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THE WILDERNESS SOCIETY




16 August 2002

Secretary

Senate ECITA References Committee

Parliament House

CANBERRA ACT 2600

Lodged by email <ecita.sen@aph.gov.au>

Dear Secretary

The Wilderness Society (TWS) wishes to submit the following comments to the Senate Environment, Communications, Information Technology and the Arts References Committee Inquiry into the Environmental Regulation of Uranium Mining.

Our comments will be confined to our general position on uranium mining, and in particular, issues relating to uranium mining within the geographical and ecological confines of Kakadu National Park, and how these issues relate to Australia’s international obligations to protect the Kakadu World Heritage Area.

The Wilderness Society would welcome the opportunity of appearing at a hearing associated with the Inquiry.

Yours sincerely
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THE WILDERNESS SOCIETY




Alec Marr

National Campaign Director


The Wilderness Society

National Campaign Office

1st Floor, Baileys Corner, London Circuit, Canberra City, ACT.

PO Box 188, Civic Square, ACT, 2608, AUSTRALIA

Ph: (02) 6249 6491   Fx: (02) 6249 1002

Email: campaign@wilderness.org.au      Internet: www.wilderness.org.au
(ABN 62 007 508 349)

SUBMISSION BY THE WILDERNESS SOCIETY

SUMMARY & RECOMMENDATIONS

PART 1: NUCLEAR FUEL CYCLE

The Wilderness Society is opposed to the mining and milling of uranium that links Australia to the international nuclear fuel cycle.  See Attachment A for our specific policy.

Neither the local Australian uranium industry nor the nuclear power or nuclear weapons industries can be adequately regulated.

Recommendation:

The Wilderness Society recommends that uranium mining and milling be phased-out as they ecologically unsustainable and impossible to adequately regulate.

PART 2: SPECIFIC ISSUES RELATING TO URANIUM MINING WITHIN THE ECOLOGICAL CONFINES OF KAKADU WORLD HERITAGE AREA

The Wilderness Society believes that current and proposed future uranium mining and milling operations within enclaves of the Kakadu World Heritage Area (WHA), the Ranger and Jabiluka mining developments and proposed Koongarra development, are an ongoing threat to the ecological, conservation and World Heritage values of Kakadu WHA.  


The Wilderness Society considers that the siting of a uranium mine in an enclave of any World Heritage Area, however stringent the conditions of approval, to be totally inappropriate and in conflict with Australia’s obligations under the World Heritage Convention.

Recommendations:


The Wilderness Society recommends that environmental management issues at Ranger and Jabiluka mine developments are intractable, indeed unsolvable in the context of contiguous Kakadu ecosystems and the requirements for high level protection under World Heritage Convention.

Ranger and Jabiluka mining developments should be closed, rehabilitated, and the mining enclaves incorporated into Kakadu National Park.  The Koongarra lease should also be incorporated in to the Park.

PART 1: NUCLEAR FUEL CYCLE

The Wilderness Society is opposed to the mining and milling of uranium that links Australia to the international nuclear fuel cycle.  See Attachment A for our specific policy.

Neither the local Australian uranium industry nor the nuclear power or nuclear weapons industries can be adequately regulated.

More specifically our concerns are:

· All uranium mines in Australia have resulted in localised environmental damage;

· Monitoring arrangements at all mines have failed at some time;

· Regulatory structures continue to be inadequate in preventing breaches;

· Management and responsibility for long-term oversight of uranium tailings remains unresolved;

· There is no safe level of exposure to radiation;

· Current and proposed uranium mines sites are on land of significance to Aboriginal communities and the exploration and development of these sites causes significant negative social impacts;

· Export of uranium inherently increases the possibility of the proliferation of nuclear weapons;

· There is no guarantee that Australian uranium is not being used in nuclear weapons;

· There is no safe method for disposing of radioactive waste generated by nuclear power plants or the nuclear weapons industry;

· The operation of nuclear facilities poses a range impacts on it workers, local communities, local environment and in the event of an accident potentially the broader region;

· The economic ‘benefits’ are outweighed by the long-term costs.

Recommendation:

The Wilderness Society recommends that uranium mining and milling be phased-out as they ecologically unsustainable and impossible to adequately regulate.

