Senate Environment, Communications, Information Technology & the Arts Legislation Committee
ANSWERS TO QUESTIONS ON NOTICE

Environment and Heritage

Budget Estimates 2003-2004 (29 May 2003)


Outcome:

1 - Environment


Question No:
1
Sub-outcome:


Output:  

1.6 - Industry
Division/Agency:

Supervising Scientist Division
Topic: 

Relocation to Darwin
Hansard Page ECITA:
425

Senator Crossin asked:

Relocation of OSS from Jabiru to Darwin. Was that an allocated amount? Does it exceed that amount or is that the total cost? Now that the building has actually been finished and opened, is that the total cost?
Answer/s:

A total of $2.6m was allocated for, and fully spent on, the fit out and furnishing of the building.

The Department is not aware at this stage of any further significant cost which may be directly related to the relocation.

Outcome:

1 - Environment


Question No:
2

Sub-outcome:


Output:  

1.6 - Industry
Division/Agency:

Supervising Scientist Division
Topic: 

Senate inquiry
Hansard Page ECITA:
426-427

Senator Crossin asked:

I have some other questions on the current inquiry we are conducting? What staff and financial resources did the OSS allocate for the input into the inquiry?

How many OSS staff worked on the submission to the inquiry?

Answer/s:

Approximately 7-8 staff from the Office of the Supervising Scientist (OSS) were involved in the preparation of the Supervising Scientist’s submission to the inquiry. Best estimates indicate that of the order of 100 person-hours were used in working on the Supervising Scientist’s submission to the inquiry. These hours include time spent attending hearings in Darwin and Jabiru and time spent preparing supplementary submissions.

The Supervising Scientist himself was involved.

No other OSS financial resources were employed.

Outcome:

1 - Environment


Question No:
3

Sub-outcome:


Output:  

1.6 - Industry

Division/Agency:

Supervising Scientist Division
Topic: 

Uranium Mines
Hansard Page ECITA:
427

Senator Wong asked:

Did you provide advice regarding the actual environmental impact of those operations?
Answer/s:

Informal, intradepartmental advice was provided, focussing on the proposed (at that time) radiation protection practices.

Outcome:

1 - Environment


Question No: 4
Sub-outcome:


Output:  

1.6 - Industry

Division/Agency:

Supervising Scientist Division

Topic: 

Monitoring Bores


Hansard Page ECITA:
428

Senator Crossin asked:

Is it the case, though, that the water monitoring used to occur over 60 bores and that it is now happening over four bores on a quarterly basis?

Answer/s:

Water monitoring at Ranger consists of two separate programs.

The statutory monitoring program examines points of exit from the Ranger Project Area, and provides a focus on long-term impacts. This program consists of four bores used to consider groundwater impacts and one bore used to consider potable water impacts. These five bores and the associated monitoring program are described in the Ranger Authorisation.

The operational monitoring program comprises strategically placed bores in the vicinity of the tailings dam, pits, stockpiles and land application areas. This program is conducted by Energy Resources of Australia (ERA) to provide confirmation/refinement of conceptual hydrological models as they relate to the shallow, weathered and deep aquifers. Some 23 bores were sampled in 2002-03 as part of this program. Operational monitoring proposals are developed each year and submitted to the Northern Territory Supervising authorities.

It is likely that in excess of 60 bores have been drilled around the Ranger site over an extended period of years, but not all of these bores have been used as part of any regular monitoring programs.

Outcome:

1 - Environment


Question No:
5
Sub-outcome:


Output:  

1.6 - Industry
Division/Agency:

Supervising Scientist Division
Topic: 

Radiological Incident at Ranger Mine
Hansard Page ECITA:
433

Senator Crossin asked:

Exposure of roofing workers to elevated levels of radiation at the Ranger mine. It was reported to the alligator rivers regional advisory committee. We can give you a copy of that.

