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Introduction

A previous submission to the Senate Inquiry into Environmental Regulation of Uranium Mining in Australia by Southern Cross Resources Inc. contained the Company’s views on the adequacy and effectiveness of existing monitoring and reporting regimes and regulations and commonwealth agencies responsible for implementation.  Perusal of the 82 submissions made to date to the Committee has shown that a number contain significant errors in fact with regard to the Honeymoon Project being developed by the Company in South Australia.  Some of these errors relate to matters falling within the Terms of Reference of the Inquiry while others fall outside the Terms of Reference.  Southern Cross Resources wishes to take this opportunity to correct these errors for the record.  No attempt has been made to cover general uranium-related matters outside the scope of the Project as defined by the EIS document.

Project History

The claim is made (Matthews p5, p13) that the Honeymoon Project was

“discontinued by the Government after it was found that blockages had occurred which affected the ability of the operators to control the movement of leach solution”

“In 1983 both the Honeymoon and Beverley projects were cancelled by the SA Government, which cited four reasons for its decision (The Advertiser March 23 1983):

· Many of the economic, social, biological, genetic, safety and environmental problems associated with the nuclear industry were unresolved;

· Endorsement of the Government’s position by a wide range of community groups;

· Commitment to the Roxby Downs project;

· Community disquiet at the nature of the ISL process.”

It is true that a precipitate of jarosite was found in one of the wells in the 1982 work, however, it was not the cause of the shutdown of the project.  Changes made to the chemistry of the process (Southern Cross Resources 2000a) prevented this from occurring in the Field Leach Trial conducted during 1998-2000.  These changes included a higher operating pH and discontinued use of high concentrations of ferric sulphate as the oxidant.

The second set of reasons given for the closure of the project makes no mention of any blockages.  In fact, an EIS had been approved for the project, only the licence to operate a field leach trial for the first stage of development was still outstanding.  The new Labor Government that came into power in South Australia in March 1983 was uneasy about approving new uranium projects and in March 1983 the newly elected Commonwealth Government introduced the three mines policy which excluded development at Honeymoon and Beverley.  On this basis the South Australian State Government was relieved of any need to approve the granting of an operating licence for the first stage of development at Honeymoon.  Correspondence in the Company’s records and the South Australian archives is clear on this matter.

Ownership of the Honeymoon project is not clearly understood by some (Matthews p32).

“In May 1997, the Canadian-based company Southern Cross Resources purchased the Honeymoon project from Sedimentary Holdings.  Sedimentary Holdings has a 34.6% share of Southern Cross Resources.”

The previous owner of the Honeymoon Project was a Joint Venture comprising Carpentaria Exploration Co. Pty Ltd, Mines Administration and Teton Exploration Drilling Co. Pty Ltd (Southern Cross Resources  2000a).  Additional uranium resources, located at Gould Dam were also purchased from the Joint Venture.

Sedimentary Holdings NL and MIM Holdings Limited held the rights to Tertiary uranium within an adjacent Exploration Licence (EL2310) (Southern Cross Resources  2000a).  Southern Cross Resources purchased the rights to this uranium from MIM while Sedimentary Holdings exchanged rights to its share of this uranium for an interest in the new Honeymoon Project which includes the old Honeymoon Project expanded by the additional resources.  Sedimentary Holdings interest in the Project presently stands at 15%.  Total Australian shareholding stands at approximately 22%.

Regulation of Uranium Mining

A degree of confusion surrounds the approvals and regulation of uranium projects.  Matthews (p24) states;

“…..is it appropriate that the department that promotes mining in SA is also the department that has the responsibility for regulating mining, including safety and environmental aspects?”

Two things should be noted in respect of this statement.  Firstly, different sections of PIRSA are involved in facilitating the development of mining projects and regulating their operation.  Secondly, PIRSA is not the only department responsible for the regulation of ISL uranium projects.  The Licence to Mine and Mill Radioactive Ores, the operating licence, is issued by a separate department, formerly, Department of Human Services and now Department for Environment and Heritage.

There is an implication (Matthews p32) that operation of the Field Leach Trial at Honeymoon commenced prior to approval being given by the South Australian Government.

