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tre, there were notices about the
construction of a new “transient in-
terim storage facility” within the
grounds, using the dry casks in
which the nuclear industry parks
its most dangerous legacies.

The doubled-up adjective is
telling: the strategy for this kind of
waste is always temporary, tran-
sient, interim. It places an unasked-
for burden not just on “future gen-
e ra t i o n s ” (that bland and tired
phrase), but even on future species
of hominid that might evolve in the
geographic space that is known (for
now) by the bland name of South
Africa.

This space has been peopled for
as long as there have been people.
By 100 000 years ago, “modern”
humans were distributed through-
out the landmass. Shell middens of
the kind we saw on our walking
residency; stone tool arrays; en-
graved boulders; rock art. These are
some of the traces of this immense
time depth of human occupation.

When thinking about how to
communicate the hazards of nucle-
ar waste to the future, those work-

ing on deep geologic repositories in
Scandinavia use a thought exper-
iment that reaches into the past.

What would it mean to convey
the concept “radioactivit y” to the
cave painters of Lascaux, or to the
Neanderthals?

The lethal time capsules being
built deep underground are meant
to reach as far into the future as
human symbolic behaviour reaches
back into the African past: 100 000
ye a r s .

To even begin to conceive of
what the nuclear option means,
you have to abandon opinion
pieces, leave “ra t i o n a l ” argument
and enter the realms of speculative
fiction. In 2116, 100 years from now,
will the people required to take care
of the waste of Koeberg (or
T hyspunt, or Schulpfontein, or
Duynefontein) understand what
they are being asked to do, and
w hy ?

Will they have the technology to
do it, and the money? Will they still
be filing progress reports to a nu-
clear regulator? What language will
be spoken here? Will those two
grain silos still be there at the wa-
ter ’s edge, or will they be drowned

by rising sea levels?
What about in 3016? Will “South

Africa” still exist? Will there be any
remnant of the national road sys-
tem along which the dry casks will
(supposedly) be transported to
their final resting place at
Va a l p u t s ?

Will there be any trace of the
companies that profited from the
nuclear furnaces, after all the CEOs

about a slow poison buried deep in
the desert, will they heed them?

The 2010 documentary Into Eter-

nity meditates on the construction
of Onkalo, the world’s first geolog-
ical disposal facility, now nearing
completion beneath a Finnish is-
land. Amid long takes of under-
ground blasting and a slow ballet of
earth-moving machinery, it asks:
should we even try to communicate
the dangers of buried waste to the
deep future?

Because even if the warnings
were understood, might they not be
ignored like the curses on Egyptian
tombs, or the runic instructions
found (and ignored) by archaeol-
ogists on a face-down stone in Nor-
way: “Not to be touched by mis-
guided men.” We always know bet-
ter, even when we absolutely don’t.
So should we not cultivate a total
forgetting of our world?

I ended my journey in the moun-
tains near Porterville, a couple of
hours’ drive and a long hike from
Koeberg. Here there is a famous
rock art panel. The Porterville
Galleon shows a ship under sail,
painted in red ochre.

Far inland and isolated from oth-

er sites, it comes as a psychic jolt: to
see colonial history suddenly im-
pinging on the scenes of animals,
hunting and trance dancing —

scenes that form part of perhaps
the longest unbroken artistic tra-
dition in human history. What
might one draw in ochre on a rock
wall to signify the nuclear legacy, a
still more unimaginable rift in the
order of things?

Could a question like this please
be tabled among all the integrated
resource plans and environmental
impact assessments and risk assess-
ments and costing exercises that go
on for hundreds of pages but never
get to the heart of the matter?

In those paper-thin arguments,
language is used less to commu-
nicate than to disguise risk and
evade the real questions posed by
nuclear: questions of time, ethics,
inter-generational responsibility.
Questions about the kind of human
experiment we want to be part of.

Would the honourable member
care to explain caesium, strontium
and plutonium to the ancestors?
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and the PAs and the PRs and the
shareholders and their children’s
ch i l d re n’s children, unto the 20th
generation, are no more than ash
on the wind?

Let’s go one further. What about
10 000 years from now?

Can any symbol or sign system
speak across so many millennia of
unstable above-ground conditions?
And even if the hominids of 12 016
AD do understand the warnings
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This is a simple o-ring. Not even the size of your thumb. Completely insignificant. 

On January 28, 1986, a single faulty o-ring, brought down an entire space shuttle, 

mid takeoff. In a complicated chain, it takes one part that isn’t as sophisticated and 

meticulously crafted to compromise the whole machine. Don’t take chances. Insist on 

BMW Original Parts, because without genuine parts, it’s simply not a BMW anymore.

BMW Original Parts come with a 2-year unlimited mileage warranty.

For more information, visit www.bmw.co.za/originalparts.

BMW ORIGINAL PARTS WITH A 2-YEAR WARRANTY.

ONE PART CAN
CHANGE THE OUTCOME.
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