Senate Inquiry into Environmental Regulation of Uranium Mining
Introduction

Australia has had a long involvement in the nuclear industry, starting with Nuclear Weapons testing at Maralinga and Emu Plains and advancing to a research reactor at Lucas Heights in Sydney, for which a replacement has just been approved (there is another story here but is beyond what I whish to discuss in this letter).  

Despite falling uranium prices, reducing demand and rising environmental impacts (the mining process itself, spills of waste, waste containment and disposal) continues to actively support and promote the industry. The Federal Government has pushed for uranium mining adjacent to world heritage areas, approved controversial mining techniques (Acid In Situ Leaching) and turned a blind eye to environmental concerns and indigenous rights raised by not only the “greenies” but ordinary Australians.

Environmental standards have been driven down and public accountability denied at both the Honeymoon and Beverley Acid ISL mines in northern South Australia by both the government and the operators.  

Acid ISL involves the injection of sulphuric acid into groundwater to dissolve underground uranium. The mining solution is pumped to the surface, the uranium extracted and then all the liquids and mine wastes (which radio-active and acidic) are dumped back into the underground aquifers.

As well as polluting groundwater by impacts of mining and of waste discharge, ISL uranium mining has serious problems with surface leaks and spills. The Beverley mine has had four significant leaks this year alone. Owned by General Atomics (USA) it is the only commercial uranium mine in the Western world to use the controversial acid ISL method.  At Honeymoon a commercial mine plant has not yet been constructed by Southern Cross Resources (Canada). 

Leaks and environmental breaches have also beset the Ranger uranium mine in Kakadu (operated by ERA). In April 2002, a former employee of the mine detailed allegations of major environmental breaches. One of the incidents described, found uranium levels up to 70 times higher in Kakadu National Park than the reporting standard. 

Over 110 environmental breaches have been documented at the Ranger uranium mine. 

Environmental Discussion points

We frequently hear about leaks/spills/discharges of radio active material/waste on the news, as reported by not the Government but the environmental organizations such as the Australian Conservation Foundation, Green Peace and individuals. Does the government seek to hide these incidents or is it just that they don’t care?

· It is obvious that the monitoring of waste storage and ore refining at these mine sites is woefully inadequate.  The Inquiry must recommend the improvement monitoring at these sites, imposing large fines for any release of material into the environment that exceeds international standards.

At Beverley and at Honeymoon ISL mines

As a minimum, the Inquiry should recommend that the industry complies with the following conditions:

· The Federal and South Australian Governments to commit to protection of groundwater –including no discharge of mine waste to groundwater, to prohibit underground leaks into connected aquifers and to require rehabilitation of mining impacts on groundwater.

· The Inquiry to recommend increased monitoring of operations and public reporting of all radioactive leaks.

· The Inquiry to recommend a new public environmental assessment of the management of mine wastes. 

What should be recommended, is the banning of the use of ISL mining: 

· So what’s not good for the rest of the western world is good for Australia?  Why when ISL is not used anywhere else in the western world why is it used in Australia?

· Our outback environment, cattle and sheep grazers, outback communities, towns and cities depend on the water contained in the Great Artesian Basin and other aquifers for their well being.  

In situ leaching puts in danger all of this:

· Think worst case scenario…

· Rain fall in outback Australia happens on a very infrequent basis: it may rain constantly for weeks on end then stop for the rest of the year. The ground dries up, cracks appear, it expands and contracts with the heat of the day and cool of the night for a majority of the year.  When the rains come, water floods into all these cracks and into the mined aquifers, these aquifers could flood out onto the ground or into other aquifers, poisoning the water.

· But then again, the wastes could be safely contained in the aquifers and there might be no leakage.  Are we willing to gamble our entire outback community on this?

· If the mining solution of sulfuric acid or any waste stored in the mined aquifer leaks into other aquifers what happens?   Contaminated water, contaminated live-stock, contaminated crops.

· How do people hundreds of kilometers away from another water source cope with contaminated water? 

· If radio active contaminates are found in exported cattle and sheep that have been drinking the contaminated water, this industry could collapse over night.

At Kakadu mines

Where rain fall is measured in metres not centimeters or millimeters… Where the land has been listed as World Heritage.  Just because various governments have drawn a line or circle on a map excluding certain areas from World Heritage listing and/or Kakadu National park doesn’t mean that they are not.

· The Federal and NT Governments to facilitate the rehabilitation, lease relinquishment and incorporation of the Jabiluka and Koongarra mineral leases into Kakadu National Park.

· Rio Tinto and relevant government agencies to support a phase out and exit of mining along with a rehabilitation strategy for Ranger, including aiding the establishment of a viable Aboriginal economy independent of mining.

· The Inquiry to articulate a credible action plan to prevent the development, rehabilitate the impacts and incorporate the mineral lease of the Jabiluka site , in order to protect the region’s World Heritage property and values.

· The Federal and NT Governments to act to reduce environmental impacts of operations at Ranger, and for monitoring, reporting and regulatory regimes be strengthened to include more event based monitoring, increased monitoring scope and trigger points, and enhanced reporting.

Above all, Uranium mining is a dying industry – world prices have dropped, countries are turning away from building nuclear plants for research and power generation, (Denmark and Germany I believe are two countries who are looking at ways of getting rid of their nuclear power plants) the number of nuclear weapons is being reduced (well the Western world is reducing their weapons anyway…) there is a serious waste problem: where do you store something for a quarter of a million years or longer that cannot be touched or moved, that must not come into contact with the air or ground water?  We see pictures in Europe and our own country of protests over shipments of nuclear waste through our streets and oceans… it is time to restrict and reduce the amount of Uranium mining in this country.

Yours Sincerely
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Simon Birch