“Guidelines for the environmental impact of mining at Honeymoon were released in March 1998.  By then a “demonstration” plant had been operating for several months and in April 1998 the SA government gave permission for “trials” of acid-ISL at Honeymoon. This resulted in a fourfold increase in the rate of mining, which continued for the two years prior to release of the EIS in June 2000.”

Operation of the Field Leach Trial was authorised by the South Australian Minister for Primary Industries, Natural Resources and Energy (now Primary Industry and Resources SA), on 17 March 1998.  The approved Field Leach Trial commenced operation, as defined by the start of circulation of acidified ground water, on 23 April 1998.  Leaching commenced on 24 May with the introduction of oxygen into the system to start uranium dissolution.  The first yellowcake was produced on 12 June 1998.  The Field Leach Trial was operated on a specific campaign basis in two phases until completion on 9 August 2000 following expiry of the comment period for the Environmental Impact Statement.  The first phase of testing was based on three wellfield patterns installed in 1982 following approval of the 1981 EIS.  The second phase used five patterns installed by Southern Cross Resources in 1999.

The Honeymoon Declaration of Environmental Factors (DEF) (Southern Cross Resources  1997,1998) has been described (Matthews p33) as a deficient document.

“The Honeymoon DEF was a grossly deficient document, lacking basic information such as background radiation levels, estimates of radiation doses, and comprehensive chemical analyses.  It appeared to be based on the previous EIS, which was written 16 years earlier.  In some cases the information was 22 years old.”

The DEF did draw on the approved 1981 EIS for background information.  The available information on the project was included in the DEF document or was available in the referenced EIS.  This included ground water analyses, estimates of radionuclide concentrations and environmental impacts.  No data on radiation doses could be included, as the collection of these data was one of the objectives of the Trial.  Levels for existing operations viz. Olympic Dam and Ranger were well documented and available to the public.

The purpose of the Field Leach Trial was to gather further more detailed information for a second EIS as well as demonstrate the technical viability of the ISL process and uranium recovery techniques.  The only way in which detailed information can be gathered is by performing such a trial.  The trial proposed in the 1981 EIS was never commissioned because of the change to Commonwealth Government policy on uranium mining.

The comment by Beeson (p1) as a result of a visit in mid-1998 criticizes the lack of ground water monitoring away from the site;

“During the tour I asked the guide (who was the site manager I believe) about the effects of in-situ leaching on the ground water of the area.  I asked about the potential impacts tens or hundreds of kilometres from the site.  The response was that he didn’t know and could not know because such monitoring was not undertaken.”

Work carried out in 1982 demonstrated that the ground water in the Yarramba Palaeochannel moved at a rate of approximately 12 m/y (Southern Cross Resources  2000a).  Consequently, it was necessary to determine the impacts more locally than at the distances asked.  Subsequent studies (Coffey 1999, Southern Cross Resources  2000a, Water Studies 2001b) demonstrated that there would be little effect on the ground water less than 2 000 m from the operation after 100 years under a worst case scenario.  Clearly, monitoring of the ground water tens or hundreds of kilometers from Honeymoon would show no effect.

Reference is made in two submissions, Friends of the Earth (FoE) (p4, p9), and the Australian Conservation Foundation (ACF) (p21, p31), to the effect that an excursion which occurred during the Field Leach Trial was not reported in the EIS.

“On 5th December 2001, only one week after receiving final government approval for the mine, Southern Cross Resources confirmed an acid excursion that occurred in 1999.”

“There was also an underground excursion of radioactive mining solution into and pollution of a connected aquifer during the Honeymoon trials.  This was also not reported in the EIS and in this case did not become public until after the Federal Government granted approvals in Nov 2001.”

The excursion referred to in these statements occurred in October 1999 and was reported in the EIS (Southern Cross Resources  2000a).  At the time of its occurrence it was also reported to the appropriate authority as required.  The established recovery plan was followed to remove leach solution from the area to restore the ground water baseline chemistry.