PART 2: SPECIFIC ISSUES RELATING TO URANIUM MINING WITHIN THE ECOLOGICAL CONFINES OF KAKADU WORLD HERITAGE AREA

The Wilderness Society believes that current and proposed uranium mining and milling operations within enclaves of the Kakadu World Heritage Area (WHA), the Ranger and Jabiluka mining developments and proposed Koongarra development, are an ongoing threat to the ecological, conservation and World Heritage values of Kakadu WHA.  

For the reasons presented in Part 1 of this submission, this threat will not be lessened by fiddling around the edges of the regulatory and monitoring regime.  As well, the higher duty of care required with respect to management of World Heritage listed properties suggest that not only is such a development inappropriate for the ecological confines of the Kakadu WHA, but no amount of post-development monitoring and regulation will make it so.  

2.1  JABILIKA AND RANGER MINING LEASES ARE INTEGRAL WITH KAKADU WHA

The Jabiluka natural landscape is indistinguishable from that of the surrounding Kakadu National Park – as was the Ranger natural landscape before mining development.

For instance, Jabiluka Mining Lease includes part of the Magela wetland which is otherwise wholly within the Kakadu WHA.  There could be no suggestion in the case of this internationally important wetland that the part of the Mining Lease is in any way different to that part which has been recognised as being of natural World Heritage value.  That part of the internationally important wetlands within the Jabiluka Mining Leases must therefore be a part of a natural feature which is of World Heritage value and is therefore a part of the World Heritage.  The exclusion (as was the exclusion of the Ranger Lease) of the mining enclaves can only be based on grounds other than their World Heritage natural values.

Professor Robert Wasson, on behalf of a group of scientists from the Australian National University, appeared before the 1999 Senate Inquiry into the Jabiluka Uranium Mine Project.  Professor Wasson summed up his colleagues’ concerns about possible effects on the World Heritage values of Kakadu National Park:


‘We repeat that damage to an ecosystem of high value (eg near Jabiluka) will have effects on the conservation values of the entire park… We continue to maintain that the conservation values of the whole Park could be affected by Jabiluka, and that this needs to be assessed.’ (SECITARC, 1999, p.108) 
and
’… for a project surrounded by a World Heritage property, the highest possible environmental protection is mandatory.  Therefore, the best possible EIS is essential in such circumstances.  The Jabiluka project is not like other mine developments in this country; it is surrounded by and could impact on a World Heritage Property.’ (SECITARC, 1999, p.107)

2.2  WORLD HERITAGE PROPERTIES REQUIRE A HIGHER DUTY OF CARE

Australia’s is a signatory to the World Heritage Convention and endorses its underlying principles of a high standard of protection for exceptional areas of global significance.

Fundamental concepts of the World Heritage Convention involve….protection of unique and irreplaceable property… to be preserved as part of the World Heritage of mankind as a whole (preamble) and for future generations (Article 4).  The duty of signatory governments is to ‘protect, conserve, present and rehabilitate’ for current and future generations ‘a property in essentially similar (or enhanced) condition to that existent at the time of ascension to the [World Heritage] List’ (Haigh, 2000, p204).  

It is implied in Article 4 of the Convention that a Party to the Convention is in breach of the duty if it fails to protect, conserve, present and transmit the World Heritage to future generations.   

Specifically, Article 6.3 states that each State party to this Convention undertakes not to take any deliberate measures which might damage directly or indirectly the cultural and natural heritage referred to in Articles 1 and 2 situated on the territory of other State Parties to this Convention.  Haigh suggests that this logically applies to any territory containing World Heritage, whether on its own territory or at some other place (Haigh, 2000). 

The issue of what constitutes ‘damage’ to a World Heritage property, and therefore triggers a government to take measures to protect or conserve the property remains a matter for legal debate (Haigh, 2000).  Quoting the High Court in the Tasmanian Dams Case judgement, Haigh states that ‘damage’ does not allow ‘development’ or ‘active development’, but allows only a low level of impact consistent with the needs of ‘presenting’ the World Heritage Area, eg ‘the provision of lighting or access or other amenities so that outstanding universal value of the property can be perceived; nevertheless the conservation of the property is not to be sacrificed by the presentation’ (Brennan, J. 1983).    

The level of acceptable damage is that which allows ‘presentation’ but does not breach the global trust that is inherent in the duty to protect and conserve the property and to pass it onto future generations – essentially in the same condition existent at the time of its entry on the World Heritage List (bearing in mind that ecological forces are dynamic not static).

