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1. INTRODUCTION

The following submission has been prepared by Southern Cross Resources Inc and Southern Cross Resources Australia Pty Ltd in response to the Senate Environment, Communications, Information Technology and the Arts References Committee Inquiry into Environmental Regulation of Uranium Mining.

The terms of reference are:

The regulatory, monitoring, and reporting regimes that govern environmental performance at the Ranger and Jabiluka uranium operations in the Northern Territory and the Beverley and Honeymoon in situ leach operations in South Australia, with particular reference to:

(a) the adequacy, effectiveness and performance of existing monitoring and reporting regimes and regulations;

(b) the adequacy and effectiveness of those Commonwealth agencies responsible for the oversight and implementation of these regimes; and 

(c) a review of Commonwealth responsibilities and mechanisms to realise improved environmental performance and transparency of reporting.

2.
HISTORY OF SOUTHERN CROSS INC & THE HONEYMOON PROJECT TO DATE

Southern Cross Resources Australia Pty Ltd is the fully owned Australian operating subsidiary of Southern Cross Resources Inc (SXR), publicly listed on the Toronto Stock Exchange.  Formed in 1997, SXR was established to explore for and develop Uranium deposits in South Australia that are amenable to the efficient In Situ Leach (ISL) mining method.  SXR has a cosmopolitan ownership including US based fund Resource Capital Funds and Australian company Sedimentary Holdings Ltd (formerly Sedimentary Holdings NL).

The full history of SXR and the Honeymoon Project is available in the public record, the State and Commonwealth Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) process (Southern Cross Resources 2000a, 2000b, Environment Australia 2001a, 2001b) and in company publications.

Briefly, SXR has undertaken the following activities since 1997:

1. Purchased the uranium assets in the Curnamona region from M.I.M. Holdings Limited and Sedimentary Holdings NL and refurbished the onsite demonstration facility and associated infrastructure.

2. Completed the public and government process necessary to have a “Declaration of Environmental Factors” (DEF) put in place to operate a demonstration Field Leach Trial.

3. Operated a demonstration Field Leach Trial (with about 20 employees and contractors) between April 1998 and August 2000.

4. Undertook the very extensive public and government interaction and approval process for the EIS under the Environment Protection (Impact of Proposals) (EPIP) Act 1974.  This involved a joint State and Commonwealth approach and included extensive field and computer simulation work required by the Federal Minister for the Environment and Heritage.

5. Raised and spent in excess of $30 million on field trials, exploration, tenement acquisition and technical studies.

6. Achieved the following milestones:

(a)
Federal Environmental Approval
November 2001

(b)
Federal Export Approval

November 2001

(c)
State Mining Lease Approval

December 2001

(d)
State Mining Lease Granted

February 2002.

7. Worked closely and proactively with the two Native Title Claimant groups with claime in the area and achieved the required comprehensive long-term agreements.

8. Put in place a talented management team for the future operational phase.

9. Undertook a series of engineering scoping, design, costing and operational studies to a bankable standard.

10. Undertook an expanded exploration and tenement access program to establish the company’s long-term presence in the area.

SXR is now in the final stages of committing to the project which will involve a capital commitment of a further A$50 million, and create some 46 full-time jobs in the financially depressed Curnamona region of South Australia.

This response is therefore directed to the terms of reference with respect to the EIS process that the company has undergone, its Field Leach Trial, the interaction and effectiveness of its dealings with relevant Government agencies and the environmental characteristics of the acid ISL process as trialled at Honeymoon and planned for use in commercial operation.

It should be noted that this response is directed to ISL operations in South Australia.  SXR has no experience of hard rock operations or operations in the Northern Territory.

3.
COMMENT ON TERMS OF REFERENCE
It is with some surprise that SXR notes that major producer WMC’s Olympic Dam Operations (ODO) has been omitted from the review and that the Honeymoon Project, as yet uncommitted and not built, has been included.  These peculiarities will make the review somewhat piecemeal and lacking an industry-wide focus.  This submission is based on the present state of development of the Honeymoon Project as noted in section 2 above.

4.
BRIEF HISTORY OF ISL OPERATIONS

A brief background to the development of ISL mining is provided here for information.

ISL mining was developed in the USA during the 1970s in formations which contained potable water.  The uranium mineralisation existed generally in tightly bound, fine grained sandstones containing calcite (CaCO3) with binding clays having a significant calcium content.  Over the next thirty years US practice evolved with practical operation techniques and a good environmental performance.  Commercial operations were based on the alkaline leach technique with substantial in situ solution regeneration and rehabilitation, coupled with remote deep well bleed solution disposal.  The use of these techniques was necessitated by the physical parameters of the deposits.  Acid leaching could not be used because of the calcium content of the deposits.  Extensive groundwater rehabilitation was needed to preserve the potable water relied on by other neighbouring users.  These physical techniques were transferred to other different geological environs such as Uzbeckistan, Khazakstan and South Australia.

There is a markedly different geological environment in the Frome Embayment of South Australia with natural saline groundwater, coarse unconsolidated sands, a general lack of calcium minerals and an isolated marginal grazing setting with few other aquifer users.  The choice of acid ISL was determined by these conditions.  Extensive studies were undertaken by SXR into alternative bleed stream disposal options and the effect of bleed stream re-injection into the natural, saline groundwater.

