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URANIUM MINING — ENVIRONMENTAL MANAGEMENT 

Motion 

Resumed from 2 May on the following motion moved by Hon Alison Xamon — 

That this house recommends, should the government proceed with its intention to license uranium 

mining in Western Australia, the government adopt the same minimum environmental management 

regulatory requirements for any future uranium mine in Western Australia as exists under 

commonwealth and Northern Territory legislation for the operation of the Ranger uranium mine in the 

Northern Territory with regard to the disposal of radioactive tailings, including the requirements that — 

(a) the tailings are physically isolated from the environment for at least 10 000 years; and 

(b) any contaminants arising from the tailings do not result in any detrimental 

environmental impacts for at least 10 000 years. 

HON ALISON XAMON (East Metropolitan) [2.11 pm]: I left my contribution to this debate last time having 

made a point about the need to differentiate uranium tailings from ordinary mine operations and having 

explained why uranium tailings are particularly problematic. I was also talking about the various pathways by 

which uranium mine tailings may contaminate the local environment. In relation to the problems I outlined 

previously, we have seen that these problems have already occurred at the uranium mines that exist in Australia. 

Even now at Ranger uranium mine in the Northern Territory, seepage from tailings is contaminating 

groundwater beneath Kakadu National Park at a rate of 100 000 litres a day. That is according to official figures 

provided by the federal Office of the Supervising Scientist. This same source also advises that the level of 

uranium contamination in the water is 5 400 times the background levels. Therefore, preventing tailings 

contamination, even after a uranium mine has closed, has proven impossible to date. According to Dr Gavin 

Mudd, who works for Monash University, is recognised as a mines expert in this area and has studied every 

former and operating uranium mine in Australia as well as uranium mines overseas, there is no former Australian 

uranium mine that has been successfully rehabilitated. All are still radioactive no-go zones due to radioactive 

contamination. Therefore, the burden of ongoing monitoring and clean-up of uranium mines has frequently 

fallen to the Australian taxpayer; meanwhile, Aboriginal and other regional communities and the environment 

have suffered and continue to suffer irreparable losses.  

I now turn my mind to what is considered to be so-called best practice in uranium mine management, and that is 

often referred to as the Ranger’s legislation. In recognition — 

The PRESIDENT: Order! There are several very audible conversations around the chamber. I am sure the 

member on her feet is trying to make a point and it would be nice if other members were able to hear it. 

Hon ALISON XAMON: In 1999, in recognition of the toxic threats to human and ecosystem health posed by 

uranium mine tailings, the Northern Territory and commonwealth governments passed legislation to ensure that 

tailings from the Ranger uranium mine situated on land excised from the World Heritage listed Kakadu National 

Park would not contaminate the surrounding region, which is also the home to the Mirrar people. This legislation 

requires that following the mine’s closure, Ranger’s tailings must remain physically isolated from the 

environment for at least 10 000 years and that any contaminants arising from the tailings must not result in any 

detrimental environmental impacts for at least 10 000 years. The legislation for the containment of uranium 

tailings at Ranger is the strictest legislation yet cast for the management of uranium mine tailings in Australia 

and, as such, we expect that it would constitute the bare minimum from any government promising to deliver 

world’s best practice regulation of the uranium mining industry. This includes the Barnett government, which 

has often repeated that it intends to do just that. As noted by the Conservation Council of WA, environmental 

regulations for Ranger also constitute the most representative legislation to date for any uranium mine in not 

only reflecting the true costs, but, importantly, also the longevity of uranium tailings management.  

Having said that, it would appear—it is quite obvious—that no legislation can make uranium mining safe. No 

legislation to date has been able to prevent serious tailings management failures or serious radiation 

contamination. Ranger uranium mine itself, the mine that is the subject of so-called best practice, has repeatedly 

made headlines for serious radiological contamination, which ranges from contamination of Coonjimba and 

Majella Creeks with uranium over several wet seasons from the late 1990s onwards and the poisoning of 

28 mine workers when radioactive process water was attached to the mine’s potable water supply in 2004—that 

has been thoroughly documented by the Supervising Scientist. Again according to the federal Office of the 

Supervising Scientist, which has been appointed to regulate the mine, there is ongoing contamination from 

tailings in groundwater beneath Kakadu National Park with leakage occurring at a rate of 100 000 litres a day. 