A breach in duty under the Convention may be tested by looking at a number of matters:

· Damage must not breach the global trust held by each Party to the Convention for the benefit of the present and future generations;

· Damage must only be for the protection and presentation of the area or property;

· ‘Presentation’ is not to derogate from the dominant duty to protect and conserve;

· Damage is not to be diluted by relating its effect to the whole World Heritage area rather than for the area immediate to the source of the activity;

· Damage must only “lightly touch” the property to ensure the legacy of future generations for time immemorial to World Heritage;

· Damage must leave the area in basically unchanged condition from that existent at the time of nomination.  Rehabilitation of damaged areas must be a proactive concern;

· Damage must not change or alter the inherent natural forces that created the World Heritage.

(Haigh, 2000, p.210)

Haigh also recommends that managers of World Heritage Areas need to refocus on the principle that World Heritage is primarily about future generations (p.212).  

In summary, the test for damage to a World Heritage property has a very low threshold.

2.3  JABILUKA AND RANGER DO NOT MEET HIGH DUTY OF CARE

Conditions attached to Atomic Energy Act s 41 Authority to operate at Ranger attest to the high level of care required:


‘1. Primary environmental Objectives:
1.1 The company must ensure that operations at Ranger are undertaken in such a way as to be consistent with the following primary environmental objectives:
(a) maintain the attributes for which Kakadu National Park was inscribed on the World Heritage List;
(b) protect the health of Aboriginals and other members of the regional community;’

Similarly, the approvals process for the Jabiluka development (although in our minds significantly flawed) resulted in Energy Resources Australia (ERA) being given approval to develop the mine -  but with 77 environment and social conditions attached.

The very existence of uranium mines within the external boundaries of Kakadu WHA, upstream of its internationally significant wetlands and contiguous with the subsurface hydrology of the WHA, represents a continuing threat to the World Heritage values and integrity of the Kakadu WHA.

The environmental performance of past and existing uranium mines upstream (Narbelek and Ranger) and within the boundaries (Ranger) of the Kakadu WHA add to the evidence that the WHA is at risk.

The high level United Nations World Heritage Committee Field Mission to Kakadu in 1999, decided that threats from the Jabiluka mine exposed Kakadu to ‘a number of serious threats which are placing it under both ascertained and potential danger’; vis:

Recommendation 1:   The mission has noted severe ascertained and potential dangers to the cultural and natural values of Kakadu National Park posed primarily by the proposal for uranium mining and milling at Jabiluka.  The mission therefore recommends that the proposal to mine and mill uranium should not proceed.
Recommendation 2:  The mission noted the serious concerns and preoccupations expressed by some of Australia’s most eminent scientists as to the unacceptably high degree of scientific uncertainties relating to the Jabiluka mine design, tailings disposal and possible impacts in catchment ecosystems. The mission shares these concerns and therefore recommends application of the Precautionary Principle which requires that mining operations at Jabiluka be ceased.

(WHC Field Mission, 1999)


The expectation is that, given the context of contiguity of the existing developments with the Kakadu WHA, ‘World’s Best Practice’ will be applied in respect of environmental assessment and controls.


Despite a number of inquiries over the last five years, both domestic and international, development and mining activities at Ranger and Jabiluka continue to fail to meet regulatory standards and fail to assure the global community that the integrity and values of Kakadu World Heritage Area are receiving a high standard of protection.

Environmental non-government organisations have documented over 110 environmental ‘incidents’ with which the Ranger mine has breached its environmental standards, directly threatened the surrounding national park or led to an increase in the level of radioactive, salt or heavy metal contaminants leaving the Ranger mine site region (Mirrar, 2001).  

Attachment 2 outlines breaches at Ranger during the period 1995 – 1999.  The Environment Centre of the Northern Territory, Australian Conservation Foundation and Friends of the Earth have reported on further environmental systems and management failures since then (ECNT et al, 2002a).  These ongoing failures will be documented to this Inquiry in detail by those organisations and the Gundjehmi Aboriginal Corporation.

Leaks from the Jabiluka mine development area have also been reported publicly – although not by ERA (ENCT et al, 2002b).    

Dr Gavin Mudd, on behalf of the Gundjehmi Aboriginal Corporation, has recently reviewed water management at Jabiluka (Mudd, 2001).  The report documents a ‘continually escalating water management crisis’ particularly relating to keeping water treatment ‘on site’, poorly analysed groundwater behaviour and inadequate reporting of critical water management aspects by ERA, OSS and NT authorities.

