INTRODUCTION

The following represents People for Nuclear Disarmament's submission into the Environmental Regulation of Uranium Mining.  

Please note that People for Nuclear Disarmament are unequivocally opposed to uranium mining per se and support Australia becoming a nuclear free country, alike our neighbours in New Zealand. Consistent polling and public demonstrations over the past three decades have demonstrated that the majority of Australians have a similar viewpoint.

 The nuclear industry is unsustainable and unnecessary.  Unsustainable in regards to cradle to grave operation, there is no safe way of storing or disposing of its byproduct, radioactive waste, which stays radioactive for 250 000 years.  Unnecessary in that there exist viable and sustainable alternatives for energy production and other uses of uranium. 

However, if Australia continues to permit uranium mining, it is imperative that the standards of monitoring, regulation and reporting for this industry are substantially improved. People for Nuclear Disarmament are pleased that this Senate Inquiry into the Environmental Regulation of Uranium Mining has been enacted.  It is imperative that this Senate Inquiry ensure that such standards are strictly enforced.
REGARDING JABILUKA AND RANGER URANIUM MINES

In regards to the Ranger and Jabiluka Uranium operations please note that People for Nuclear Disarmament support the traditional owners consistent opposition to uranium mining on their traditional lands.  This demand has been the issue of much public protest and opposition from the general Australian Public, as well as international opposition to uranium mining in World Heritage Kakadu National Park.  We are also concerned that the Australian Senate has examined the impacts of the proposal and deemed these too severe and support their recommendation that the mine should not proceed.  

We support the immediate winding down of operations at Ranger Uranium Mine, as consistent with the concerns of the traditional owners and support their wishes, as consistent with the wishes of the Australian community that the Jabiluka Mine should not proceed.

In regards to Environmental management at the Jabiluka and Ranger uranium mining areas, People for Nuclear Disarmament are concerned that it is demonstrably inadequate. Events this year, including the non-disclosure of elevated uranium levels at Jabiluka, incorrect dumping of ore at Ranger and allegations of environmental mismanagement by a former employee at Ranger all indicate an endemic failure of the present regulatory regime to adequately protect  the World Heritage Kakadu Nation Park.

Some concrete examples are outlined as follows:

Persistent water management problems plague the Jabiluka mine site.
Essentially, these problems relate to the premature construction of the mine decline, the lack of adequate water containment and treatment facilities and the excess of contaminated water at the site derived from both the underground decline and surface runoff. Irrigation of contaminated water commenced from mid October 2001 although this was not reported to stakeholders, until some three (3) weeks later. Irrigation continued until late December 2001, before stopping due to the onset of the wet season.


During February 2002, the Mirrar became aware of important water quality issues in Swift Creek, which runs adjacent to and receives runoff from the Jabiluka site. Recorded levels of contaminants, including uranium and magnesium, were at and above the so-called 'focus' and 'action' levels, as determined by regulators. This should have prompted the company to immediately notify stakeholders; no notification was given until after one (1) month. This failure to follow the new protocols for water quality monitoring is a clear breach of regulatory requirements. The consistent pattern of higher uranium concentrations downstream of the Jabiluka site compared to levels upstream is a serious indication of the potential failure of irrigation of contaminated pond water. 

The Mirrar were first informed of the above situation on 25 February 2002.Although the water quality samples obtained from Swift Creek by the Supervising Scientist are understood to be lower than ERA samples, the pattern of uranium concentrations higher downstream than upstream of the Jabiluka site appears consistent.


A further concern is that the 'limit' for uranium - the concentration at
which ERA would be required to undertake detailed investigation and
subsequent remedial works - is 5.8 parts per billion (ppb) or some 580 times higher than average background concentrations. This represents a significant and unacceptable increase in uranium concentrations and loadings through Swift Creek.


The regulatory focus on contaminant concentration comes at the expense of a broader analysis of the impacts of cumulative loading of the ecosystem. Mirrar fears concerning the impacts of Jabiluka are beginning to be realised, even though the site is not operational.

 
On the afternoon of 27 February 2002, the Mirrar were told of the incorrect dumping of low-grade uranium at the Ranger site. Despite incomplete details, environmental monitoring data had indicated a surge in uranium concentration in waters entering Corridor Creek to some 2,000 ppb. This creek flows into Georgetown Billabong and then to the Magela Creek and Kakadu. Detailed investigations were initiated by the OSS and ERA into the source of incorrect dumping and the levels of uranium c ntaminating surface waters.


