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Secretary

ECITA References Committee

Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600

Dear Senators,

The Kakadu Board of Management welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to the Senate Environment, Communications, Information Technology and the Arts References Committee in relation to Environmental Regulation of Uranium Mining.

The Kakadu Board of Management is made up of ten Aboriginal people from the Kakadu region, the Director of National Parks, the Assistant Secretary to Parks Australia North, a science/nature representative, a tourism representative and a NT government representative (the latter position is currently vacant).  Our submission is from the perspective of the Aboriginal members of the Board who represent traditional owners of Kakadu National Park and is supported by the non-Aboriginal Board members.  The Ranger and Jabiluka uranium operations sit within the Mirrar Gundjehmi Aboriginal clan estate.

We acknowledge and respect the traditional custodial rights of the senior traditional owner Yvonne Margarula and the Mirrar people more generally to speak for their country and to protect their land.  We also acknowledge that there are many different opinions within the Aboriginal community associated with Kakadu, about uranium mining.  

Following the balanda (non-Aboriginal) way the Ranger and Jabiluka areas are technically not part of Kakadu National Park but are surrounded by the Park.  This means that decisions with respect to the mines and their management within the mine lease do not fall within the direct jurisdiction of the Kakadu Board of Management.  The cultural landscape of the Aboriginal people of Kakadu extends beyond the physical boundaries of the Park.  During the establishment of the park and the mineral lease areas, the elders (who spoke for that country and who have since passed away) argued that if there was to be mining on that country, it had to managed very carefully to ensure that there were minimal effects on culture and land.  At that time and regularly since, there have been regular assurances that impacts on the park are minimal and within regulatory limits.

Given the wider extent of the Kakadu cultural landscape and the associated World Heritage values, what happens inside the lease areas can affect the land, people and culture.  Mirrar and other groups have camped around the Jabiluka sandstone country and nearby billabongs since the beginning of time, balanda say at least 50,000yrs.  The Australian Government in its nomination for Kakadu for World Heritage property listing noted the importance of the Mirrar camp place Malukunanja II because it is one of the oldest known sites of human occupation in Australia.  This place is on the Jabiluka lease area, is Aboriginal land and the Mirrar still look after that country today.  

In comparison to other uranium mines throughout the world, these operations are highly regulated and monitored.  Yet, even after advice from the Independent Scientist Panel of ICSU (International Council of Scientific Unions) and seventeen recommendations made in response by the Supervising Scientist to improve the environmental and reporting performances of the mining company, we continue to hear about contaminated water leaks, incorrect stockpiling of material, delayed reporting and allegations of poor environmental management.  After all the years of uranium mining and all the reassuring words, we still cannot say that we have full confidence in these regulatory and reporting regimes.  In all this talking it is still difficult for traditional owners to determine what is of concern and what is not.

The Kakadu National Park leases require the Director of National Parks to manage ‘according to the best comparable management practices established for National Parks anywhere in the world’ and this is also an expectation arising from the World Heritage Convention obligations.  The Kakadu Board of Management works with the Director of National Parks to ensure that we work towards this objective. The recent wet season where two incidents remained undetected for some time and then were not reported for a number of weeks are of concern to us and we need to be assured that the mine is managed to a standard appropriate for its nature and location.  We learnt about the incidents from the local media.  This is very disappointing and discourteous to us as landowners and to the people living downstream.

As members of the Kakadu Board of Management representing traditional owners in the region we are concerned about the current reporting and monitoring regimes for the two operations that exist within Kakadu National Park.  

Issues that concern us include:

· Self-monitoring of environmental impacts by the mining company.

· The failure of the company to follow agreed reporting regimes.

· Lack of transparent and timely reporting to the Board.

· The ability of the Supervising Scientist’s agency to work as a both monitoring & compliance body.

· A lack of clarity in how the current water management regime operates, particularly in relation to wet season variability. 

Suggestions to improve the Board’s confidence in the regulatory regime and its outcomes:

· Strengthen independent monitoring and reporting at both the Ranger and Jabiluka sites.

· Responsible authorities should communicate more clearly how environmental protection and water management at uranium mines meet best practice standards.

· Greater clarity in compliance and enforcement of regulatory standards & reporting with clearer processes for dealing with non-compliance.

· Clear responsibilities and priorities to be established for communicating with the Board.

We would welcome the opportunity to meet with you to discuss these issues further.

Yours sincerely,

Jonathon Nadji

A/g Chairperson

Kakadu Board of Management

August 15th 2002

