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Introduction

Heathgate Resources Pty Ltd (Heathgate), as owner and operator of the Beverley uranium mine in the north of South Australia, has noted that the Senate has instructed the Senate Environment, Communications, Information Technology and the Arts References Committee (the Committee) to conduct an inquiry into Environmental Regulation of Uranium Mining in Australia.

Heathgate notes in particular that the terms of reference require the committee to conduct its inquiry into 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.

In responding to the Committee’s call for submissions, Heathgate is puzzled that any inquiry into uranium mining in Australia should ignore the country’s largest uranium producer – Olympic Dam. 

Further, Heathgate is mystified by the fact that the Senate is not addressing unregulated sources of radiation contamination such as mineral sands, coal ash, fertilizer, or scales and sludges from oil and gas development and production.  These unregulated sources spread far more contamination into the atmosphere, the land, and the waters than do the highly regulated producers of uranium.  Coal burned in South Australia to produce electricity is estimated to release into the atmosphere each year 42 kgs thorium and 16 kgs uranium.  Coal ash that must be disposed of is estimated to contain 10,500 kgs of thorium and 3,900 kgs of uranium.  Other toxic elements in coal include arsenic and lead.  Phosphate fertilizers are estimated to release over 400 kgs of uranium per year to the farms and lawns of South Australia.  Phosphate fertilisers also release cadmium, lead and mercury.  Mineral sands projects to be developed in South Australia are estimated to require the disposal of 300 kgs uranium and 9,020 kgs of thorium annually.  Clearly, the figures for Australia as a whole are significantly higher.  Thus, even those States that do not have uranium mines have significant “contamination” of uranium.  Will the committee address these issues?

Finally, Heathgate is also astounded that the Senate should instruct the Committee to conduct this inquiry without debating the matter and without any Senate input into the terms of reference.

Nevertheless, as a participant in the industry, Heathgate welcomes the opportunity to take part in the inquiry.  It is Heathgate’s firm belief that any objective inquiry into regulation of Australian uranium mining by various Government agencies will only serve to demonstrate the inaccuracy of many claims made about the industry by those who oppose it and will confirm:

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

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

Furthermore, Heathgate believes any objective review of the Commonwealth responsibilities and mechanisms under which the industry functions will confirm that:

· Commonwealth responsibilities and mechanisms to realise improved environmental performance and transparency of reporting are already in place and operating to the public benefit.
· the environmental performance and operational management of those companies engaged in the industry is world class; and

· the reporting procedures under which they currently operate are stringent; and are managed transparently and effectively under the existing regime on behalf of the community at large.

1. Background

Given the fact that there was no Senate debate on the motion to initiate this inquiry, brief media reports and a media release issued by the Australian Labor Party are the only source of information available to Heathgate in terms of gaining insight into the nature of the inquiry other than the Committee’s internet presence as part of the Australian Parliament House web site.

The media release issued on 19 June 2002 by Labor’s Shadow Minister for Environment and Heritage, Kelvin Thomson, is the prime source of information about the inquiry. In that media release, Mr Thomson stated that Labor had moved to initiate the inquiry “in response to concerns about a series of accidents and incidents at uranium mines in South Australia and the Northern Territory.”

He then launched a political attack on the Howard Government, which he said had “been happy to grant export licences to uranium mining companies” but took no action to ensure they (the miners) observe “the highest possible standards of environmental protection, transparency and accountability.”

This statement implies that the various State and Federal Government agencies charged with the responsibility of overseeing the Australian uranium mining industry have been negligent and that the uranium miners themselves have taken advantage of this negligence.

Heathgate rejects both assertions out of hand and calls for a more reasoned and impartial assessment of the industry and the bureaucracy than Mr Thomson might propose.

In his media statement, Mr Thomson continued: “The public in general and the traditional owners in particular are entitled to reassurance that the highest possible standards of safety and environmental protection are in place at the mines.”

Heathgate agrees with that principle and believes the present arrangements provide more than adequate assurances.

He then added that the Senate inquiry would “complement and build upon recently announced reviews into uranium mining by both the South Australian and Northern Territory Governments.”

Heathgate believes the fact that both governments have initiated their own inquires in this area renders the Senate inquiry superfluous.