Even as recently as last year, 2011, the Ranger mine was forced to shut down from January to June due to its 
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tailings dams being filled to capacity, even though that followed a fairly typical wet northern summer, and the 

risk of the tailings dam bursting.  

I have to say that Ranger’s problems are not atypical, and at the other operating uranium mines in Australia we 

have seen repeated serious contamination incidents involving radioactive waste water, and spills of tailings and 

other uranium-bearing solutions. For example, between 1998 and 2007 at the Beverley uranium mine in South 

Australia, the operator of this mine, Heathgate Resources, reported 57 spill incidents to the South Australian 

Department of Primary Industries and Resources. This included, in 2002, 62 000 litres of radioactive fluid 

leaking followed by a separate leaking of 6 000 litres of a uranium-bearing brine solution. In February 2012, for 

the second summer in a row, heavy rain caused a major spill, this time of 34 cubic metres, over an unconfined 

area, which required a plant shutdown—that is according to the South Australian department. The Honeymoon 

uranium mine in South Australia is in development and as recently as January 2012, Honeymoon experienced a 

major spill of more than 440 cubic metres of leached solution over an area of several square kilometres, raising 

radiation levels and requiring personnel to be excluded from the area. We note that monitoring equipment failed 

to pick up the problem due to inadequate instrumentation. Again, that is according to the South Australian 

government’s own reports. This followed an incident early in January involving a 30–cubic metre spill of 

injection solution that contained uranium concentrate, and last October, in 2011, another spill involving uranium 

oxide concentrate slurry.  

I now turn to the Olympic Dam uranium mine, Roxby Downs, in South Australia. The number of reported 

licence violations at Olympic Dam involving spills, including numerous tailings leaks, is enormous and it is too 

long to list now; I do not have enough time left for my speech to be able to list them. In 1994, the former 

operator, Western Mining Corporation, announced that up to 5 million cubic metres of liquid had leaked from its 

tailings retention system over at least two years, sparking a major inquiry. Seven years later, in December 2001, 

after many smaller incidents, more than 420 000 litres of mining slurry containing 0.1 per cent uranium leaked 

from one of the mine’s holding tanks. Since then, the tailings dam at Roxby Downs has come to attention for 

mass bird deaths in 2005 and a South Australian government audit in 2006 found the tailings dam structure 

inadequate. The planned massive expansion of Olympic Dam, approved last year, will only increase Olympic 

Dam’s tailings problems; and BHP Billiton, the operator, itself estimates that there will be 8 million litres of 

seepage daily from its tailings dam for the first decade of expanded mining. That figure will then be 3 million 

litres daily until 2050.  

In 2003, a Senate committee was conducted and found a whole series of problems. Of course, we have the 2011 

WA Auditor General’s report that I also want to refer to because it also identified a series of problems. In 2002 

the Senate Environment, Communications, Information Technology and the Arts Committee examined the 

regulation, monitoring and environmental reporting at Ranger and Beverley mines following numerous leaks and 

spills at both. In its final report, which was released in 2003, it found that there was a pattern of 

underperformance and non-compliance, there were many gaps in knowledge and an absence of data on which to 

measure the extent of contamination or its impact on the environment, and short-term considerations had been 

given greater weight than the potential for permanent damage to the environment. As I have noted, since this 

report was handed down in 2003 we have seen ongoing spills and contamination incidents at all of Australia’s 

operating uranium mines. In other words, there has been no improvement at all in the past decade. Therefore, 

even with the best legislation yet passed for an Australian uranium mine, as we have seen at Ranger mine, 

uranium is still inherently, by its very nature, accident prone and subsequently toxic for the environment, mine 

workers and regional communities for years and years and years, especially if such communities are reliant, as 

they often are, on local groundwater and surface water stores for their water supply. 