The report by ERA highlights serious deficiencies with current and future environmental performance at Ranger. On 14 January 2002, truck drivers from the mine began dumping the ore on an area (#2 stockpile) that had been compacted and 'sealed' to allow runoff to
be diverted away from Retention Pond 2. As this area was not supposed to receive this type of ore, the runoff was draining freely through existing networks that lead to Corridor Creek and Georgetown Billabong. The dumping of ore continued until 26 February. The total amount of ore dumped at the site was about 80,900 tonnes (t) of 0.02-0.08% U8O8 ore and 3,600 t of 0.08-0.12% U8O8 ore, or 84,5000 t in total.


Although the full detail of the incident is still being clarified the
following points highlight some major fears and concerns of the Mirrar about operations at Ranger, namely:
* the incident is a clear breach of Ranger's statutory Environmental
Requirements;
* ERA state they do not have the resources to finish the full implementation of the recommendations of the 2000 OSS report on the
manganese leak;
* the high turbidity of the runoff was noticed by accident, which
triggered sampling of the area in question and the 'discovery' of elevated uranium concentrations;
* the mine and environment departments at Ranger are not communicating effectively, despite this being a major shortcoming identified during the investigation of the 2000 manganese leak. This serious deficiency was also highlighted by the NLC by email in November 2001 to ERA's environment department;
* it took some 44 days for the problem to be identified - despite the
increased oversight and site visits by regulators (which is now monthly) and previous commitments by ERA to improve environmental and other management at Ranger.


Environmental concerns were further raised in April when Mirrar were
notified of yet another incident at Ranger, involving the detection of
levels of uranium at some 13,875ppb in the same location as the earlier recording of 2000ppb. This time, however, the regulators informed the Traditional Owners that the source of the contamination could not be identified and as the dry season had commenced, it was unlikely it would ever be identified.


People for Nuclear Disarmament call on this Senate Inquiry to recommend:


- an overhaul of the present environmental regulatory regime, to provide greater transparency and independence;


- greater involvement of traditional Aboriginal owners in the establishment and oversight of any new environmental monitoring and reporting regime, according to their wishes

-more statutory monitoring points at both operations and a greater
frequency of monitoring;


- event-based monitoring, whereby weather events trigger immediate response monitoring;


- that the so-called 'limit' for uranium concentrations detected in Kakadu National Park downstream of the operations be reduced from 5.8 parts per billion to 0.5 parts per billion.

Legislation  to protect the World Heritage status of the Jabiluka

National Park 

-The Inquiry to articulate a credible action plan to prevent the development, rehibiliate the impacts and incorporate the mineral lease of the Jabiluka Site, in accordance with the traditional owners wishes and the World Heritage Status of Kakadu National Park.
-That the Inquiry recommend that the Koongarra Mineral Lease is also incorporated in Kakadu National Park.

-That the Inquiry recommends that Rio Tinto and relevant government agencies support a phase-out, exit and rehabilitation strategy for Ranger, including aiding the establishment of a viable Aboriginal economy independent of mining.

IN REGARDS TO HONEYMOON AND BEVERLEY URANIUM MINES

Please note that People for Nuclear Disarmament are opposed to the process of ISL mining and support a ban on that practise in Australia, further we call on this Senate Inquiry to recommend one.

In regards to environmental standards, these have been driven down and public accountability denied at the Beverley acid ISL uranium mine operated by General Atomics of USA near the Flinders Ranges and at Honeymoon west of Broken Hill where
Southern Cross Resources of Canada propose a second acid ISL mine after
operating a 'trial' mine there in 1998-2000.

A public aspiration to protect groundwater and to take responsibility for
impacts of uranium mining here and overseas, faces ongoing mine waste
discharge into groundwater, secrecy by companies and Governments, routine
radiological leaks and failure of public reporting, and a polluting acid
uranium mining technique not approved in any other OECD country.

On Beverley and Honeymoon acid ISL mines, People for Nuclear Disarmament call on the Senate Inquiry to recommend:


-a legislated  ban on ISL Mining in Australia

 -the Federal and SA Governments 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 ISL mining
impacts on groundwater;


- increased monitoring of operations and public reporting of all radioactive
leaks;


- a new public environmental assessment of the management of radioactive
mine wastes;


- to constrain and wind back existing operations at Beverley and to prevent
proposed acid ISL operations at Honeymoon.

Yours sincerely,

Natalie Stevens

Nuclear Campaigner

On behalf of People for Nuclear Disarmament