Returning to the political agenda, Mr Thomson’s media release went on to state: “Having recently ousted Coalition Governments, the Northern Territory and South Australian State Labor Governments are moving to ensure that State regulatory mechanisms are adequate. Through the Senate Inquiry, Federal Labor will ensure the Coalition Government is meeting its obligations and that our uranium mines are as safe as they possible can be.”

It concluded: “The Senate Inquiry will ensure we safeguard our children's future, and that the highest possible standards of safety and environmental protection are in place at uranium mines.”

Against this background, Heathgate expresses the hope that members of this inquiry will adopt an approach that places the political rhetoric of Mr Thomson’s media release at the lower end of the priority scale of meaningful impact.

The environmental protection and reporting standards already in place are as strict as, if not more so, than any in the world and are managed diligently by the various government agencies.

2. The terms of reference

As stated in the introduction to this submission, Heathgate notes that the terms of reference require the Committee to inquire into the regulatory, monitoring, and reporting regimes that govern environmental performance at Ranger and Beverley, plus the proposed Jabiluka and Honeymoon mines.  

Heathgate sees little logic in any examination of the industry that excludes Olympic Dam – the largest uranium resource in the nation and one of the largest in the world.  The only assumption that can be made in this regard is that Olympic Dam is considered to be so large, such an enormous generator of wealth for the nation and such a significant employer that it is sacrosanct.  Without any Parliamentary debate on the need for this inquiry, the only source of information on which the logic for this inquiry can be based remains the media release by the Opposition Environment spokesman, Mr Kelvin Thomson.  In that statement, Mr Thomson justified the inquiry on the basis of “concerns about a series of accidents and incidents at uranium mines in South Australia and the Northern Territory.”  Excluding Olympic Dam seems illogical.

Nevertheless, and so far as other “spills” are concerned, Heathgate notes the following:

a) Ranger

Earlier this year, Ranger reported temporary elevations of uranium levels in mine site water bodies.  Even so, uranium levels at the boundaries of the company’s mineral leases were well below limits and key stakeholders agreed that there was no impact on the surrounding environment.

b) Beverley 

A spill of 60 m3 of process water containing less than 0.015% uranium*occurred on January 11, 2002.  This spill occurred just two weeks before a State election in South Australia and was used by the then opposition to woo “green” votes and denigrate the incumbents.  Although the incident had no environmental impact and no impact on worker health and safety, it was widely reported in the media as a major incident.  Likewise, a series of smaller spills or leaks of process solutions (all containing amounts of uranium barely detectable from normal background) received similar attention from the opposition, anti-nuclear activists and the media.

*Note: Uranium ore at Narbalek contained almost 1.5% uranium, 100 times as much uranium, yet was safely handled throughout the life of the project, which was successfully reclaimed in all respects.

c) Honeymoon

In December 2001 an excursion of mining fluids occurred during the pilot operation phase of this project.  Mining companies conduct pilot tests to establish optimum mining and processing conductions and to identify potential flaws in the operation on a small scale.  This then enables any such flaws to be remedied during the design of commercial facilities.  

It should be noted that the excursion was immediately rectified, had no environmental or OH&S impact and was reported to all relevant Federal and State authorities.  It should also be noted that the groundwater at Honeymoon (as is the case at Beverley) is naturally so poor in quality as to be unfit for human or animal consumption.  

It is a fact that each of the mines that are the subject of this inquiry underwent a most rigorous environmental assessment process that resulted in all relevant Federal and State agencies and Ministers granting approval for each mine to proceed.  This process included substantial public input, including responses to even the most outrageous of the many spurious claims made by anti-nuclear activists masquerading under the guise of environmentalists.  These claims often include reference to weapons production, an issue about which this submission makes no comment other than to state that weapons issues cannot form the basis for any objection to uranium mining, since Australian uranium is only sold to power authorities in countries that are signatories to the Nuclear Non-proliferation Treaty devised by the United Nations.  The safeguards provisions of Australian uranium contracts mean no Australian product can be diverted for manufacture of nuclear weapons. 

In environmental terms, every 1000 tonnes of uranium generates the same amount of electricity as 16 million tonnes of high-grade coal, without the 33 million tonnes of carbon dioxide – the principal greenhouse gas – that are released into the atmosphere when that much coal is burned.  

