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1.

INTRODUCTION

Background
1.
Uranium mining is a controversial issue. Accordingly
the operations of the Ranger Uranium Project have generated a
great deal of public interest since the f i r s t production of
yellowcake in 19 81. Energy Resources of Australia Ltd i s the
company having rights to the Ranger Project,
and i t s mine
operating company i s Ranger uranium Mines Pty Ltd. Press reports
during 1985 alleged that the operations were defective and that
proposals of the Company relating to water release were not in
the best interests of the environment.
2.
Various media reports referred to accidental spillages
at the site;and some, implied that radioactive water had spilled
into Kakadu .'National Park. Other reports implied that Ranger was
seeking permission to release highly contaminated tailings dam
water to the river system of the Region. The Committee was also
aware of comments made by the Australian Conservation Foundation.
Naturally in i t s role of monitoring environmental matters the
Committee was concerned about allegations that the performance of
mine management had been inadequate in respect of the Company1 s
environment protection obligations and about possible threats to
Kakadu National Park.
3.
The Committee considered i t appropriate to obtain
briefings from the mining company, supervising authorities and
organisations with an interest in the operations. During November
1985 the Committee was briefed by officers of the Department of
Arts, Heritage and Environment, the Australian National Parks and
Wildlife Service, the Office of the Supervising Scientist, the
Department of Resources and Energy and representatives of Energy
Resources1 of Australia Ltd. In February 1986 the Committee

visited the Northern Territory and held informal discussions with
the Northern Land Council and the Northern Territory Environment
Centre and visited the Ranger Uranium Proj ect area and the
Alligator Rivers Region Research I n s t i t u t e . Final discussions
were held in Darwin in August 1986 when the Committee met with
the Northern Territory Minister for Mines and Energy and officers
of the Northern Territory Government.
Ranger Uranium Environmental Inquiry
4,
The Ranger Uranium Environmental Inquiry {RUEI or Fox
Inquiry) was established on 16 July 1975 under Sub-section 11(1)
of the Environment Protection (Impact of Proposals) Act 1974 to
conduct an inquiry into the proposal for the development of
uranium deposits in the .Alligator Rivers Region of the Northern
Territory. The final report of the Inquiry was presented to the
Minister for Environment, Housing and Community Development on 17
May 1977. The inquiry discussed all aspects of uranium mining but
the Committee proposes to outline only those aspects which relate
to water management.
5. .
The RUEI report noted that the uncertainties
to the release of, contaminated water included:
the types "of
forms;

contaminants,

the

amounts

and

relating

chemical

changes in the toxicity of contaminants with time as
they move to different parts of the Magela system and
their eventual destinations;
the
sensitivity
of
different
organisms to
toxic
substances and the influence
of factors such as
temperature changes on the sensitivity; and
the consequences to the whole Magela ecosystem in
contrast to individual organisms of added contaminants
and the extent of non-toxic effects.

6.
The report concluded that
based on non-release of contaminants
to be made at times even if all
implemented. Accordingly the Inquiry
broad principles be applied in the
standards for the operation:

ideally the system should be
but that releases might have
feasible alternatives were
concluded that the following
development of water release

the total amount of contaminants to be released from
the operations should be minimised;
deliberate releases only should be permitted under
conditions of high flow in the Magela Creek and only
when there i s a continuous flow between Jabiru and the
northern end of the Magela plains;
that water release standards be developed; and
that the approval of the supervising authorities
obtained before making any controlled release.

be

7.
The Inquiry further concluded that the water management
system should -be established i n i t i a l l y in a manner allowing no
intentional releases to the environment and that t h i s system be
maintained until i t i s shown that releases of contaminated water
would have to be made.
8.
The RUEI also addressed the question of the use of Best
Practicable Technology. The term Best Practicable Technology
according to the RUEI does not refer to the level of pollution
control technology representing the economic optimum between the
cost of investment in equipment and the cost of 'environmental
damage. The way in which accumulative and insidious environmental
affects tend to be produced by successive minor increases in
pollution makes i t doubtful that such an ;economic optimum could
be determined before major pollution actually occurs.. Even then
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i t might not be . possible to determine the cause
environmental

damage.