2.4  TAILINGS STORAGE AND HYDROLOGY

One of the more serious aspects of any mining operation is the disposal of mine tailings which can be a source of on-going contaminants and siltation, not just during the life of the mining operation but particularly following the cessation of mining.

The tailings disposal issue is much more serious in the case of uranium mines given the likelihood of contamination with radioactive material and associated heavy metals.  In the Kakadu landscape the issue becomes particularly problematical given the tropical monsoon climate, exposure to the effects of tropical cyclones and the presence of porous sedimentary substrates.                                              

Add to those hazards the fact that all the mining and long term storage is taking place within the external boundaries of the Kakadu WHA and more particularly, upstream of major wetlands that are a feature of the WHA and it is evident why there are serious concerns about the very presence of uranium mining in Kakadu, not to mention the hazards of tailings storage which will persist as sources of contamination for tens of thousands of years.

The tailings storage issue is related to the water management issue, for it is through the movement of water over and through the tailings, whether they be above or below ground, that is the vehicle for the transport of contaminants.

Based on the following aspects of the Ranger uranium mine:

· Ranger uranium mine and associated ore processing facilities upstream of the Kakadu WHA, in particular the Magela wetlands;

· A surface-water movement pathway exists between Ranger uranium mine and the Magela wetlands in Kakadu WHA; 
(Annual Report of OSS)

· A subterranean water movement pathway is likely to exists between Ranger tailings disposal pits and the Magela Creek;
(Jabiluka EIS)

· Contaminated water has been deliberately released and will continue to be deliberately released from the mine precinct into the wetlands;
(Annual Reports of the OSS)

· Ranger water management has resulted in unplanned discharges and unplanned levels of contamination;

· The Magela wetlands are valued for their natural condition.  Viz.
”Kakadu National Park represents a series of interacting ecosystems in which these processes can continue to occur, in their natural setting and with minimal human interference.” (Kakadu Stage 3 nomination);

there are grounds for concluding that the existing Ranger mine, in particular its tailings dams and tailings storage pits, represent a significant threat to the value and integrity of the Magela wetlands in the Kakadu WHA, not just for the life of the current mining an ore treatment but for the tens of thousands of years during which the 40 million tonnes of tailings will constitute a potential source of contamination.

Notwithstanding any statistical calculation of probability of risk, for such an important global resource as the wetlands of Kakadu WHA, the very presence of a uranium mine within the immediate catchment is neither appropriate or prudent – regardless of the regulatory and monitoring regime.

The very fact that contaminated water is being released into the Kakadu WHA wetlands means that those wetlands have lost one of their pre-existing values and integrity as a benchmark ecosystem.

Notwithstanding the monitoring of contamination, the fact remains that its value as a benchmark wetland has been irrevocably lost as a direct result of release of water from the Ranger mine.

The geographic circumstances of the Jabiluka mine is very similar to that of the Ranger mine, except for its closer proximity to the wetlands, both in terms of surface run-off and subterranean aquifers.

Based on the following aspects of the Jabiluka mine proposal:

· The approval for Jabiluka appears based on false premises about the practicality of placing 100% of mine tailings in the mine void (it is our understanding that ERA is looking at putting as much as possible into the void);

· The ‘cement paste’ technology proposed by ERA was rejected by Environment Australia as unproven technology;

· The approval invites ERA to submit alternative means to tailings disposal, including surface storage;

· The environmental assessment of the risk of ground water contamination from underground disposal of tailings has been totally inadequate and not subject to public scrutiny and review;

there remains considerable uncertainty about whether there is environmentally prudent method of storing/disposing of mine tailings from Jabiluka (if the mining operation goes ahead), and if so what that method is.

Again, notwithstanding any statistical calculation of probability of risk, for such an important global resource as the wetlands of Kakadu WHA, the very presence of a uranium mine within the immediate catchment is neither appropriate or prudent – regardless of the regulatory and monitoring regime.

Another issue concerns the implications of global warming.  Recent work in Kakadu WHA has reinforced predictions that scenarios of global and regional climate change over the next 50 years will see dramatic increases in the magnitude and frequency of extreme meteorological events over and above that of recent changes in climate.  A likelihood of heavier rainfall than would normally be predicted, exacerbates risk of increased contamination to wetlands in the listed property. (see papers by Nott in reference list).