So far as nuclear power station waste is concerned, the Uranium Information Centre – an internationally acknowledged store of accurate information about nuclear issues – reports that radioactive wastes have been handled safely and almost uneventfully for fifty years and are no more hazardous than many other industrial wastes, which also need to be handled with care.  

The UIC reports that the prime requirements for nuclear wastes are stabilisation and shielding, neither of which are unduly complex.  Furthermore, and in contrast to most other toxic wastes, the radioactivity declines with time.  For instance, the most hazardous of wastes, spent nuclear fuel, has its activity diminish to one thousandth by about 40 years.  After 150 years or so, brief human exposure to it would not be unduly hazardous.  After a few thousand years, the amount of radioactivity in it will be the same as in the corresponding amount of uranium ore.  Thus, the issue of shielding, storage and disposal of such material is technically straightforward.

In responding to the terms of reference, Heathgate makes the following points:

2.1 Effectiveness of existing regimes and regulations

The effectiveness of existing programs is clearly evidenced by the fact that none of the “incidents” at Beverley, Ranger or Honeymoon had any impact whatsoever on:

· the environment; or

· the health and safety of the work force, or the public.  

The same is true for Olympic Dam, which has experienced even larger spills and two major fires.

A range of Commonwealth agencies including the Department of Industry, Resources and Tourism and Environment Australia manage the Commonwealth’s interests in this area.  In addition, they work closely with various State government agencies including the Office of Minerals and Energy, the Radiation Protection Branch and Planning SA.  

These arrangements are covered by legislation that has been established, implemented and administered effectively in the community interest over many years.  

2.2 Commonwealth agencies
The Commonwealth agencies charged with oversight of uranium mining in Australia have carried out their role diligently and responsibly.  This is clearly demonstrated by the fact that notwithstanding the emotional, inaccurate and often malicious attacks on the industry by its opponents, the environmental and occupational health and safety impacts of the industry have been no greater – and in many instances much lower – than other Australian resource industries such as coal, iron ore, gold, asbestos and other extractive industries including opal mining.  

Heathgate suspects that the desire to review the effectiveness of Commonwealth agencies may reflect a push from the anti-nuclear lobby to expand the role of the Office of the Supervising Scientist beyond its responsibilities in the Northern Territory to the oversight of all uranium mining in Australia.

However, there is no sound reason for such a development.  The OSS was established specifically for the Ranger project in the Northern Territory as a result of the Fox inquiry into uranium mining in the Alligators River region.  It has no experience in the industry beyond tropical wetland areas.

The three South Australian mines are all located in remote, arid, low rainfall landscapes with which the OSS has no experience.  Further the South Australian and Commonwealth agencies charged with the responsibility of overseeing uranium mining and milling have established a record of sound management that until the beginning of 2002 – in the midst of an election campaign – had not been criticised.  

However, in a climate of political point-scoring during the South Australian election and following a contained release of Beverley process liquids with very low percentages of uranium, the Labor Opposition placed the issue on the political agenda and questioned the effectiveness of the existing regime. 

Subsequent inquiries conducted by the SA Department of Primary Industries and Resources and the South Australian Environment Protection Agency confirmed that no environmental impact has been caused by any release of liquids at Beverley, nor has there been any occupational health and safety impact.

In fact, the head of the EPA, Mr Nicholas Newland, told journalists who accompanied him on his May 8, 2002 inspection of the mine: 

”From the information we’ve had so far it would be difficult for us objectively and scientifically to prove environmental harm.”

And: 

“My general feeling so far from the discussion I’ve had with other people is that the operation here looks pretty good.”
In his report to the South Australian Minister for the Environment, The Hon John Hill, Mr Newland stated:

“The task group found that the company was genuinely concerned about the level of attention it has attracted.  Company personnel were very cooperative and helpful during our time at the site.  We felt that while some design and construction problems had been identified during commissioning the Beverley operations, overall the company was very aware of its legal responsibilities and was investing significantly in adopting world’s best practice for ISL mining”.

And:

“We wish to emphasise that the group found no evidence that licence conditions have been breached, or workers exposed to unacceptable risks.”

In tabling the report in the South Australian Parliament, Minister Hill stated:

“The report found no evidence that licence conditions have been breached or that workers were exposed to unacceptable risks, and I make it clear, furthermore, that there is nothing in the report to suggest that the mine should be shut down.”