By Best

of

the

Practicable. Technology

observed
the

RUEI

meant the best technology developed anywhere which can be applied
to the uranium industry
proposal
highly

where

there

profitable

sensitivity

in Australia.

is

a

combination

venture,

and value,

In the case

with

of

an

interpretation

the

of

the Ranger

prospects

environment

of

of

of

a

great

the term should not be

restricted to technology used in other industries in Australia or
in the uranium industry

in other parts of the world.

In granting

authority for the Company to mine, the Government re-defined Best
Practicable
Ranger.
than

It

the

Technology

in

the

gave a more precise
RUEI

and

it

is

the

Practicable Technology rather

Environmental, Requirements
but

less

restrictive

Commonwealth1 s

concept

than the RUEI's that

is

for

definition
of- Best

binding on

the Company and the regulating authorities (see para 32).

Legal frame work for uranium mining
9.

With

the

granting

of

self-government

to

the

Northern

Territory in 1978 t i t l e to all minerals except uranium (and other
'prescribed

substances')

was

ceded

by

the

Commonwealth, to

the

Northern Territory.
10.

The Ranger proj ect operates under an authority

issued

under

1,9,.5,3 •

Under

section
an

41 of

agreement

the

Commonwealth

between

the

Atomic

Rivers Region are regulated as far

under the laws of the Northern Territory.
11.

The mine

is

on Aboriginal

•

land

Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory)

Energy Act

Commonwealth

Northern Territory Governments in 1978 .uranium mining
in the Alligator

to mine

and the

and

the

operations
as possible
.

.

terms

of

.
the

Act 1976 require :that

the miners negotiate- an agreement with the Northern Land Council
(representing
approval

of

the

traditional

owners)

the Commonwealth Minister

which
for

must .receive,

Aboriginal Affairs.

the
.In

the case of Ranger, where the mining was authorised to take place

on beh alf of th e Commonw ealth, th e i ni t i al
assigned to Energy Resources of Australia Ltd)
Commonwealth and the Northern Land Council.

agr eement (s i nee
was between the

12.
The Environment Protection „,„(Alligator Rivers Region)
Act 1978 establishes the Commonwealth statutory office
of
Supervising Scientist,
the Alligator Rivers Region Research
Institute and the Co-ordinating Committee for the Alligator
Rivers Region. Collectively, these comprise the Office of the
Supervising
Scientist.
The
Supervising
Scientist
has
a
supervisory, co-ordinating and research role in the protection of
the environment in the Region from the effects of uranium reining.
However he has no powers to license or regulate mining operations
or to enforce the implementation of requirements and conditions.
13.
The overall purpose of the Co-ordinating Committee for
the Alligator Rivers Region i s to f a c i l i t a t e the co-ordination of
the work of the various parties involved in protecting the
environment, in particular the Committee provides a forum and a
mechanism for the organisations and authorities operating in the
Region to communicate, consult,
consider, review and reach
understandings
and
agreements
on
the
protection
of
the
environment.
14.
In order for i t to control the environmental aspects of
mining under the terms of i t s agreement with the Commonwealth,
the Northern Territory enacted the ,U,,r,anj,u,m, Mining (Environmental
Control) Act 1979 in which the Commonwealth's environmental
requirements for Ranger (and • Nabarlek) are incorporated. In
exercising the powers and duties conferred on him under this Act,
the relevant Minister (the northern Territory Minister for Mines
and Energy) must have primary regard to these environmental
requirements. The Commonwealth and Northern Territory legislation
relevant to-protection of the environment of the Alligator Rivers
Region i s shown at Appendix 1.
•

Media reports
15.

As

outlined

in

the

introductory

report

the Committee's current

system

at

and

Ranger

conservation

arose

from

interest

certain

group publications

and

Company's operations

spillages.

