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AINSE was born when nuclear science was seen as the source of a better environment of
clean and abundant energy, of new techniques for understanding the environment, and the
general advancement of the human lot. Despite the threat of nuclear weapons, the world was
bullish for nuclear science when the first UNESCO Conference on 'Atoms for Peace' was
held in Paris in 1957. Optimism for science in general and nuclear science in particular has
decreased since then and nuclear activities of all kinds are seen as particularly
environmentally harmful if not catastrophic. The extent to which nuclear science and nuclear
techniques have contributed to our understanding of the environment and to reducing the
impact of past exploitation is not commonly realised.

The Environmental Specialist Committee of AINSE is a relatively recent addition to the areas
of special interest but AINSE and ANSTO have supported environmental research for many
years in areas such as environmental engineering studies, insect control, sensitive analytical
techniques (which are in many cases at the heart of an improved understanding of
environmental processes) and environmental radioactivity and the control of radioactive
waste. Such techniques make a direct contribution to the remediation of contaminated
industrial and mining sites and to monitoring the continued effect of these sites on the
environment.

Recently the spread of quaternary studies with distinct environmental importance has
increased the AINSE involvement in supporting the use of AMS techniques involving
cosmogenic radionuclides, not only for studies of current processes but also for historic
studies designed to reveal past climates and geomorphology. Nuclear science of this kind
contributes to a better understanding of patterns of atmospheric circulation, underground
water resources and climate change. Even a simple application of nuclear science, the neutron
soil moisture probe, improves the efficiency of water use in agriculture and reduces the
environmental impact of irrigation.

The environmental impact of development in the third world will have major environmental
consequences in the next twenty years. Developments in nuclear science in chemical analysis,
the dynamics of environmental processes and in monitoring resources will help in controlling
a sustainable and rational use of the environment.
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