2.3 Environmental performance and transparency of reporting
It is internationally accepted that the environmental performance of Australian uranium miners conforms to world’s best practice. 

From its history and the discovery of significant deposits in the Northern Territory in the early 1970s the Fox Royal Commission identified the parameters for production and sale of Australian uranium.  These parameters embodied strict reporting and environmental operating standards as well as stringent international safeguards and the exclusive use of Australian yellowcake for nuclear power production. 

These considerations have since been adopted and expanded by the industry and the relevant State and Federal authorities to a position where Australian practices and approval processes are recognised as the most stringent and closely monitored in the world.

In its submission to the Bachmann inquiry in South Australia, the SA Chamber of Mines and Energy Uranium Sub-committee referred to the strong history of public debate concerning nuclear affairs and uranium mining in Australia.  It stated that the uranium mining industry is subjected to an unusually rigid degree of public attention and Government regulation and scrutiny.  This is partly a result of history and partly the continued vocal opposition from a determined minority who reject all involvement in the “Nuclear Cycle”.  

The industry attitude is that uranium mining and production for export is very strictly controlled to stringent standards and operated to world’s best practice.  

The SACOME submission agreed that because of the degree of public interest in the industry within Australia it is most important that:

· standards are maintained;

· they are seen to be maintained and scrutinised by Government; and 

· industry and Government are seen to react quickly, openly and effectively to any problems (or perceived problems) that arise.

It is Heathgate’s view that the Commonwealth is more than adequately managing the community’s interests in achieving each of these objectives through the existing process. The reporting requirements are in line with relevant international practice and consistent with the detailed approval processes that were undertaken for each of the Australian uranium mines.  

Spills reporting by operators is:

· timely;

· transparent;

· visible; and

· can be readily related to their impacts upon onsite criteria, worker exposure, public impact or environmental damage.

It is a system that accords with best practice in industry/Government reporting and interaction to achieve the goal of maximum industry efficiency and sustainability.

3. Anti-nuclear form letters

Heathgate notes the content of the anti-nuclear form letters that have appeared on activists’ web sites since the announcement of this inquiry.  Heathgate also notes that many of the submissions published on the committee’s web site are variations of the central theme of those letters.

It is not intended that this submission should respond to the content of those form letters.  However, Heathgate does take this opportunity to point out that the mining process employed at Beverley and to be employed at Honeymoon has been subjected to the closest of scrutiny through a very public Environmental Impact Statement process.

Many of the anti-nuclear submissions make the claim that Australia is “the only country in the world where this dangerous technique is allowed.”  This often-repeated statement is completely untrue.

So to is the inference that ISL mining pollutes aquifers.  In fact, before mining commenced, the Beverly and Honeymoon aquifers both contained naturally-occurring high levels of radioactivity and were up to 50 percent as salty as sea water.  Thus, both were already “polluted” beyond safe limits for human or animal consumption.  Furthermore, both contain water of lesser quality than the aquifers into which American ISL mines dispose of their waste product.  Post-mining restoration of the Beverley and Honeymoon aquifers to pre-mining condition (in which neither was suitable for human or livestock consumption) is non-sensical.

As a final comment, Heathgate sees nothing in the form letters that responds to the terms of reference for this inquiry other than generic statements of philosophy.

4. In conclusion

The Australian uranium mining industry recognises the rights and responsibilities of Government and its agencies to:

(a) protect the environment

(b) protect the health and wellbeing of mine workers and the community at large

(c) monitor the industry’s operations;

(d) provide assurances to the community that the industry is being monitored and regulated in an appropriate manner;

(e) ensure that incidents of environmental or occupational health and safety impact are brought to the attention of the regulatory authorities and the community

It also recognises the responsibilities of the industry itself to demonstrate its bona fides on a continuing basis and to be open and frank at all times in its relationship with government and the community.  

Heathgate is committed to meeting that responsibility and to providing the necessary comfort that the community must feel in terms of the industry’s impacts in the region and beyond.

It submits that the existing regulatory regime meets the objectives identified above.

Heathgate Resources Pty Ltd

Level 9 45 Grenfell Street Adelaide South Australia

Mark S Chalmers – Senior Vice President

16 August 2002