A number of recommendations for reporting incidents at ISL operations are listed in the FoE submission (p5).  These are already in place and have been operating since the start of the Field Leach Trials.  Mr Hedley Bachmann is conducting an independent review of the matter of incident reporting procedures for the uranium industry in South Australia.  A report of the findings is expected to be released in the near future..

The submission from FoE contains the report “Honeymoon Uranium Project Assessment – An Independent Review”.  The claim that this report is “independent” is erroneous.  Firstly, Friends of the Earth Australia prepared it in December 2002 (sic).  Secondly, the only references cited, but not used, are two papers prepared by a supporter of FoE with an admitted bias against ISL mining in general and Honeymoon and Beverley in particular (www.netspace.net.au/~angelb/angelbeast, www.sea-us.org.au/isl/isltalksa).  The particular author (Mudd) is also the webmaster for the anti-uranium web site www.sea-us.org.au.  These would not generally be considered as suitable qualifications for an “independent review”.

The FoE submission persists in claiming in the review of project assessment (p6) that no ground water data were provided in any of the Honeymoon EIS documents.  The EIS (Southern Cross Resources  2000a) contained detailed analyses of ground water from all three aquifers of the Yarramba Palaeochannel at Honeymoon.  The range of analyses and average analyses were provided.  The Supplement to the EIS (Southern Cross Resources  2000b) contained additional detailed analyses of ground water samples associated with the disposal system.

The additional studies conducted in 2001 comprising stratigraphic and test pumping field tests were aimed at determining the hydraulic boundaries of the palaeochannel (Water Studies 2001a).  Relevant ground water data were contained in the reports prepared and made available to the public.  There was no detailed analysis of the basal ground water pumped in these tests.

The ACF submission claims (p19) that much information has not been made available to the public on the Honeymoon Project.

“Substantive issues and documentation of groundwater monitoring, waste disposal reporting, proper characterisation studies of the connected aquifer system, and radiation and environmental monitoring reporting has never been made public.”

One of the purposes for conducting the Field Leach Trial at Honeymoon was to gather environmental data for the Honeymoon EIS (Southern Cross Resources  1997, 1998, 2000a).  Data on ground water monitoring, liquid waste disposal, aquifer characterisation, radiation monitoring and environmental monitoring are contained in the EIS documents (Southern Cross Resources  2000a, 2000b).  Information on the characterisation of the connected aquifer system was included in the EIS (Southern Cross Resources  2000a) with a further detailed investigation carried out and reported in 2001 (Water Studies  2001a, 2001b).  Details of individual worker radiation doses were not provided because of provisions of the privacy laws.

The ACF (p26) has made recommendations regarding reporting on ISL operations.

“ACF recommend that written reports be required to be provided by ISL operators to the PIRSA quarterly ISL Operators meetings, and that proper written records be required to be kept by PIRSA of these meetings.”

The operators of ISL projects are already required to prepare written reports for the quarterly ISL Operators meetings.  This procedure has enabled the operators to keep the appropriate authority fully informed on matters relating to radiation and environmental monitoring for the projects.  Mr Hedley Bachmann is conducting an independent review of the matter of incident reporting procedures in the South Australian uranium mining industry.  A report of the findings is expected to be released in the near future..

The ACF is critical of the performance of the Commonwealth Government in approving the Beverley and Honeymoon ISL projects (p31).

“ACF consider that these adverse environmental approvals to acid ISL operations demonstrate that the Commonwealth has unacceptably down graded environmental performance in Australia.”

Australia is recognised as having some of the most stringent environmental approvals and reporting requirements for uranium mining in the world.

Acid ISL has been painted as the villain that would not be permitted to operate in North America where the alkaline leach process is used.  Conservation groups in Australia are opposed to uranium mining in general and would still oppose the two South Australian ISL operations were they able to use the alkaline leach process.