However

misinformed,

particularly

the

misleading

or

in

this

environment

the metropolitan

press.

and accurate comment on

those reporting

Committee

of

the water management

allegations

On the whole the reports provided a fair
the

paragraphs

in

notes

untrue.

that

The

accidental
some

articles

were

occurred

regularly during the past few years. The Committee cites a few of
these by way of example.
16.
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18.
Ranger
wrote

to

The ACF Newsletter of May 1985 discussing a request by
release retention pond 2 (RP2) water to the Magela

"although
approval
had not
been
given
by
the
(Co-ordinating
Committee)
for
release
Ranger
constructed a pipeline from the retention pond to the
Magela obviously hoping for approval at this last
meeting...
"this i s a presumptive act.
The Commonwealth and
Northern Territory Governments must not bow to pressure
from the Company".
19.
To put these comments in context, in September 1984
Ranger sought approval to construct a pipeline from RP2 to Magela
Creek. After discussions between the Office of the Supervising
Scientist,
the
Northern
Territory
authorities,
Australian
National Parks and wildlife Service and the Northern Land
Council,
the Northern Territory supervising authority gave
approval for construction. The Department of Mines and Energy
recommended the approval of the construction of the pipeline with
the s t r i c t injunction that approval to build in no way implied
permission to use. The implication of the a r t i c l e i s that
construction occurred without the approval of the supervising
authorities. This was not the case. It should also be noted that
no approval has been given for the release of RP2 water.
20.
In the ACF Newsletter of August 1985 the proposal of
Ranger to release RP2 water was criticised on a number of
grounds. First the Newsletter comments that "this will cause
serious long-term (tens of thousands of years) pollution and
degradation of the Kakadu region". This comment i s contradicted
by the scientific
evidence. The Office
of the Supervising
Scientist states t h a t " — occasional controlled discharges of
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Restricted Release zone (RRZ see paragraph 27) water to the
Magela could be made in such a way that there would be virtually
no damage to the environment including no harm to people". Even
those opposed to releases at this time, such as the Australian
National Parks and Wildlife Service and scientific advisers1 to
the KLC, whilst they advise of uncertainty and the need for
caution, do not claim that such release will cause the damage
suggested in the Newsletter.
21.
Second, ACF claims that release "is a significant
variation from the original agreement with Ranger and the basis
on which permission to mine was given". This statement indicates
a misunderstanding of the agreement. While the agreement to mine
was that i n i t i a l l y Ranger would operate i t s water management
system on a no-release of contaminants basis the agreement states
that 'no intentional releases to the environment' shall be
maintained until such time as the 'Supervising Authority gives
approval for the release of contaminated water. The agreement
further states conditions under which release could be allowed to
the Magela Creek.
22.
Third, the Journal argues that release should not be
allowed because "no supplementary Elb has been undertaken".
Whilst this is correct i t ignores the fact that the proposed
operations of Ranger, which included a water management system in
^which occasional releases to Magela Creek were an integral part,
were the subject of an extensive EIo and subsequent Inquiry, and
remain subject
to
continuing environmental
assessment and
reporting.
23.
Finally the article comments that "no reference has
been made to the Australian Heritage Act". The Committee notes
that the Australian Heritage Commission Act 1975 requires that
there be an examination of a proposal and no authority to
undertake that action should be given unless the Authority is
satisifed that there is no feasible and prudent alternative and

all measures that can reasonably be taken to minimise adverse
effects will be taken. The Committee understands that the
provisions of the Act are being complied with under the
regulatory and decision making process provided for in the
Environment Protection (Alligator Rivers Region) Act 1978. in
addition the Supervising Scientist reports regularly on his
a c t i v i t i e s to the Director of the Australian Heritage Commission
and has provided him with advice specifically . on Ranger's water
management problems.
24. .
The
Committee
understands
the
concern
of
the
conservation movement in i t s opposition to uranium mining in
general
and
specifically
the
operations
of
Ranger.
The
conservation movement has a vital responsibility in informing the
community on matters relating to environmental protection but the
Committee considers that more care should be taken to ensure that
information
provided i s
accurate.
The media .also has a
responsibility in ensuring that i t s reporting accurately reflects
the facts.

