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ADDRESSING THE TERMS OF REFERENCE

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

In 1998 I and several friends took a site tour of the Honeymoon uranium mine. 

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. I have paraphased this conversation.  Video and audio tapes were made of the entire tour.  Should the committee be interested in seeing it I am sure I can contact those people in possession of them.

In relation to the terms of reference a monitoring system which elicits such a response is inadequate.  There is no dispute that material being injected into the aquifer is highly toxic. I understand bores are located for monitoring purposes in the immediate area. Nevertheless it is long distance contamination that poses the greatest risk to human health.

I understand that there have been approximately 30 leaks at the Beverley uranium mine since it has began operating.  There have also been serious but fewer leaks at Honeymoon.

Whilst one can understand a few errors resulting in leakage this number indicates a fundamental flaw in the regulatory system.  This clearly goes to the effectiveness and performance of the reporting and regulatory regime.  A system of penalties is required which seriously deter the operator from cutting corners.  Too great a number of accidents should lead to the rescission of the licence and suspension potentially followed by cessation of operations.  Whilst this may seem somewhat extreme it must be remembered that uranium mining is palpably different to any other mining operations, given the level of toxicity of uranium.  Whilst outside the specfic terms the seemingly annual fire at Olympic Dam is another case on point.

The world has become even more fearful in the recent past of nuclear weapons. In my view the current system is unsatisfactory as it does not track the actual uranium which these four mines produce.  I understand there are certain agreements in place to this end. In my view these are unsatisfactory as they track an amount and not the actual material.  There is simply no surety in saying the uranium produced in the Northern Territory or South Australia  does not end up in nuclear weapons.  This does relate to environmental performance as evidenced by the effects of nuclear fallout in the Ukraine, Japan, certain Pacific Islands and in Australia around Maralinga.

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

The number of incidents reported at these locations suggest the agencies are not particularly effective.

It is important in my view that the agencies do not have a vested interest in painting a picture of these facilities which supports their continued operation.  The agencies should be thoroughly entrenched in larger bureacracies. This means that should uranium production be shown to be too hazardous and thus ceased we are not in a situation where an entire organisation will disappear with its bureacracy and employment.  It is hard to foresee a regulatory body which, but for uranium mining, would not exist, being open and transparent in showing the dangers of the industry.

In my view this problem is illustrated by the pattern of behaviour of the Australian Nuclear Science and Technolgy Organisation(ANSTO)and the Australian Radiation Protection and Nuclear Safety Agency(ARPANSA).  These organisations both actively support the development of the nuclear industry in Australia and yet are charged with regulating parts of it.   

“(c) a review of Commonwealth responsibilities and mechanisms to realise improved environmental performance and transparency of reporting.”

I reiterate the point made above about tracking uranium mined at the relevant locations.

Whilst I cannot envisage the precise form I believe there needs to be further regulation of the environmental performance through a far more independent body.  To achieve this the person’s appointed to this body must have a short rotation period to ensure they do not work to protect its own (and thus the industry’s) interests to the detriment of the environment.  All documents should be publicly available.  The body should include representatives of key environemental groups.  They body should review the cost vs benefits of uranium mining in relation to environmental matters periodically.  

 CONCLUSION

I submit that the current regulatory regime inadeqaute and must be strengthened. It must do this in the context of not supporting the continuation of uranium mining at these sites but rather regulating it.

Polls show that Australians do not want uranium mining in this country.  The regulatory system should respect this view by at the very least being stringent and not comprised of organisations with a vested interest in seeing uranium mining continue.