Future climate change, driven by global warming, is likely to change the hydrology of the mine site, making it impossible, in the face of current analyses, to guarantee the safe  containment of wastes (Wasson et al, 1998).

2.5  DIMINISHED ROLE OF COMMONWEALTH GOVERNMENT

Under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act (Cth, 1999) (EPBC Act), the Commonwealth and Commonwealth agencies have an obligation to ensure that they exercise their powers and functions in relation to WH sites in a way that is consistent with the World Heritage Convention, the Australian World Heritage Management Principles and any WH management plan that has been prepared (WWF & HSI, 2001).

It is the view of a number of environment NGOs that the EPBC Act has weakened the role of the Commonwealth in many respects, including that of world heritage and nuclear issues.  

In respect of the uranium mining industry in Kakadu, much of the authority for environmental decision making and management has been handed to the Northern Territory (NT) Government.  This was evident during throughout the assessment and approval process for Jabiluka uranium mine with a large proportion of responsibility for final conditions being given to the NT Government.  In particular, responsibility for such critical matters as the Environmental Management Plan has been delegated to the NT Departments of Mines and Energy so that the standard of management is no longer under the direct control of the Commonwealth Government, who as State Party to the World Heritage Convention, are less able to guarantee the protection of the Kakadu WHA.

2.6  ROLE OF MONITORING, SPECIFICALLY THAT OF THE COMMONWEALTH THROUGH THE OFFICE OF THE SUPERVISING SCIENTIST

One of the conditions recommended by Environment Australia during the Jabiluka approvals process, gave the quasi-independent Office of the Supervising Scientist (OSS) responsibility for ensuring that the proposal ‘does not diminish the natural and cultural World Heritage and National Estate values of the surrounding area’.  

This recommendation was watered down by the Minister of the Environment, then further by the Minister for Resources and Energy, by moving responsibility to the mining company (ERA)  and adding the caveat ‘to the extent reasonably practicable’.  As well, the initial condition included any World heritage values in the mining lease, the final condition was limited to Kakadu National Park, thereby excluding protection of World Heritage values in the Jabiluka mining lease.

The net result is that the OSS and indeed the Commonwealth Government are written out of this condition, leaving the responsibility for the protection of the World Heritage values to the mining company.

Further, most of the responsibility for regulation, compliance, monitoring and enforcement has been delegated away from the Commonwealth and its agencies to the NT Government.  The OSS has little on-ground presence at Ranger and Jabiluka and is reliant on ERA data to fulfil its brief (ACF et al, 2000).

This is inconsistent with Australia’s responsibilities as a signatory to the World Heritage Convention.  A consequence of this delegation is to all but eliminate the effectiveness of the OSS as an environmental manager, previously promoted as an ‘environmental watchdog’ for the Kakadu WHA/Alligator rivers Region.

The inadequacy of the regulatory regime has been highlighted by ERA’s failure to meet their reporting obligations and the subsequent reluctance of both the NT and Commonwealth Governments to prosecute over such breaches.  Continuing incidents at Ranger and Jabiluka demonstrates that the regulatory regime is unable to respond to the significant threats posed by mining in the region and that ERA lacks the capacity and will to adequately self-regulate it’s activities, to meet its reporting obligations and to protect Kakadu World Heritage values.

2.7  LONG TERM THREATS FROM MINING IN KAKADU REGION

Uranium mining within the enclaves of Kakadu WHA is proposed to continue for at least 28 years and possibly much longer (if mining at Jabiluka goes ahead; Jabiluka lease runs out in 2020).  This means that the Kakadu WHA may remain vulnerable to the direct impacts of mining for at least 28 years, possibly longer.  With no indication of when the proposed Koongarra uranium mine might be approved, uranium mining nay be on-going within the external boundaries of Kakadu WHA for considerably more than 28 years of mining for ore body No. 2 at Jabiluka.

More than any other mining the downstream risks from uranium mining will continue for thousands of years.  Between Ranger and Jabiluka uranium mines, an estimated 60 million tonnes of radioactive tailings will remain stored within the enclaves of Kakadu WHA.