2.

WATER MANAGEMENT SYSTEM

Existing system
25.
•:
In the i n i t i a l - stages of uranium mining- l i t t l e iwas
known of the behaviour, susceptibility and resilience of :. the
natural
ecosystems or
of
the possible pathways by which
contaminants might be transferred
to people. Accordingly, a
conservative strategy of water containment was implemented :with
evaporation as the only means of removal while additional
information that could lead to the safe controlled release of
certain waters could be sought.
The Ranger project water
management system as i t currently operates may be described as a
no-release of contaminants system with provision for contingency
release of specified water following unusual climatic conditions.
26.
Ranger advised that objectives for the water management
system are as follows:
•
.
'•..'..
to provide the required supply of water for the mining,
milling and infrastructure operations at the Ranger
project s i t e ;
to comply with the relevant authorisations designed to
protect the environment during the production phase of
the project; and
.

to enable the safe
and ' environmentally
effective
decommissioning and rehabilitation of the project s i t e
following completion of the production phase.

27.
The two principal constraints on the system are that i t
must have primary regard for protection of the complex and
valuable environment in which the project i s located while
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operating
under
the
extremely, variable
tropical
climatic
conditions which exist in the region. The main features of the
Ranger water management system are shown at Appendix 2. The
catchments of the project have been divided into two separate
basic, zones, namely a restricted release zone (RRZ) and sediment
control zones. •
.
•
.• • • .
- . .
28. • •
The RRZ includes all sub-catchments and storage units
which are likely to generate, or store contaminated run-off
resulting.from mine and process related a c t i v i t i e s . Run-off.from
the RRZ cannot be released to the environment without specific
approval from the Northern Territory Supervising Authority and no
releases of this water, have been made to date. Included within
the RRZ are the mine pit and i t s immediate surrounds, the haul
road. .to. the ore stock piles, the primary .crusher area and high
grade ore storage areas, the ore stock piles, the mill s i t e ,
retention ponds 2 and 3 (RP2. and 3), the tailings dam, the
tailings pipeline corridor and a l l pipelines which draw water
from within the restricted release zone.
29.
Sediment control zones are those zones in which the
ground has been disturbed by mining operations or earth works.
They provide an area in which settlement of sediments contained
within run-off waters can. occur prior fco the waters entering the
general environment.
.
30.
While the waste rock dump and RP4 are specifically
excluded from the RR2, the water management, system currently
t r e a t s these areas in a similar fashion.-to the RRZ in that
discharge is r e s t r i c t e d . To date .approval has. been given for the
release of water from RP4 on a number of occasions. These
.releases, were conducted under s t r i c t water quality c r i t e r i a with
extensive.supervision and monitoring control. . ..
31.
Prior to the 1985-86 wet season there was a growing
Company concern about an excess of one million cubic metres of
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water that had accumulated within the restricted release zone.
Much of this had to be stored in the mine pit leading to
interference with normal mining operations. This excess holding
was the result of above average rainfall and the importation into
the RRZ of about one million cubic metres of water in excess of
requirements during 1982 when i t was considered that there might
be a shortage of water for continued operations. According to the
Northern Territory Department of Mines and Energy the relatively
low rainfall of the 1985-86 wet season and improved housekeeping
of the water management system means that there i s unlikely to be
any excess water by the end of the 1986 dry season. In late 1985
the Company completed a report on Best Practicable Technology
(BPT) for long term water management at Ranger.
Best Practicable Technology
32.
The Office of the Supervising Scientist advised the
Committee that the environmental goal to which the mining
companies are required to work i s not zero effect on the
environment but the minimum detriment that can be achieved by the
use of Best Practicable Technology. For Ranger operations Best
Practicable Technology is designated as the technology from time
to time relevant to the Ranger project which produces the minimum
environmental pollution and degradation that can reasonably be
achieved having regard to:
(a)

the level of effluent control achieved and the extent
to which environmental pollution and degradation are
prevented in mining and milling operations in the
uranium industry anywhere in the world;