Answer/s:

Yes. Text from the relevant pages of the Supervising Scientist’s 6-monthly report to the Alligator Rivers Region Advisory Committee meeting of December 2002 is attached.

Attachment to Question 5

Radiation Incident - Extract from Supervising Scientist’s 6-monthly report to the Alligator Rivers Region Advisory Committee meeting of December 2002
ERA contracted a Darwin based roofing company to replace the roof on the precipitator building at Ranger. The precipitator building houses the second last stage of the uranium extraction process where ammonium di-urinate (also known as yellow cake due to its bright yellow colour) is precipitated out of solution. Abutting the precipitator building is the calciner building. The calciner, within the calciner building, is a large oven used to heat the ammonium di-urinate, oxidising the uranium to produce uranium oxide, the final product exported by ERA. 
The roofing contractors were advised by ERA to wear overalls and respiratory protection when removing the old roof of the precipitator building. ERA advised that this advice was given in respect of concerns regarding the potential for the liberation of contaminants that may have built up on the old roof. The contractors wore the personal protective equipment as required. 
ERA did not advise the contractors to wear respiratory protection when installing the new roof on the precipitator building, on the basis that ERA considered that there was no potential for a radiological hazard. On Friday 22 November, about four days after the installation of the new roof commenced, the contractors noticed a thin film of black dust on the new roof in the vicinity of two ventilation extraction fans installed in the wall of the calciner building which abuts the precipitator building. The calciner building is approximately 2-3 storeys taller than the precipitator building, and these two particular extraction fans are a little above head height when standing on the roof of the precipitator building. Work on the roof ceased over the weekend (23 and 24 November) 
On Monday 25 November the Ranger mine Radiation Safety Officer investigated and deployed dust monitoring equipment immediately under the extraction vent and near to the extraction vent measuring dust concentrations of approximately 70 ádps/m3, and used those measurements to estimate the radiation dose to the workers. That assessment is based on assumptions that would tend to overestimate the radiation dose. The most exposed individual is estimated to have received a dose of approximately 20 milli Sieverts, although as noted, the actual dose received would likely be less than this. The calculated dose is due to the inhalation of the uranium oxide dust. On the basis of information currently available, no dose limits have been exceeded. ERA has not yet completed its detailed report on this incident. 
The Assistant Secretary of OSS inspected the scene of the incident on 27 November and spoke to the contract workers involved on 28 November, providing independent expert advice on the health risks associated with their exposure and confirming that dose limits had not been exceeded on the basis of all available information. Those risks are a theoretical and very small increase in the risk of cancer several years from now (0.1% increase in risk for a dose of 20mSv). 
Outcome:


1 - Environment


Question No: 6
Sub-outcome:


Output:  


1.6 - Industry

Division/Agency:


Supervising Scientist Division

Topic: 


Ranger Pit #1

Hansard Page ECITA:

Written Question on Notice

Senator Crossin asked:

1. Is it correct that Energy Resources of Australia is expected to apply in the near future to the Northern Territory regulator to deposit tailings from the Ranger Uranium Mine into the mined out pit number one above so-called RL0?

2. Is this your understanding and can you explain what RL0 is exactly?

3. Why is there a need for the mining company to deposit tailings above RL0? Is there an alternative?  

4. Are there concerns on the part of the Northern Land Council and the Traditional Owners that deposition of tailings above RL0; and could you explain these concerns? 

5. Are there concerns that contaminated material, especially from watered tailings, may move through a porous zone of the pit wall and into the Corridor Creek system? What is the OSS response to these concerns?

6. What is the position of the Supervising Scientist in relation to depositing tailings above RL0 in Ranger pit number one?
7. What counteractive measures, if any, do you think are necessary if the mining company is to deposit above RL0 in Ranger pit number one? 

8. When is ERA expected to make its application to deposit above RL0? 

Answer/s:
1. No formal application has been received but it is anticipated that ERA will make a formal application at some future time.