Acid ISL is not banned in North America.  It is not appropriate for the geological conditions in North America.  ISL mining was developed in the USA during the 1970s in formations that contained potable water.  The uranium mineralisation existed generally in tightly bound, fine-grained sandstone containing calcite (CaCO3) with binding clays having significant calcium content.  Over the next thirty years US practice evolved with practical operating techniques and good environmental performance.  Commercial operations were based on the alkaline leach technique with substantial in situ solution regeneration and rehabilitation, coupled with remote deep well bleed solution disposal.  The use of these techniques was necessitated by the physical parameters of the deposits.  Extensive ground water rehabilitation was needed to preserve the potable water relied on by other neighbouring users.  Acid leaching could not be used because of the calcium content of the deposits.  It would result in the formation of gypsum that would bind the sand formation and prevent the free movement of ground water.  Acid consumption would also be significantly higher than that proposed for Honeymoon.

The uranium deposits at Honeymoon are contained in coarse unconsolidated sand formations containing low concentrations of calcite in formations containing highly saline ground water.  Acid ISL is suitable for this type of deposit.  Rehabilitation of ground water is deemed unnecessary because of the existing high levels of contaminants.  This will not detract from future use of the water.  It will require treatment before use, just as it does now.

Public Consultation

Southern Cross Resources did endeavour to contact community groups to solicit views on the Honeymoon Project.  The statement by Matthews (p34) to the contrary is in error.

“The company did not deal directly with community groups.  When, as a pre-requisite to consultation, information was requested from Southern Cross Resources no response was received.”

This statement refers specifically to attempts to discuss the project with the Conservation Council of SA and the Australian Conservation Foundation.  The former, with whom the author of the comment was affiliated, requested Southern Cross Resources answer a questionnaire containing a number of irrelevant ambiguous questions before any discussions could take place.  The latter stated that “the group did not want to be seen to be co-operating with the Company”.  It was impossible to consult with the two groups when they refused to participate despite several attempts to initiate discussions.  Apart from the above mentioned questionnaire, these two groups have never made contact with the Company for information but have, instead, preferred to use the Freedom of Information route to gain access to documents.

Southern Cross Resources has maintained an open door policy towards visitors to the Honeymoon site.  Over 2,000 people have taken advantage of this policy to obtain firsthand information on the project.  Included in this number were local civic groups, environmental groups including Friends of the Earth, media representatives, Members of Parliament, area residents and professionals from various disciplines.  The programme was time consuming for site personnel but was considered to be an essential component of the community consultation process.  During the EIS comment period, Southern Cross Resources organised an additional community meeting, held at Port Augusta, to complement those organised by Planning SA in Cockburn and Adelaide.  Meanwhile the conservation groups have chosen to use the media as their method of influence.

Southern Cross Resources is required to set up a Community Consultative Committee under the terms of its environmental approvals (FoE p5).  This committee will be established once a commercial operation is established.

The ACF (p19) recommends that two reports on Honeymoon ground water be made publically available.  The first of these, Honeymoon Uranium Project – Groundwater Flow and Quality Monitoring, Southern Cross Resources, July 2001 does not exist.  The ACF is confused with the report, Honeymoon Uranium Project – Groundwater Flow and Quality Modelling (Water Studies  2001b). This report and the second report, Honeymoon Uranium Project – Further Characterisation of Yarramba Palaeochannel (Southern Cross Resources  2001) were made available to the public by PIRSA following their submission to the South Australian State and Commonwealth Governments.  Copies were available for purchase at a nominal charge.  These reports were also made available at the same locations at which the EIS and the EIS Supplement were available throughout Australia.

Comment is made on the spills reported for the Honeymoon Field Leach Trial and listed on the PIRSA website (ACF p21).  It should be noted that the last of the spills listed occurred on 22 May 2001 and was located three kilometres east of the former trial wellfield as detailed on the PIRSA site (www.pir.sa.gov.au/pages/minerals/uranium/uranium_reporting).  This spill involved ground water which was being pumped from one well to another when a coupling on a temporary line parted.  The test was part of the additional work requested by the Minister for Environment and Heritage and was being carried out by an independent contractor.

The ACF has recommended two published review articles on ISL issues (p31).  Both of these papers were authored by G M Mudd an admitted anti-uranium activist and supporter of the anti-uranium conservation groups FoE and ACF.  These papers can not be considered as objective assessments of ISL technology and operations and are a compilation of selected data from other authors.