(b)

the total cost of the application or adoption of that
technology relative to the environmental protection to
be achieved by i t s application or adoption;

(c)

evidence of detriment or of lack of detriment
environment after
the commencement of
the
project;

- 12

to the
Ranger

,. (d)

the physical location of the Ranger project;

,

(e)

the age of equipment and f a c i l i t i e s in use on the
Ranger project and their relative effectiveness in
reducing environmental pollution and degradation, and .

(f)

social
factors
including possible , adverse
effects of introducing new technology.
. ,.

social

33,
In developing i t s Best Practicable .Technology for the
water management system Ranger considered a number of .options
based on no-.release, disposal within the Ranger project area,
disposal beyond the Ranger project area, contaminant segregation
and
addi t i onal
st or age.
A
summary
of
th e
pr i nci pal
characteristics of the water management options .is shown at
Appendix 3.
34.
Ranger saw BPT as a hierarchy of actions which are
preferred in descending order but which are all necessary t o . t h e
development, of a system with sufficient flexibility for dealing
with unpredictable and uncontrollable ,rainfall. The hierarchy and
the necessary measures to permit i t s use were seen as:
continuation . of
measures . taken
accumulation within the RRZ;

to

reduce
.

treated water disposed of by land application;
treated water released to Magela Creek;
untreated water disposed of by land application; .
.• .

untreated water released to Magela.Creek;
untreated water storage in tailings dam, and
water stored .in mine pit in extreme circumstances.
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water,