Uranium mines do not have a special ability over other mines and industrial processes to be accident free. Just 

like other mining and milling operations, even with the best regulations yet to be implemented in Australia, they 

are prone to accidents caused by non-compliance and underperformance by the operators or by human error or 

unforeseen circumstances and variations in the weather. The difference is that the results of uranium mine 

accidents are far more toxic and long-lasting and expensive than accidents at other mining operations. Even 

though the Senate committee findings date from 2003, here in WA we have strong reason to be concerned that 

compliance on mine sites with environmental regulations continues to be inadequate and that this may also be 

the case for uranium mines here should they go ahead.  

We know about the Auditor General’s report that was released in September last year, which was an audit on 

mining compliance in this state. That report highlighted the facts that monitoring and enforcement of 

environmental conditions needed significant improvement and that currently there was little assurance that 

environmental conditions were being met. The audit also found that the Department of Mines and Petroleum’s 

inspection regime did not adequately deliver coverage or assurance that mines were meeting their conditions. For 

example, only 43 per cent of mines sampled in the audit had been inspected over the five years to 2011.  
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This is a very serious environment in which to be looking at the most deadly mining industry known in the 

world. As explained, ground-up rock and dust containing uranium, thorium and radium in uranium mining 

tailings continue to emit harmful levels of radiation and radon gas over tens of thousands of years. Although we 

have barely scratched the surface in terms of these timescales, for all Australia’s former operating uranium mines 

we can see that each one is still a toxic no-go zone despite millions of dollars being spent on clean-up. 

Australia’s earliest uranium mines date back to the early twentieth century, but neither those closed in the 1960s 

onwards nor more modern uranium mines opened since the 1970s onwards under supposedly stricter 

environmental regulations are yet to be fully rehabilitated. Every single uranium mine ever operated in Australia 

is still causing radiation contamination. For example, we have Radium Hill in South Australia, which was closed 

in 1961. Waste rock and tailings are still being dispersed by wind over the site, meaning ongoing monitoring and 

maintenance is required. Of course, there is Rum Jungle in the Northern Territory, which was closed in 1971. 

Despite some $20 million in works, the site remains a major source of extreme acid and metalliferous drainage to 

the Finniss River. We also have the upper South Alligator River valley in the Northern Territory, the last 

operations of which were in 1974. About 13 uranium mines and two uranium mills were abandoned in the mid-

1960s leaving the Aboriginal people and tourists of southern Kakadu at risk of radiation exposure or safety 

hazards as well as localised acid mine drainage at some former mines—that is, mainly rock hole. Minor 

rehabilitation was undertaken in the late 1980s but no-one was tasked with complete rehabilitation. 

Following the blocking of the re-mining of Coronation Hill in 1991 and after considerable negotiation with the 

Aboriginal elders, all rehabilitation work in the valley was finally completed in 2009, but only the test of time 

will reveal its degree of success or, more likely, otherwise. We have Mary Kathleen uranium mine in 

Queensland, which was closed in 1982. Despite the rehabilitation project winning an engineering excellence 

award in 1986, acid mine drainage tailing seepage erosion and/or metal radionuclide uptake are now prevalent 

across parts of the site. We have Narbelek in Northern Territory, which was closed in 1988. This was a uranium 

mill and mine opened in the so-called modern era of strict environmental regulations, and yet despite closing in 

1988, the site was not rehabilitated until 1995. Although post-closure assessment has shown a reduction in 

average radon flux from the former ore zone, gamma radiation rates have increased across many parts of the site, 

which formally showed only background levels. At present, there is no former uranium project in Australia, 

which can be claimed as a successful long-term rehabilitation case study. All still require ongoing monitoring 

and maintenance, and some remain mildly to extremely polluting. 

