II: For Discussion
A second viewing of the video is suggested before discussion takes place.

 1. Several observers have argued that the isotope crisis happened because 
of long-standing tensions and disagreements between AECL and the 
Canadian Nuclear Safety Commission. Does the video presentation support 
this observation in any way? What comments or actions might be cited in 
support of that argument?

 2. Do you agree or disagree with the idea proposed by Leslie Mackinnon that 
the head of the CNSC is responsible solely for nuclear safety—not for the 
safety of patients in need of medical isotopes? Why?

 3. Consider the following quote from public policy experts George Vegh 
and Jatin Nathwani (The Globe and Mail, January 30, 2008): “Regulatory 
agencies, independent or otherwise, do not operate in a vacuum, but in a 
real-life social context to meet the needs of Canadians.” What implications 
does such a principle have for agencies like the Canadian Nuclear Safety 
Commission? Does it reinforce the government’s case for taking action in 
the Chalk River crisis?

 4. How would you have handled the Chalk River Crisis? In your notebook 
explain your actions. 
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RESTARTING THE CHALK RIVER REACTOR
Canada and Nuclear Power

Economic Impact

 

services.

Early Efforts

CANDU

uneconomical.

Further Research
One of the best 
sources of up-to-
date information 
on Canada’s 
importance as a 
nuclear player is 
a briefing paper 
by the Uranium 
Information 
Centre Ltd. of 
Australia. Titled 
“Canada’s Uranium 
Production & 
Nuclear Power.” 
It was published 
in February 2008 
and is available at 
www.uic.com.au/
nip03.htm.

Further Research
Useful material 
on the history and 
development of 
CANDU reactors 
is available from 
the CBC archives 
at http://archives.
cbc.ca/IDD-1-
75-104/science_
technology/candu/.
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CANDU 6 and ACR-1000

which went into operation in the early 

Definition
CANDU stands for 
CANada Deuterium 
Uranium. The 
Canadian design 
uses deuterium 
(heavy water) 
as a moderator 
to reduce the 
speed of the fast 
neutrons produced 
by uranium 
fuel, ensuring a 
controllable chain 
reaction. It is the 
use of heavy water 
that made the 
CANDU reactor 
design unique.

Further Research
A good source of 
information on the 
nuclear industry 
in Canada is 
“Canadian Nuclear 
FAQ” by Dr. Jeremy 
Whitlock, a reactor 
physicist with 
AECL, at www.
nuclearfaq.ca/
index.html#intro.

To Consider
 1. Why is Canada considered to be a world leader in the nuclear energy 

industry?

 2. Do you think Canada should continue to work toward leadership in the 
development of peaceful uses of nuclear energy? Why? Why not?
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RESTARTING THE CHALK RIVER REACTOR
Medical Isotopes

What Medical Isotopes Are

How Medical Isotopes Work

isotopes.

cancer.

Why Isotopes Are Important
 

every year.

Why Chalk River Laboratories 
Is Important

Further Research
Further 
information 
on radioactive 
isotopes and their 
medical uses is 
available from 
the CBC at www.
cbc.ca/news/
background/
health/isotopes.
html; from MDS 
Nordion at www.
mdsnordion.
com; from the 
Australian Uranium 
Information 
Centre Ltd. 
(“Radioisotopes 
in Medicine”) at 
www.uic.com.
au/nip26.htm; 
and from Atomic 
Energy Canada 
Limited at www.
aecl.ca/Science/CRL/
NRU/Isotopes.htm.
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Why Molybdenum-99 Is 
Important

patient.