35.
Ranger advised that the present water treatment plant
has a nominal capacity of approximately 800 000 cubic metres per
year which would handle the excess in two years out of three. In
conditions exceeding these, disposal would be by land application
of untreated water. The extent of the area approved for land
application and the rate at which water has to be disposed of for
operational reasons determines the need for release of untreated
water. The BPT Report estimates that implementation of this
hierarchy of measures would, under present conditions, enable
direct release to be withheld for about 9 years out of 10.
36.
Ranger concluded that if their BPT was accepted the
obligation to protect the environment from contaminated water
which i s part of the implicit contract between Ranger, the
Government and the Northern Land Council would be met. There
would be no unnacceptable change to Aboriginal land or the Kakadu
National Park and proper decommissioning and rehabilitation would
be facilitated.
37.
Since the publication of the BPT document there have
been considerable discussions which have led to a revision of the
d e t a i l s of the hierarchy approach. The Company i s developing a
five year operations and water management plan which would be
reviewed every year. The plan will enable both long term and
short term considerations to be addressed. Land application (on
33 hectares, at present) is likely to be the prime method of
disposal. Occasional release of untreated water to the Magela
system would remain a component of BPT. However each year water
in the system would be assessed and as required the area of land
application (and/or perhaps the rate of application) would be
adjusted to reduce the need for direct release. Ranger hopes that
given further favourable seasons the Company may be able to
increase the capacity of part of i t s existing storages. The
Committee was advised by officers of the Northern Territory
Government that the probability of release under the developing
regime may be reduced from one year in 10 as outlined in the BPT
document to one year in 20.
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Accidental spillages
38.
As outlined in a previous section of this report the
Committee was alarmed at media comments suggesting that there had
been a large number of accidental spillages particularly from the
pipeline and that some of these had leaked into Kakadu National
Park. Both in discussions and from an examination of the annual
reports of the Supervising Scientist the Committee was able to
examine the number and nature of these accidental releases or, as
described by the Supervising Scientist, "occurrences".
39.
Since production commenced in 1981 there have been 24
occurrences involving the water management, system which have
given rise to regulatory concern, of which 16 related to failures
in the tailings pipeline or tailings dam seepage collector lines.
Eight of these failures occurred within the l a s t financial year.
The events of 1985 resulted in both Commonwealth and Territory
Ministers
criticising
the
Company.
The Northern
Territory
Minister for Mines and Energy ordered the Company not to use i t s
tailings pipeline until a replacement program had been completed.
40.
The Northern Land Council and the Northern Territory
Environment Centre in discussions with the Committee were
c r i t i c a l of the number of tailings line failures. The NLC
expressed concern about "gross carelessness in areas where the
Company should be most careful". Both the NLC and the Environment
Centre considered that the frequent spillages were in part due to
Company attitudes and the lack of supervision and penalties. .The
Environment Centre argued that mine management has a poor
attitude to environmental protection and continually seeks least
cost solutions and that after two or three spillages Ranger
should have been required to close i t s operations and replace.the
pipeline. According to the Environment Centre the argument, used
by mine management that spillages of this nature happen in all
mines i s an argument for closure of the mine because of i t s
location in a world heritage area.
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41.
The Environment Centre concluded that even though
Ranger i s arguably the most highly regulated mine site in
Australia
with
controls
exercised
by both
Territory
and
Commonwealth authorities, and despite the millions of dollars
spent by the supervising authorities and Ranger each year on
environmental control, accidents and management problems continue
to occur. The Environment Centre claims that while as isolated
incidents these may not. be of great importance, taken as an
indication
of
the
slackness
of
Ranger's
"housekeeping"
arrangements they are quite frightening.
42.
The Centre and the NLC considered there was a conflict
of interest concerning the supervising role of the Department of
Mines and Energy which not only had a regulating role but was
also responsible for the promotion of the use of uranium. Both
argued for a greater supervisory role by the Office of the
Supervising Scientist.
43.
Ranger considered a l l the accidental releases to be
minor and had caused no environmental damage. The Company advised
that i t had been quick to respond and none of the releases had
reached Kakadu National Park and only a few had escaped from the
restricted release zone. The Company stated that spillages of
this nature happen in all mines and are only reported because of
the unique regulatory regime established for the operations of
the project.
44.
.The Supervising Scientist in his annual report for
1984-85 commented that no effects of the mining operations beyond
the immediate mining s i t e area at Ranger have been observable..
The Report notes that there have been occurrences within the mine
site
over the years which have indicated some laxity
in
operational control and given rise to regulatory concern but most
incidents have been minor and have not resulted in adverse
impacts on humans or the environment beyond the mine s i t e .
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3.

FUTURE WATER MANAGEMENT SYSTEM

A p p r a i s a l of BPT document
45.
The Ranger report "Application of Best Practicable
Technology to Water Management System" is under consideration by
a Working Group of the Co-ordinating Committee for the Alligator
Rivers Region comprising representatives of ganger, the Office of
the bupervising Scientist and the Department of Mines and Energy.
The working Group has agreed that given major changes in mine
operations likely within the next few years - including the
development of orebody No. 3 - i t was reasonable a t this time to
consider water management BPT for a period of about 5 years.
Longer term mine plans were considered to be too diffuse to allow
definition of BPT beyond that period.
46.
The Working Group reached substantive agreement on the
options which should form part of BPT, namely, land application
and
occasional
release
to
Magela
Creek
under
certain
circumstances and under a comprehensive regime of regulatory
controls. The Committee has been advised that Ranger i s at
present
preparing
a
5 year
water
management
plan
for
consideration, by the Working Group. The Plan will be based on BPT
and specify the probability of having to release to the Magela.
This plan will be updated from year to year.
47..
The basic .ingredients of BPT for water management are
dry .season : land application (spray irrigation) of water from RP2
and/or from the mine pit with release of such water to Magela
Creek being allowed under controlled conditions when the climatic
circumstances
dictate
that
this
course
is
desirable.
The
Territory Government advised that i t i s estimated that the
probability of this l a t t e r being necessary will l i e between 0.02
and

0.1.