The cost of uranium mine rehabilitation is enormous and, as we have seen at formerly operating mines, often 

blows out to be far greater than what is expected. Available figures on what uranium mine remediation is 

estimated to cost at Australia’s existing and former mines provide an idea of the scale of the problem. 

Unfortunately, more up-to-date figures were difficult to get. Ranger mine is facing an ever-growing bill for the 

site’s remediation once the mine is closed. Updated annually, this bill for tailings and waste remediation work at 

Ranger was estimated as far back as 2002 to cost more than $40 million. A decade on, the figure is likely to be 

much higher than this. The 2003 estimate of the remediation cost for Olympic Dam mine in South Australia was 

$130 million, of which remediation of tailings was estimated to cost $65 million. There is a real risk here, 

because it is taxpayers who have to bear the cost of this. To date, Australian taxpayers have too often been 

obliged to share the cost of fixing uranium mine damage. The federal government spent $18 million in the 1980s 

and 1990s rehabilitating and remediating—or attempting to remediate—the Rum Jungle former uranium mine in 

Northern Territory, yet the site, as I said, including the Finniss River, is still polluted with acid mine drainage. 

In 2009 the federal government allocated another $8.3 million over four years for further monitoring and repair. 

We are not seeing an end in sight in terms of the amount that the taxpayer is expected to cough up in order to 

clean up the mess that these uranium mines have left behind. At least $17.5 million of taxpayers’ money has 

been spent by the commonwealth rehabilitating former uranium mines in the Northern Territory South Alligator 

River valley. 

Meanwhile, the economic benefits of uranium mines, if that is the only thing that floats members’ boats, are 

uncertain and, at best, short lived. The projected mine lives of the most advanced proposed WA uranium mine 

projects—that is, the time in which they are deemed to be economically useful—is just 10 to 15 years. BHP 

Billiton’s proposed Yeelirrie mine south of Wiluna was expected to be the first uranium mine to open in this 

state and to operate for 30 years, but that project has been on ice since mid-2011 apparently due to the project 

being uneconomic. Toro’s mine is estimated to have a life of 10 years; Mega uranium, 10 years; Cameco—this is 

in Kintyre—15 years; and Mulga Rock, 12 years. We are talking about a huge amount of damage that can be 

wrought over such an extraordinary time frame for such an absolutely limited so-called benefit. 

We should contrast the relatively short period during which these proposed mines may operate with the 

thousands of years that radioactive waste rock and dust, previously held underground and geologically stable, 

will remain at the mine site, potentially threatening the environment and human health. We want to compare that 

as well with the ongoing cost of cleaning up and monitoring the tailings at the sites over not just tens or hundreds 
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but tens of thousands of years. We do not yet have in Western Australia, Australia or anywhere in the world 

adequate legislation to force companies to be responsible for their former mine sites over these time frames.  

Where are we headed now? Across WA there are currently five uranium mine proposals in the approvals process 

and at least 45 uranium exploration projects, some of which have received government funding. Of these, 30 

deposits are regarded as significant by the Department of Mines and Petroleum. If we conservatively estimate the 

amount of tailings that will be produced by even the five most developed uranium projects alone, over their 

projected lifetime, the figure is about 440 million tonnes of radioactive waste, rock and dust, which will have to 

be stored at these mine sites and which will remain dangerously radioactive over millennia. 

I want to paint a bit of a picture of that; 440 million tonnes is considerably more than our state’s annual iron ore 

production. The great pyramid of Giza, one of the seven ancient wonders of the world, stands 147 metres tall and 

weighs an estimated 5.5 million tonnes, so we are talking about 75 times the mass of that pyramid. It is a time 

frame that is almost unfathomable, and an amount of radioactive poison that is too huge for us to adequately 

comprehend—and that is just the radioactive waste from the five most advanced projects. Take Toro Energy 

Ltd’s proposal for a uranium mine at Lake Way, which is now regarded as the leading project since BHP Billiton 

put a stopper on the Yeelirrie project. Toro’s environmental review management program is currently being 

assessed by the Environmental Protection Authority, with an incomplete mine closure plan, and it has failed to 

give the Department of Mines and Petroleum or the EPA an estimate of the mine closure costing. It appears that 

it is not even formally required to do so; we therefore cannot feel confident at this point that this company will 

continue to act responsibly for the more than 20 million tonnes of tailings it will produce at this mine—if it goes 

ahead—in 25, 50 or even 100 years’ time, let alone the thousands or tens of thousands of years that is necessary 

to responsibly manage uranium mine tailings. 