2. RL0 is an acronym for Relative Level Zero, which is a level used to provide a point of reference for height measurements. For example, a level 1m higher than RL0 would be described as RL1, and a location 1m lower than RL0 would be described as RL-1 (Relative Level minus one).

3. No formal application has been lodged and ERA has not yet demonstrated the justification for tailings to be deposited higher than RL0. There is a current requirement that all tailings be deposited below ground level.

4. The Supervising Scientist is not in a position to speak on behalf of either the Northern Land Council or the Traditional Owners.

5. The movement of contaminants through groundwater, resulting from the deposition of tailings above RL0 in pit 1, will be assessed when an application by the mining company is received.

6. The Supervising Scientist will develop a position after the application has been submitted and assessed.

7. It is not possible to answer this question until the assessment has been made.

8. See answer to question 1.

Outcome:
1 - Environment



Question No: 7
Sub-outcome:


Output:  

1.6 - Industry

Division/Agency:

Supervising Scientist Division
Topic: 

Jabiluka Radiation Monitoring
Hansard Page ECITA:
Written Question on Notice

Senator Crossin asked: 

1. Can you explain the current radiation monitoring programme in place at the site of the proposed Jabiluka uranium mine? 

2. What are the likely sources of radiation at the site at present?

3. I understand that there have been some suggested changes to the current authorisation at Jabiluka in relation to radiation monitoring. Can you explain these to us?

4. What is the position of the Supervising Scientist in relation to these proposed changes?

Answer/s:
1. The current radiation monitoring program for Jabiluka is described in the Jabiluka General Authorisation and Jabiluka Radiological Management Plan, excerpts of which are attached.

2. Current radiation sources relevant to environmental protection are:

· Uranium ore exposed in the walls/roof of the decline tunnel; and

· The aboveground stockpile of mineralised material.

3. ERA has made application to vary the current Jabiluka General Authorisation in respect of radiation monitoring to remove ERA’s obligation to undertake environmental radiation monitoring, unless there is some activity on site that justifies monitoring. In that case, ERA would be required to submit a management plan, describing monitoring and safety issues, for approval.

4. These proposed changes are supported by the Supervising Scientist.

Attachment to Question 7 – Jabiluka Radiological Monitoring Requirements

Jabiluka General Authorisation - excerpt

Schedule 5 
5.1 In order to protect the environment, the operator of the mine shall: 
5.1.1 Unless a comprehensive radiation protection program has been approved by the Director, cease decline development on reaching the location of the S1 raise or on reaching mineralised material, whichever is the sooner; 
5.1.2 Conduct the mining in general accordance with the document titled “Application for Approval to Construct a Portal and Access Decline at the Jabiluka Project with associated infrastructure” dated April 1998, or as revised from time to time by the operator of the mine and approved by the Director. 
Schedule 8 
8.1 In order to protect the environment, the operator shall: 
8.1.1 ... 
8.1.2 implement the environmental and occupational health monitoring programs included in the documents annexed hereto and Marked “ANNEXURE B” and “ANNEXURE C”; 
8.1.3 conduct contingency monitoring in a manner approved by the Minister in the event of the malfunction of monitoring equipment. 
Annex C.1 includes: 
	
	Monitoring Type 
	Frequency 
	Dosimetry 

	Radioactive Dust 
	
	
	

	 One third of the individuals in the most exposed work group 
	 Personal dust sampling 
	 monthly 
	 Average level to be assessed and used to calculate effective dose 

	 One individual in each of the other work groups 
	 Personal dust sampling 
	 monthly 
	 Average level to be assessed and used to calculate effective dose 


Jabiluka Radiological Management Plan - excerpt

Section 3.3 includes: 
“The concentration of long lived alpha activity (LLAA) will be monitored using personal air sampling…Monitoring will be conducted based on work groups for which either the tasks performed or areas worked in are similar. One person from every underground work group will be tested each week. An extra requirement will be that the most highly exposed work groups will be monitored so that one third of the personnel are tested each month” 