'

'

••
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Regulatory regime for release
48.
After
lengthy
discussions
between
the
Northern
Territory Department of Mines and Energy, the Office of the
Supervising Scientist and the Alligator Rivers Region Research
Institute water release criteria have been established. The
regulatory system has developed as follows:
determination of receiving water quality criteria based
on • . best . available
scientific
data,
that
is,
concentration limits and other chemical and physical
parameters, which ensure that the stream remains safe
for the ecosystem and for man;
. determination
of
maximum
allowable
additions
of
potential contaminants, either as concentrations or
annual loads, which should ensure the receiving water
quality criteria are not exceeded;
: establishment of appropriate physical criteria,
for
example, minimum flow rates in. the stream, minimum
dilution ratios, and stream . flow continuity, so that
conditions for which the. quality, criteria were
; the
established should be adequately maintained;
•.- ..

•
.

- •.
.application
of • a
discharge
formula, • using
the
• • •
concentrations' of individual constituents obtained, from
.-. . . analysis, of the waste to be discharged :and the stream
• flow r a t e s , to determine a discharge flow rate..which
. • . : complies with.all other requirements; •
•'
.

•• •

.

pre-release biological testing using actual water to. be
released,
diluted by actual
receiving water,
to
establish a minimum dilution for release t h a t . w i l l not
produce observable effects on a selected range of known
• sensitive species;
.,
.
• ••
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supervision of releases to
conditions are being observed;
•• =
'•

,
-

ensure .that

authorised

water quality monitoring of the receiving waters to
verify adequacy of the discharge formula; and •
biological monitoring of the environment to establish
that acute impacts have been avoided, plus longer term
scientific observations of the biota and ecosystem to
provide early warning of the possible presence of long
term chronic effects.

49.
The supervising authorities believe that Ranger should
be able to meet a l l the requirements of the regulatory regime.
The Office of the Supervising Scientist advised . that i t i s not
possible to ; state how much water could be released in any one
year because the quality of the waters that might• be considered
for release (largely those in RP2 or the mine pit) will vary
somewhat from time to time within a wet season, and from year to
year, and because of the more widely varying climatic conditions
and stream flows. Over a sequence of years however, and given
average rainfall and stream flows,, substantial 1 volumes of water
should be able to be released within the proposed limiting
c r i t e r i a .

• '

•

•

\

• • • . " •

'•

• • • . • , - • . . . . • •

50.
Ranger would not need to treat existing RRZ water to
obtain significant opportunities for release within the proposed
standards and c r i t e r i a .
Treatment would however reduce both
manganese and uranium content so that potentially larger amounts
of water could be released before ; reaching : the limits of
concentration of those components, water treatment is discussed
•later in the report. ' . <

• •

•.

Attitudes to release

;. •

•

'

- . , . • . . • .

;

51.
The proposal to include releases of RRZ water in the
water management regime has been criticised by the Northern Land
Council, the conservation movement and the Australian National
Parks and Wildlife Service.
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52.

.ANPWS holds- the view that the direct release of

water to

the Magela should only be considered

in

the

context .of

an examination of long term Best Practicable technology
I t i s ANPWS's view that

information

undertaken.

The

Service

short

BPT options

term

options.

the Company i n . i t s 1985 BPT document has

not provided the

discharge

the RRZ

to enable t h i s consideration to be

believes
only.

that

the

document

ANPWE however

standards and general

control

would

addresses
accept

the

regime should a need for

release of RRZ waters a r i s e .
53.

ANPWS is

unaware of

release but believes that

the environmental

there are

still

impact of

di rect

too many unknowns for

assurances to be given t h a t there would be no impact. The Service
i s not

convinced that

environment.

there will, be no noticeable impact on the

Consequently

ANPWS

believes

conservative view in relation to the issue.
position

is

that

may ultimately

the direct

prove to

currently

must

take

RRZ water
present

the

case has not
•

criticisms were made in

the Ranger.BPT document and not .the revised
being .developed .by Ranger.

scheme will

still

Magela

Committee assumes that

the

periodic release to the

the. NLC concerns

remain. •' The

understanding- of the

Kanger would. develop a

the

proposal

As the .revised management

include the.option for

NLC comments that i t was a clear
owners t h a t

a

to the Magela

.