5.
THE ADEQUACY & EFFECTIVENESS OF EXISTING MONITORING & REPORTING REGIMES & REGULATIONS AND COMMONWEALTH AGENCIES RESPONSIBLE FOR IMPLEMENTATION
The regulations, both Commonwealth and State, under which the assessment of the Honeymoon Project was completed, are contained in the accompanying documents:

(1) Honeymoon Uranium Project – Environmental Impact Statement, May 2000

(2) Honeymoon Uranium Project – Environmental Impact Statement – Response/ Supplement, November 2000

(3) Assessment Report on the Environmental Impact Statement for the Proposed Honeymoon Uranium Project, January 2001

(4) Addendum to the Assessment Report on the Environmental Impact Statement for the Proposed Honeymoon Uranium Project, November 2001.

In particular, the regulatory regime and the monitoring and reporting requirements are discussed in detail in these documents, particularly in the Environmental Impact Statement (Southern Cross Resources 2000a).  Examination of the relevant sections of this document indicates the level of cooperation required of the Commonwealth and State government agencies.

In practice, during the assessment period, the process was marked by:

1. The high degree of cooperation by State and Commonwealth authorities.

2. The successful and professional “one stop shop” concept practiced by the relevant agency.

3. A high degree of technical openness and information exchange amongst the government agencies and the proponent.

4. Enthusiastic familiarisation and information gathering undertaken by the relevant government departments from their already extensive knowledge base.

5. Special attention being paid to the aquifer characteristics and the whole groundwater/mining interaction and regime.

From SXR’s viewpoint, the process was vigorous, fair, searching and relevant.

At the State level, this project scrutiny was backed up by regular site visits and inspections with a number of Departments but particularly PIRSA, Radiation Protection and Workplace Services.  Of note was the formation in 1998 of a Joint ISL Operators Committee, which met formally every three months.  This committee received reports from the two ISL operators on radiation monitoring and management, environmental monitoring and management and operational matters and acted as a conduit for information between regulators and operators.  This system, modified to reflect Beverley’s commercial status, continues on an individual basis for each site.

SXR, along with other uranium producers, is aware that continued Commonwealth surveillance and interest is an ongoing part of the process, particularly with respect to minerals policy, export permits, safeguard standards and issues and ongoing environmental stewardship.  There has been regular contact with Commonwealth departments in these areas.

As SXR proceeds towards production, the required community, State and Commonwealth consultation process will enhance communication.  SXR already has commitments in place with the two relevant native title claimant groups for a comprehensive range of benefits and interaction.  These include formal consultation and advisory council mechanisms.  There is also close contact with the local community and pastoralists, who are most supportive of the project.

In specifically addressing the terms of reference, SXR has the following views:

1. Existing monitoring and reporting regimes that govern environmental performance are world-class practice and appropriate.  There is adequate performance and scrutiny by relevant State and Commonwealth agencies.  This was particularly demonstrated during the Honeymoon EIS process.  A high degree of cooperation, organisation, technical and procedural zeal and scrutiny and interaction with the company were characteristic of the process.  Over the period that the Demonstration Field Leach Trial was in operation (April 1998 to August 2000), there was considerable involvement and inspection by relevant State agencies with active Commonwealth oversight.  SXR is aware of the degree to which these Commonwealth agencies undergo relevant checking and consultation with State agencies in order to fulfil their responsibilities.

2. Commonwealth agencies that have been very involved include Environment Australia, Australian Safeguards and Non-Proliferation Office, Geoscience Australia (AGSO),  Bureau of Rural Sciences and the Department of Industry, Tourism and Resources.  The technical expertise and diligence of these groups has been of a very high standard, with a high degree of knowledge and energy shown in fulfilling their duties.

3. SXR supports the views of the South Australian Chamber of Mines and Energy (SACOME) in not supporting any expanded Commonwealth or Commonwealth agency role (such as the OSS) in the industry in South Australia.  We believe that technical and environmental performance of the industry is world-class practice and already subject to a high level of scrutiny.  SXR supports continuous improvement and an open approach to providing information to Government, the local community and the public.  SXR believes that the present mechanisms in place meet that.

SXR is most receptive to a site visit by the Senate Committee and is available to meet their questions and queries in Adelaide or Canberra.
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Southern Cross Resources Australia Pty Ltd

75a Magill Road



Postal

PO Box 2119

Stepney SA 5069





Kent Town SA 5071

Telephone +61 8 8363 7006

Facsimile +61 8 8363 7009

E-mail adelaide@southerncrossres.com.au   (general)

E-mails to individuals – please use first initial and surname in lieu of “adelaide”, ie

thunter@southerncrossres.com.au

Website southerncrossres.com

CANADIAN OFFICE

Southern Cross Resources Inc

26 Wellington Street East, Suite 820

Toronto, Ontario M5E 1S2

Canada

Telephone +1 416 350 3657

Facsimile +1 416 363 6806

Email amunroe@southerncrossres.com 

Website southerncrossres.com
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