The Commonwealth Government’s insistence that ‘in order to be certain that Kakadu will not be damaged, we have imposed the world’s most stringent and rigorous regulatory and monitoring regime’ (UNESCO, 1999), is not supported by:

· An ongoing history of water management problems at Ranger;

· Emerging environmental problems at Jabiluka since July 1999; and

· The continued downgrading of the powers and on-ground role of the OSS.


Recommendations:

The Wilderness Society recommends that environmental management issues at Ranger and Jabiluka mine developments are intractable, indeed unsolvable in the context of the Kakadu ecosystems and the requirements for high level protection under World heritage Convention.

Ranger and Jabiluka mining developments should be closed, rehabilitated, and the mining enclaves incorporated into Kakadu National Park.  Koongarra lease should also be incorporated in to the Park.
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Attachment 1

The Wilderness Society

Uranium Policy
PRINCIPLES 

 The Wilderness Society believes: 

· That the activities associated with mineral exploration and extraction are incompatible with the functions of national parks and other areas of high conservation value. 

· That uranium mining differs fundamentally from the mining of other minerals. 

· That uranium mining encourages an unsafe nuclear fuel cycle, that is both ecologically unsustainable and a threat to human health. 

· That, despite the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty and associated treaties, there is a continuing link between the nuclear energy industry and nuclear weapons development and proliferation. 

· That effective long-term nuclear waste storage processes or facilities do not exist. 

· That stores of nuclear weapons are a threat to ecosystems globally and should be dismantled as soon as possible. 

· That nuclear energy is not an answer to the enhanced greenhouse effect. 

· In domestic and international development of alternative renewable energies, such as solar, wind, tidal, geothermal and power from sustainably - harvested biomass. That such development be concurrent with the implementation of energy efficiency programs and selective use of less 'greenhouse-intensive' fossil fuel - based technologies in the transition to ecologically sustainable energy production. 


POLICY 

1. Uranium Mining, Nature Conservation and Wilderness 

TWS opposes the development of uranium mines (and all other mining and mineral exploration ventures - see mining policy) in Australia's national parks and any other area of high conservation value. 

That all areas of high conservation value, whether currently legally protected or not, be closed to uranium mining and exploration. 

TWS considers that mineral exploration and mining are landuses fundamentally incompatible with wilderness protection, and opposes such activities in areas of high wilderness value.

2. Future Mining Proposals 

TWS opposes the development in Australia of any further uranium deposits. 

TWS supports the open and public assessment of the possible ecological and social impacts of all future major development projects, including uranium mines.

3. Currently Operating Uranium Mines 

TWS urges the closure of existing uranium mines in Australia. 

TWS opposes the Australian Labor Party's 'Three Mine' uranium policy, or any such similar compromise policy that merely restricts rather than bans uranium mining. 

TWS opposes any increase in the capacity of operation of any currently operating uranium mine. 

TWS supports the continued close environmental monitoring of the ecological effects of operating uranium mines, by (an) effective and independent monitoring body/bodies. 

TWS supports greater scientific research of the effects of both removal of surface and groundwater for use in uranium mining activities, and the contamination of surface and groundwater supplies by current mining operations. In this respect, TWS urges the use of the precautionary principle. 

TWS opposes the continued profligate use of slowly-renewable water from the Great Artesian Basin for current uranium mining ventures in the absence of both adequate scientific knowledge of the ecological and hydrological effects of such high water use, and the calculation and full financial cost-recovery (including environmental opportunity cost) for water so used

4. Indigenous and Community Issues 

TWS recognises that Aboriginal traditional owners of the Maralinga Tjarutja Lands bear a continuing burden from the testing of nuclear weapons on their country, and require continuing recognition and support from the Australian community to obtain justice in respect of the rehabilitation of their lands. 

TWS supports Aboriginal traditional owners in having the right to self-determination of issues concerning mining proposals and water resource management on their lands. However, TWS reaffirms its opposition to mineral exploration and mining in national parks and other areas of high conservation value. 

TWS will seek to negotiate with Aboriginal traditional owners in cases where mining development decisions are considered environmentally inappropriate, and will seek to ensure that traditional owners are provided with full and comprehensive information concerning the environmental consequences of such activities relating to their land and resources. 

TWS is committed to action against uranium mining through education of the community, political advocacy and direct action if necessary.