The Northern Land Council

context, of

of

be BPT .but at

been argued adequately.

54.

release

it

In summary the ANPWS

"no release

of

traditional

contaminants"

water management system. • The NLC :advises that . traditional 1 - owners1
have, continued •to. voice
achieve t h i s objective,

this

impact.. The

series

of

releases

one-off
becoming

can only

NLC believes
releases

an

the

failure

to

as agreed l a t e r for other operational• and

planned mines in the Region,
social

expectation, and

of

integral

result

that
water

part

of

in an unacceptable

Ranger's
would
their

request .for

resultwater

in

management

system. The.Northern .Land Council has.no objection to the
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a

annual
release

of RRZ water to Magela Creek if i t i s of equivalent quality to
representative natural wet season water. RRZ water and the
proposed standards for treated water do not approach t h i s
standard. Specifically the Council c r i t i c i s e s the water release
c r i t e r i a on the following grounds:
constituent elements and compounds
isolation and not in combination;

are

considered

in

release criteria are based on limited biological t e s t s ;
and.
a release of seemingly innocuous water from RP4 in 1985
.produced adverse biological reactions in the mixing
z one.
55.
The NLC comments that in addition to the ecological
objections the Aboriginal people in the area do not want the
aquatic system of the Magela put at risk by the release of water
which could have unknown and unpredictable consequences.
56.
In spite of attempts by the NLC to allay the fears of
the traditional owners* about release of RP4 water early in 1985
this release coupled with continued speculation over release of
RRZ water .has caused considerable anxiety among the Aboriginal
people of the region. The NLC has been informed that many of them
have chosen not to eat aquatic, bush foods from Magela Creek as a
result of this release and speculation. They would prefer not to
live with a contaminated water release system, even if properly
monitored and controlled, because t h i s in effect would cause
further anxiety due. to doubts about whether or not the controls
were being properly implemented and whether deterioration in the
Magela system was in progress or not.
57.
The
Northern
Territory
Environment
Centre
in
discussions with the Committee concurred with all the views of
the NLC and strongly opposes any release of contaminated water to
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the Magela. The Centre advised that use of alternative water
management systems, with all their problems associated with
rehabilitation, is preferable to an approach which may pollute -an
aquatic system.
58.
The Northern Territory supervising authorities strongly
support periodic releases from RP2 as part of an overall water
management system.
In a technical
paper presented to the
Committee by the Territory Government i t i s argued that i t i s
known that uranium mineralisation exists up-stream from Ranger in
the Magela catchment and has for many thousands of years shed
uranium into the system as have the Ranger ore bodies. Yet by the
time, the waters reach the Ranger deposit there is far less than
the .recognised world average amount remaining in solution in the
natural environment. The paper argues that i t is therefore
reasonable to assume the direct discharges .of RRZ water to the
Creek
are
unlikely .to
cause any
significant
or
lasting
environmental detriment.
59., .
As outlined in the paper in an average year some .100 kg
of. uranium, between 100 and 400 kg of copper, lead or chromium
and 3 to 4 tonnes of zinc and manganese will naturally flow down
the Creek in solution. The amounts tumbling along in suspension
and in the sediments are usually tens of thousands of times these
quantities. The paper advises that the total uranium content of
RP2 • is less, than 300 kg on average. Other metal loads include
less than. 10. kg copper, lead and chromium and 20 kg for zinc.
From.the .entire restricted release zone some 300 hectares in area
i t . i s estimated that.approximately 1000 tonnes of material would
have been eroded from it. under natural circumstances every year
and that at least 2 50 kgs of this is uranium. The, paper states
that i t i s therefore possible to conclude that since the RRZ has
been constructed i t has prevented about. 1.5 tonnes of uranium in
small.particles from being discharged to Magela Creek.
60.
The Office of the Supervising Scientist view is that, on
technical grounds occasional controlled discharges of RRZ water
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