
Uranium 

Not a matter of if, but 

when 

The commodity has slipped in recent 

years, but this may be an opportunity 

uranium bulls to run; especially given 

the current geopolitical and economic 

climate 
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What is uranium? 

 Uranium is an extremely 

dense element which 

occurs commonly in most 

rocks, in concentrations of 

2 to 4 ppm1. Uranium 

occurs significantly in two 

isotopes; uranium-238 and 

uranium-235. Uranium-235 

(U-235) is particularly 

important to humanity as it 

is ‘fissile’, and we use the 

expression ‘nuclear 

fission’”1 to describe the 

practical application of this attribute. Nuclear fission is useful as it produces 

an extreme amount of energy, which is relatively clean. As explained by 

the World Nuclear Association:  

“When the nucleus of a U-235 atom captures a moving neutron, it 

splits in two (fissions) and releases some energy in the form of heat, 

also two or three additional neutrons are thrown off. If enough of these 

expelled neutrons cause the nuclei of other U-235 atoms to split, 

releasing further neutrons, a fission ‘chain reaction’ can be achieved. 

When this happens repeatedly, many millions of times, a very large 

amount of heat is produced from a relatively small amount of 

uranium.” 

In fact, a nuclear power station can generate up to 20 terajoules of energy with 1 

kg of uranium, the equivalent output of 1500 tons of coal2. In theory and practice, a 

nuclear power station works in a similar manner as a traditional coal plant; 

employing heat energy to spin a steam-driven turbine, which in turn fires an 

electrical generator.  

                                                           
1 What is Uranium? How Does it Work? (n.d.).  
2 Emsley, John (2001).  



Where is uranium found? 

Uranium is about 500 times more 

abundantly than gold and is as 

about as common as tin. While 

the primary uranium ore mineral 

is uraninite, ores such as 

carnotite, tyuyamunite, 

torbernite and autunite are also 

commonly extracted. Uranium 

can be extracted through 

traditional open-pit or 

underground methods, 

depending on abundance near the 

surface. After extraction, the 

uranium ore is mechanically 

broken down prior to chemical 

reduction. In situ leaching is 

another process in which uranium 

is extracted, but the chemical reduction of the ore occurs down-hole in the 

deposit zone. 

After extraction, 

uranium is 

enriched and 

refined into a 

usable fuel in the 

form of uranium 

dioxide (UO2). 

Uranium may be 

common, but 

high-grade 

deposits are only 

found in the 

Athabasca 

region of 

Canada.   

The Ranger Uranium Mine, located in the Northern 

Territory of Australia. It is the open-pit variation, 

which is characterized by the terracing of the 

slope towards the bottom of the mine. This method 

is useful if the uranium ore is located near the 

surface, as ore is extracted in bulk; facilitated by 

large machinery  

As of 2016, Kazakhstan leads world production of uranium, 

accounting for 39.6% of the global production. Canada 

accounts for approximately 22.6%, but has the only known 

high-grade deposits in the world 



A brief history of uranium 

Humanity 

has utilized 

the uranium 

molecule 

since about 

79 CE, 

when it was 

employed 

for artisanal 

purposes, 

such as 

“coloring ceramic glazes”3. The fissile attribute of uranium, however is what 

drove demand during, and after WWII. Military spending on the manufacturing of 

nuclear weapons (especially in the cold-war era), and the feasibility of nuclear 

energy created much opportunity in the market. This, however, was relatively 

short lived as the detriment of poorly managed fallout (residual atmospheric 

radioactive waste) became apparent in various incidents around the world. In 

addition, processes of harnessing 

hydroelectricity were refined to the point 

where the risks of nuclear energy were no 

longer justifiable. Accordingly, the market 

shrunk considerably and only few uranium 

firms remained into the 1990’s, and the 

lowest prices on record eventually occurred 

in 2001.  

In 2003, a slight upward trend in prices 

would eventuate into sudden exponential 

growth, which inflated a large uranium bubble. 

Many attribute the flooding of Cigar Lake, 

Saskatchewan (one of earth’s richest deposits) 

with the inflation of the uranium bubble, as 

there was vast uncertainty about future supply. 

                                                           
3 Hammond, C. R. (2000).  
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The Fukushima powerplant 

(above) experienced a vast 

meltdown following the 2011 

Tohoku earthquake This disaster 

sent uranium prices 

plummeting. 



Although the bubble 

eventually levelled out, 

the Fukushima Daiichi 

nuclear disaster in 2011 

sent prices tumbling 

downward.  