Further, as highlighted in a detailed joint submission on Toro’s ERMP by the Conservation Council of Western 

Australia, the Australian Conservation Foundation, the Anti-Nuclear Alliance of Western Australia and the 

Wilderness Society, there are also concerns that Toro Energy has failed to provide even preliminary estimates for 

the cost of the mine site’s rehabilitation. Given that Toro optimistically proposes that it will complete 

rehabilitation and relinquish its tenure just 10 years after the mine has ended production, this is serious cause for 

concern. Also, while Toro plans to line the sides of the tailings pits—the former shallow open pits—it does not 

plan to line the base of the pits, which will lead to leakage of tailings into the groundwater. The proposed pits 

and tailings disposal will occur below the watertable and be connected to aquatic ecosystems, thus risking 

contamination of aquatic ecosystems through changes in water chemistry, including the mobilisation of 

radioactive compounds. This is an area known to be inhabited by a unique population of stygofauna; they are 

microscopic crustaceans found in groundwater, which the scientific community is only just beginning to 

understand, and for which the EPA is still reviewing legal protection. 

This will be the first calcrete deposit uranium mine in Australia, meaning that there is a lack of expertise and 

experience in engineering and mine design for these deposits. Toro Energy has not demonstrated a 

comprehensive understanding or analysis of the cumulative impacts of water extraction for the proposed mine, 

and has made the false assumption that the Wiluna region has naturally elevated radiation levels. It has failed to 

submit accurate and complete evidence on the radiological environment at Lake Way and its surrounds. 

What has been the Barnett government’s response to this to date? It has made much fanfare over the last couple 

of years about its promises to strictly regulate a future uranium mining industry in Western Australia. For 

example, I note that in its 2010–11 state budget media release, the government declared that world’s best 

practice will rule Western Australia’s uranium sector. Again, in August 2010, it announced a supposedly 

independent reference panel to oversee uranium mine environmental regulation, which would provide high-level 

advice on how to employ a world’s best uranium sector regulatory framework. I note that this report was handed 

down only a couple of days ago. Before I get to that report, I will say that this panel has questionable 

independence; its independence has certainly been disputed by environmental organisations, and it has taken 

quite a long time to benchmark Western Australia’s existing uranium regulations with so-called world’s best 

practice. 

At the same time, we note that the Environmental Protection Authority is moving full steam ahead with 

assessing uranium mine proposals, so one has to ask: what is world’s best practice about this failure to provide 

transparency? I have had the opportunity to briefly look at the report that has come down, and even given the 

reservations that quite a few people have about the make-up of this particular inquiry, the state government’s 

review of uranium mining regulation in Western Australia has effectively vindicated the concerns that so many 

have had about the need for a public inquiry into this industry. I note that, even within the independent report, 

serious flaws have been revealed within the regulations. It has revealed regulatory holes in terms of openness 

and transparency and the risk-based assessment process, particularly in respect of environmental health, mine 

worker safety, relevant training and community consultation. 
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These are really serious issues, and I look forward to hearing the Minister for Mines and Petroleum’s response, 

because I have no doubt that he will want to laud the success of this so-called independent assessment, even 

though I do not think there is anything to be particularly proud of. Again, I note that the report recommends 

more staff for the department, as current staff levels and skills are considered to be inadequate. It indicates that 

the department is certainly stretched to the limit when uranium mining issues emerge. I note also that a lot of 

similar concerns were raised in the Hunter report, which looked at the regulatory regime for fraccing for 

unconventional gas. 

