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President of Tanzania, 
Dr. John Pombe Magufuli.

An Elephant in Selous Game Reserve.

An open letter to President, Dr John 
Pombe Magufuli
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Germany’s Wismut uranium mining legacy
The number of uranium miners who contracted 
lung cancer while working at the Germany’s 
Wismut uranium mine (which has since been 
closed) in the eastern part of the country is 
higher than previously thought. 

According to the German statutory accident 
insurance, 3,700 cases of lung cancer were 
recognised as occupationally caused since 
1991.

The breakdown shows that 100 workers 
contracted cancer of the larynx, and 2,800 
workers, a quartz pneumoconiosis. 

On 18th August, 2004, the German Federal 
Social Court in a landmark ruling decided 
that a compensation of cancer other than lung 
cancer is justified for uranium miners. 

In two cases, filed by former Wismut uranium 
miners and/or their surviving families, the 
Court ruled that larynx cancer developed 
by the miners must be seen as caused by 
their former occupation and therefore has to 
be compensated by the employers’ liability 
insurance. 

The court decision was relevant for 
approximately 2,000 other former Wismut 
miners who had contracted cancers other than 
that of the lung. 

One thing that is worthy considering here 
is that, Germany has had 3,700 lung cancer 
cases, its advances in science, medical care 

system and technology notwithstanding.

The point is, had the Wismut uranium mines 
been located in a developing country like 
Tanzania, the number of people afflicted by 
lung cancer would have been much higher due 
to the low level of advancement in science, 
technology and medical care system.

And what is more critical, especially for 
Tanzania, is the telling disregard on the part 
of both workers and management towards 
the use of protection gear when engaged in 
dangerous work that includes, among others, 
mining.
 
Wismut’s current estimate for the total 
decommissioning cost, until 2045, is around 
Euro 8 billion, of which Euro 6 billion have been 
spent so far according to a German newspaper, 
Ostthüringer, dated dated 17th June, 2016. 

However, the management of Wismut uranium 
mining sites in Eastern Germany requires 
another Euro 2.1 billion until 2045 mainly for 
water treatment.

This is in addition to the Euro 6.6 billion already 
spent in the clean-up of the sites allocated so 
far and represents a four-fold increase over 
estimates made in 2015 of an additional Euro 
500 million required until 2040. 

At the end of 2013, Wismut had completed over 
80 per cent of its decommissioning task. The 
decommissioning work is set for completion 
by 2020, while long-term maintenance and 

surveillance will have to continue for an 
indefinite period.

So far, Euro 5.8 billion of the Euro 6.6 billion 
allocated by the government have been spent. 
It is expected that the total cost until 2040 will 
rise to Euro 8 billion, according to a German 
newspaper, Ostthüringer Zeitung published on 
15th July, 2014. 

Wismut GmbH plans to conclude the clean-up 
of the uranium mining legacy in Thuringia and 
Saxony by 2020. After this date, long-term 
tasks such as water treatment, environmental 
monitoring and surveillance of reclaimed 
surfaces will have to continue for an unknown 
period.  
In short the cleaning up of Wismut uranium 
mining sites is likely to cost more and would 
last longer than 2045.
The Federal Republic of Germany, sole owner 
of Wismut GmbH, has increased the initial Euro 
6.65 billion clean-up budget by 5.3 per cent to 
Euro 7 billion. 

And out of the foregoing total amount, Euro 5.4 
billion had already been spent by the end of 
2010.

The completion of the most challenging task, 
that is, the stabilisation of the largest uranium 
mill tailings deposit Culmitzsch, is set for 2022. 
  

DANGEROUS HAZARD URANIUM MINING IN GERMAN

Former Wismut Uranium Mining in East German.