END

Attachment 2

Excerpt from on line document: http://www.sea-us.org.au/ranger/atrocious.html

Ranger's Atrocious Environmental Record
Updated July 1999
The following environmental management record of ERA's Ranger mine is from the recent report of the Senate Select Committee into Uranium Mining and Milling ("SSCUMM"), May 1997. It is compiled from official reports by ERA, OSS and others. The following list of incidents are those that caused regulatory concern or direct infringements of ERA's Environmental Requirements (ERs). It is consistently asserted that there was "no environmental impact" or "no environmental detriment". Given the mine is completely surrounded by Kakadu National Park, please consider this list and decide for yourself........ 

Updated by ACF, FoE and SEA-US Inc. - July 1999


1999

· General - The uranium contamination of RP1 during the 1998/99 Wet Season is the closest ERA is yet to come to exceeding their operating requirements. Although the total mass of uranium discharged is below legal limits (which are set quite high), the low flows in Magela Creek during the early discharges from RP1 almost led to ERA increasing the uranium concentration in the Magela by greater than the 3.8 g/litre (ppb) allowed. The uranium and sulphate levels in the Magela at the border with Kakadu National Park are noticeable higher than background, and ERA state that (2) : "Analysis of water quality and sediments in surrounding billabongs and creeks indicate the presence of the mine is apparent, as was expected by the Ranger Uranium Environmental Inquiry. Whilst the levels are detectable chemically, they are not ecologically significant and no deleterious effects on downstream flora and fauna or downstream users of the creek and its resources have been detected." This is in direct contrast to the evidence and earlier OSS comments on such noticeable increases. 

· June 24 - A pump and back-up system failed at the Brockman borefield, which led to the exhaustion of the potable water supply on site. As a consequence, 7 employees were unable to shower at the end of their shift as part of the decontamination routine. 

· Feb. 17 - ERA attempt to minimise the discharge from RP1 by sandbagging the spillway - in order to avoid the Magela exceeding it's allowable uranium concentration. 

· Feb. 4 - Discharge and runoff from the low grade stockpiles on the northern wall of the (old) tailings dam was pumped to RP2. 

· Jan. 30 - Daily monitoring commenced of RP1 discharge - 3 days after the high uranium levels were first observed. 

· Jan. 27 - The concentration of uranium in water discharging uncontrolled from RP1 to Coonjimba Creek and on to the Magela Creek was found to be nearly 60 g/litre (ppb) - up to 100 times higher than normal. The RP1 sediment control bund, with uranium at 600 g/litre (ppb), was identified as the likely source. 

1998

· Dec. 10 - The sulphur dioxide (SO2) monitor located in the newly expanded acid plant was found to be malfunctioning. 

· Nov. 16 - An estimated 16,000 to 27,000 litres of water from Sump 98 escaped through a bypassing valve into a borrow pit adjacent to the RP2 Wetland Filter. 

· Nov. 13 - A small quantity of tailings was reported at the tailings corridor drain. This occurred at the top of the tailings dam ramp when a syphon-break valve on the dredge tailings line allowed the tailings to drain. Neither tailings nor process water left the drain. 

· October (late) to November (early) - The RP2 Wetland filter had been allowed to dry out during the Dry Season. The first rains of the Wet led to acidification of the wetland waters, with pH around 2.6 and uranium as high as 4 to 6 mg/L (ppm). 

· Oct. 31 - A small quantity of tailings was reported at the tailings corridor drain in two locations during the clearing of the tailings lines which had become bogged. 

· Sep. 24 - About 200 litres of tailings material escaped from a small truck involved in carting some tailings-contaminated earth from the mill to Pit #1 for disposal. 

· Sep. - The stack sampler failed and so stack emissions could not be monitored or reported. Calculations based on the sulphur content of the fuel suggest that therw would have been no adverse impact. 

· July 27 - The B-centrifuge conveyor was decontaminated for return to Alfa Laval in Sydney for repair. The conveyor was dispatched from ERA on July 28, and upon inspection by Alfa Laval, they "flaky yellow material" coated the inside of the bearings being replaced. It was estimated to be approximately 10 grams of ammonia diurinate. The material was removed and returned to ERA. 

· June (mid) - Difficulties experienced in analysing water samples for Pb-210, Po-210 and Th-230 meant that they were not reported in the non- RRZ Water Release Report for 1997/98. 

· March 16 - To remove rainwater which had collected on the haul road, an ERA employee broke a bund which resulted in approximately 100,000 litres of water escaping from the RRZ. 

1997

· Dec. 19 - About 2,000 litres of tailings slurry escaped from the RRZ due to a leak in the tailings pipeline. 