The Centre for Environmental and Recreation Management of the University of South Australia (CERM 2000) carried out an independent review of the Honeymoon EIS for the Adnyamathanha People.  The legal representatives for the Adnyamathanha People organised the review and briefed CERM on the project.  Southern Cross Resources paid for the review but had no input other than answering specific questions on the project.  The review made a number of recommendations for items to be included in the Environmental Monitoring and Management Plan to be prepared for the Honeymoon Project.  It found no problem with the technology to be used or the means of liquid waste disposal.

Environmental Impacts

A claim (Matthews p8) on the waste produced by the ISL process is made

“the same type of acidic, toxic, radioactive waste that is being produced and crudely stored at Roxby is being pumped into the underground water at Beverley and Honeymoon.”

The discussion in the text relates to the storage of solid and liquid tailings at the Olympic Dam Site.  No solid waste will be disposed into the saline ground water at the Honeymoon Site.  The disadvantages of placing this solution in surface evaporative ponds are discussed in the EIS (Southern Cross Resources  2000a).

There is considerable speculation (Matthews p33) on the operating parameters for the Field Leach Trial.  No source is given for the data provided and all is incorrect and based on pure speculation.  The wellfield and process plant were not operated continuously for the period of the trial.  Total operating time amounted to approximately 19 months at an average 50% of design capacity.

There is a demonstrated misunderstanding of the relationship of the aquifers at Honeymoon (FoE p3).  The five figures on page 3 of this submission do not bear any resemblance to the facts as described in detail in the Honeymoon EIS (Southern Cross Resources  2000a).  The upper aquifer at Honeymoon does not contain potable water as shown in the schematic but contains saline water containing 10,000 to 11,000 mg/L total dissolved solids (Southern Cross Resources  2000a).  This is nowhere near potable water quality.  Water from this aquifer was treated by reverse osmosis to produce potable water for the camp and processing plant during the Field Leach Trial.

The material overlying the upper aquifer at Honeymoon consists of approximately 40 m of Namba Clay formation and 30 m of Quaternary Sand and Clay (Southern Cross Resources  2000a).  This material is impervious to the flow of water and prevents the movement of water from the surface downward to the underlying aquifers.  Consequently it is highly unlikely that any surface contamination would have an effect on the ground water.  Local pastoralists store surface run-off water in unlined surface dams to feed stock.  If the situation depicted in the figures (FoE p3) existed, the storage of water in unlined surface dams would not be feasible.

The review of project assessment carried out by FoE (p3, p4) claims that the ground water system is not closed;

“The Honeymoon system is not closed, company technical reports clearly identify that the aquifer being mined is open horizontally.  In addition a recently confirmed significant mine leak was vertical – contaminating a groundwater system above that where mining operations are taking place.”

“To attempt to ‘map’ the system both drill core sampling combined with hydraulic pump testing must be undertaken.”

Southern Cross Resources has always held that the Yarramba Palaeochannel is closed vertically and laterally, i.e. along the edges of the palaeochannel (Southern Cross Resources  2000a).  It has always been recognised that the channel is open longitudinally, i.e. at the ends of the channel.  The palaeochannel comprises three aquifers that are separated by discontinuous clay layers, i.e. these aquifers are connected.

The reference to correspondence from PIRSA (FoE p3) is taken out of context as it is dated 3 January 2001 and relates to the initial assessment of the EIS.  Extensive additional field testing work, carried out during the first half of 2001 at the request of the Federal Minister for the Environment and Heritage, covered the points raised in this quotation.  This work included further stratigraphic drilling to define channel boundaries (Southern Cross Resources  2001a) and test pumping to establish hydrological properties of the channel (Water Studies  2001a).  The EIS was not approved until after this additional work was completed and evaluated by South Australian State and Federal Agencies.

Reference is made in the FoE review of assessment (p5) to pressure testing procedures;

“The sensitivity of pressure testing had already been dismissed by the company as being unable to effectively detect excursions.  In addition the methodology involves pressurizing the system for only short periods of time to detect leakage.  Leakage in such a natural formation may only occur after pressure is applied over a longer period of time – as would occur during the mining process.”