Although it bears risk, 

nuclear power production 

is extremely efficient, and 

in large metropolitan 

centers like Mumbai or 

Beijing, this efficiency is 

the solution to the growing 

problem of pollution due to 

large, fossil-fuel dependent 

populations. In fact, according to the World Health Organization, “nuclear 

power production kills less people per terawatt hour than any other major 

source of power, even solar”4. The global push for cleaner energy may be 

advantageous for the discerning (and patient) investor. The Trump 

administration has claimed that it will de-regulate the nuclear sector, and 

this may be the catalyst required to bump the industry into growth once 

again. Further, the low uranium prices have “choked off exploration 

activity” according to Cantor Fitzgerald Analysts, which will undoubtedly 

contribute to a deficit in the coming years, especially as nuclear 

powerplants seek new contracts in 2018, and new powerplants are being 

constructed.  

CEO of Berkeley Energia (a British uranium exploration firm), Paul Atherley 

claims that “500 million pounds of uranium that will be needed for reactors 

in the next 10 years has not yet been purchased”5, and these contracts will 

be highly sought after, especially in consideration of nearly 60 newly-

constructed Chinese reactors5.  

                                                           
4 Desjardins, J. (2017, January 27).  
5 Yeomans, J. (2016, November 20). 

Smog (as illustrated in the image of Cairo 

above) has increased awareness and demand 

of alternative, cleaner energy sources 



What’s next for Uranium? 

The uranium bear market, which saw 

its sixth consecutive year in 2017, has 

been of great detriment to the 

exploration and extraction market 

segments. This may be an opportune 

time to get involved with early 

financing of such processes. 

According to UxC (the worlds primary 

source on nuclear publications) has 

predicted that fuel demand for nuclear 

power stations will increase 2.5% 

annually until 20306.  The large 

increase in nuclear powerplant construction will strain supply, and uranium 

exploration and extraction companies may ultimately profit from this deficit. 

Further, many utility companies entered long term supplier agreements during 

the uranium bull market of 2007, and this contract cycle is ending in approaching 

years6. Few of these contracts have been replaced, and this has resulted in 

“uncommitted needs continuously building”. These unfilled needs may “total just 

under one billion pounds of uranium over the coming ten years, and over 81% of 

expected reactor requirements [will be] uncovered by 2027”6. 

How to take advantage 

Investing in uranium can be achieved through 3 separate vehicles: ETF’s, futures 

and stocks. Global X’s Uranium ETF tracks a basket of uranium miners7 and is 

widely regarded as the most comprehensive uranium ETF in terms of exposure. 

Regarding futures contracts, UX Uranium futures, offered by the CME group is 

accepted as a standard. Each contract offers 250 pound of uranium in the form 

U3O8. Lastly, one may choose to invest in stocks (particularly those involved in 

exploration and extraction), which bear risk but can be hugely profitable if the 

proper venture is identified. It is advised that an individual consult with an 

investment professional before considering any of the above alternatives.  

                                                           
6 Uranium Market. (n.d.).  
7 Uranium. (n.d.).  

“Unfilled needs may total 

just under one billion 

pounds of uranium over 

the coming ten years and 

over 81% of expected 

reactor requirements will 

be uncovered by 2027”  

 



Desjardins, J. (2017, January 27). Chart: Can Uranium Be Great Again? Retrieved from 

http://www.visualcapitalist.com/chart-uranium-great-again-trump/ 

Emsley, John (2001). "Uranium". Nature's Building Blocks: An A to Z Guide to the 

Elements. Oxford: Oxford University Press. pp. 476–482. ISBN 0-19-850340-7. 

Hammond, C. R. (2000). The Elements, in Handbook of Chemistry and Physics 

(PDF) (81st ed.). CRC press. ISBN 0-8493-0481-4. 

Uranium. (n.d.). Retrieved from http://commodityhq.com/commodity/rare-

earthstrategic-metals/uranium/#etfs 

Uranium Market. (n.d.). Retrieved from 

http://www.uraniumparticipation.com/s/Uranium_Market.asp 

What is Uranium? How Does it Work? (n.d.). Retrieved from http://www.world-

nuclear.org/information-library/nuclear-fuel-cycle/introduction/what-is-uranium-

how-does-it-work.aspx 

Yeomans, J. (2016, November 20). Uranium: The unloved metal whose price is 

poised to go radioactive. Retrieved from 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/business/2016/11/20/uranium-the-unloved-metal-

whose-price-is-poised-to-go-radioactiv/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 