· June 30 - During the Environment Performance Review (EPR) held in June 1997, two other infringements were identified : 

· Powerhouse stack emissions had not been reported since 1981. This is in contravention of the Authorisation that requires data summary reports to be submitted quarterly. 

· Gross alpha activity in freshwater mussels has not been monitored and reported since 1990.

· June 29 - A monitor installed in the power station stack to continuously record the level of S02 and C02 emissions failed on 29 June 1997. 

· Feb. 24 - 50,000 litres of Very Low Grade/Low Grade (VLG/LG) ore spilled outside the RRZ zone into the RP1 catchment. 

1996

· Dec. 10 - ERA reported another minor failure of the stockpile drainage bund resulting in a small quantity of RRZ runoff entering the RP1 catchment during a severe rainfall event. Further, a drain blocked by sediment at a VLG dump also caused RRZ rainfall runoff to enter a non-RRZ drain discharging to RPI at that time. 

· Dec. 10 - ERA reported another failure of the stockpile drainage bund resulting in a small quantity of RRZ runoff entering the RP1 catchment during a severe rainfall event. Further, a drain blocked by sediment at a VLG dump also caused RRZ rainfall runoff to enter a non-RRZ drain discharging to RP1 at that time. 

· Nov. 19 - A segment of the perimeter drain around new extensions to the VLG/LG stockpile washed out during a heavy storm. About 100,00 litres of RRZ water and some sediment was released into RP1 catchment. 

· Nov. 6 - Fatal work accident involving a contractor. The worker died when the excavator he was operating collapsed into the excavation. 

· Sep. 27 - Preliminary works on the mill expansion commenced before ministerial approval was granted. 

· Sep. 21 - A bush fire on the mine site placed significant demand on accessible non-RRZ water for fire fighting. To speed up the turnaround times for water tankers, a decision was made to use RRZ water to create a wet perimeter and to dampen facilities under threat. Approximately 585,000,000 litres was applied to areas outside the RRZ. 

· Feb. 18 - 2,000 litres of tailings sprayed from a leak in the pipeline running along the top of the tailings dam embankment. Approximately 250 litres fell outside the RRZ on the outer wall of the dam. This area was scraped up and returned to the tailings dam. 

· Jan. 23 - 2,000 to 3,000 litres of tailings spilled from the tailings line and went outside the RRZ. The incident was the result of a valve failure. The area affected extended over about 60 to 80 m2. This soil and grass in this area were removed and the site mulched and reseeded. The valve and the associated support structure were replaced. 

1995

· Dec. 13 - An administrative error resulted in a repeat of the incident of 6 December when the residual diesel/water mixture was spilled back to RPM. There were no further bird deaths associated with this incident. 

· Dec. 6 - 12,000 litres of diesel spilled from tanks at the power station and ran into RP2. Although the spill was cleared up the spill was responsible for the DEATH OF 40 WATER BIRDS. The Supervising Scientist regarded this incident as the first example of an unacceptable environmental impact at Ranger since operations began. 

· Aug. to Dec. - Wetland filtration option commenced for disposal of excess water from RP2. Previous trials indicated that the filters would have a capacity to absorb 98% of uranium and that it appears that there is no remobilisation of the uranium later. The actual performance indicated that uranium removal from the RP1 filter decreased from 95% to 45%. 

· Aug. 1 - Approximately 120,000 litres of RPM water was accidentally discharged outside the RRZ due to a failure in a pipeline carrying water to the constructed wet land filter adjacent to RP1. 

· July 31 - An asbestos cement pipe failed and about 120,000 litres of water from RP2 was released. The water was pumped over the spillway into Djalkmara Creek. 

· July 20 - About 10,000 litres of RPM water was used in pre-production drilling at ore body #3 outside the RRZ. 

· Feb. 21 - ERA sought approval to release water with elevated levels of uranium, sulfates and heavy metals from RP2 demonstrating again the difficulties of operating a mine in monsoon tropical climates. Aboriginal Land Owners took legal action to halt the release. 

· Jan. 19 to April 13 - 500,000,000 litres of water from RP4 was released through wetland filter into Djalkmara Billabong and then into Magela Creek. Uranium concentrations in RP4 are increasing. 

· General - Biological monitoring along the Magela Creek following the releases was limited due to other ERA commitments. 
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