There appears to be confusion here between the procedure described in the EIS (Southern Cross Resources  2000a) for well casing integrity testing and the hydrological effects of wellfield operations.  Leakage between aquifers was shown in the hydrological work carried out in 1999 and 2001 (Coffey Geosciences 1999, Water Studies  2001a).  The work further showed (Water Studies 2001b) that satisfactory monitoring of the operational system could be achieved through the use of water analyses as proposed in the EIS (Southern Cross Resources  2000a) and used during the Field Leach Trial.

The claim in the FoE Review of Project Assessment (p7) that Southern Cross Resources sought legal action to prevent the release of information on the Honeymoon Project is false.  At no time did the company seek any legal action in this matter.

Comment has also been made (FoE p6, ACF p31) regarding rehabilitation of ground waters at Beverley and Honeymoon following the completion of mining operations.  The claim is made that, if the process was used in North America, rehabilitation would be required.  Nothing could be further from the truth (Southern Cross Resources  2000b).  The ISL operations in North America operate in potable ground water that is also used as a source of water for human and stock consumption.  It was explained in the EIS Supplement (Southern Cross Resources  2001b) that the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency considers ground water similar to that at Honeymoon as Class III: “ground waters not considered potential sources of drinking water and of limited beneficial use because the salinity is greater than 10,000 mg/L or ground water which is otherwise contaminated beyond levels that can be removed by using methods reasonably employed in public water supply treatment”.  In summary, an identical operation could be carried out in North America without any requirement for rehabilitation.

In the “Independent Review” of the Honeymoon Project Assessment (FoE p2, p5) a personal attack is made on Dr M. C. Pirlo, a consultant used by Environment Australia.  The claim is made;

“Mr Pirlo is on public record as a strong supporter of ISL uranium mining.  The Company, Southern Cross Resources, had previously facilitated Mr Pirlo’s academic work for his postgraduate studies.”

“There appears to be no international scientific peer review of Pirlo’s work, ie he has no published work.”

This type of attack is totally unwarranted and unprofessional in any formal document.  Southern Cross Resources did assist Dr Pirlo in his studies to the extent of providing access to the Honeymoon site for the collection of water samples that he analysed independently.  In addition, he was supplied with limited data from various ISL process points that could not be collected during the field work.  This was the only assistance provided by Southern Cross Resources.

It is Southern Cross Resources understanding that Dr Pirlo has had at least two papers published (Pirlo  2000, 2001) and defended at two international conferences dealing with the topic of waste water disposal and management.  This required a peer review carried out by practicing experts in the field.  The claim (FoE p2, p5) that Dr Pirlo is “a strong supporter of ISL uranium mining” can only be drawn, because, in his objective analysis of the ground water issue, he arrived at a conclusion different from the conservation group.

The submission from the CFMEU (p3) refers to the construction phase of both the Beverley and Honeymoon mines.  Southern Cross Resources is yet to construct the commercial plant at Honeymoon.  Southern Cross Resources acquired the existing Honeymoon plant, refurbished the plant and services and installed additional prefabricated transportable facilities to the site on an interim basis prior to the construction of a commercial plant.  An experienced and competent Engineering Project Construction Manager contractor was used for this phase.  The site then operated as a Demonstration facility from April 1998 to August 2000.
The CFMEU (p4) claims that the Honeymoon site employees were less likely to raise and pursue OHS issues.  All Honeymoon site employees were involved in meetings that discussed safety issues and therefore all employees were invited to raise and pursue OHS issues.  During the period of the Field Leach Trial (April 1998 to August 2000) there were no incidents that indicated a problem with safety standards at the mine.  Site safety and radiation issues were good.  The claim about lack of emergency showers is in error, as there were six installed within the Demonstration facilities.
The CFMEU (p2) further alludes to employees at non-union workplaces being disadvantaged in their wages, working conditions and employment security.  Southern Cross Resources has paid its employees at the Honeymoon site above award salaries and working conditions.  At the conclusion of the Field Leach Trial it was necessary to retrench some employees and the benefits provided exceeded those of award conditions.  Outplacement services were also offered.
As the Committee will see on site, the site accommodation and messing facilities are of adequate standard and compare favourably with equivalent exploration and pastoral facilities in the area.  
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