To get back to Toro, the Toro Energy proposal is currently being assessed by the EPA with an incomplete mine 

closure plan. Moreover, the plan fails to give the Department of Mines and Petroleum or the EPA an estimate of 

the mine closure costing; it does not even seem that it is required to do so. We do not need a million-dollar 

uranium regulation panel to tell us that it is not best practice to assess uranium mine proposals without a 

comprehensive and detailed mine closure plan that ensures that the proponent maintain full responsibility for the 

mine closure and rehabilitation for no less than 10 000 years. I would like to point out that this proposal also 

lacks a complete transport management plan and an Aboriginal heritage management plan and is yet to be 

released for public comment. Furthermore, the EPA is refusing to allow longer periods of public comment on 

new information provided by the proponent, which is now late and has effectively bypassed public scrutiny. I 

have to say, that is as far away from world’s best practice as we can possibly get. 

I should acknowledge that the phrase ―world’s best practice‖ regulation has been misused so many times by 

government and industry as to be rendered meaningless, anyway. In fact, critics of this terminology are largely 

correct; ―world’s best practice‖ is explicitly defined in the ―National In Situ Leach Uranium Mining Best 

Practice Guide‖, recently issued by the federal Department of Resources, Energy and Tourism, as being 

influenced by factors such as government policies and approaches. I can tell members, I am not assured by that. 

In other words, according to this guide, which is also referred to in the terms of reference for the government’s 

expert panel, ―best practice‖ can be defined as whatever is considered to be politically acceptable rather than 

something relating to any particular standard or practice. 

Nevertheless, beyond the rhetoric, the Western Australian public has every right to expect the state government 

to go to every length possible to protect our environment, our water resources and the health and heritage of our 

regional communities from the radioactive contamination that is caused by uranium mining in the present, over 

the long term and in the very long term. Also, taxpayers should not be left to foot the bill, as they have done 

extensively to date, for the ongoing clean-up and rehabilitation of former Australian uranium mine sites. One 

would have to think that if the companies were to be fully liable for the clean-up, uranium mining probably 

would not be quite so economically attractive to go ahead with in the first place. The Barnett government 

therefore—if it is serious about best practice—cannot do anything less than impose at least the same minimum 

environmental management regulatory requirements for any future uranium mine in Western Australia as exists 

under commonwealth and Northern Territory legislation for the operation of the Ranger uranium mine. In fact, it 

could and should go further by extending by several tens of thousands of years the period that isolating uranium 

mine tailings is required, because the half-life of thorium, after all, is 75 000 years; and, also, as this motion 

proposes, by legislating for this requirement to occur during mine operations as well as after their closure. 

Indeed, if the Barnett government refuses to consider such legislative provisions, is it because it is 

acknowledging that we can expect as bad or worse problems with tailings here than have existed at the Ranger 

uranium mine? If it were possible to achieve tailings management in WA without contaminating local 

groundwater and ecosystems, then I would imagine they would have no problem with looking at such provisions. 

The answer, of course, is that successful tailings control has never been achieved. We know that even if the 

Barnett government passes such legislation, presumably it would be the last thing that the government or the 

industry would want to see happen because, frankly, it sets the bar too high. Uranium mine rehabilitation in 

Australia is notorious for its failures, cost blow-outs and the need for taxpayer-funded government intervention. 

In light of these fundamental truths Ranger’s legislation would be considered a step in the right direction towards 

protecting not only the environment but also the taxpayers from the ongoing costs of management and 

rehabilitation of uranium mining. A better step would be to not mine uranium at all, because 10 000 years is 

obviously an absurd undertaking as we cannot even manage to contain these tailings for 10 years.  

Amendment to Motion 

HON JON FORD (Mining and Pastoral) [2.42 pm]: The Labor Party cannot support the motion moved by 

Hon Alison Xamon on the basis that we do not believe that Ranger is a good example. I agree with all the 

arguments raised by Hon Alison Xamon about Ranger. I move, without notice —  

(1) To delete ―, should‖ in the first line. 

(2) To insert after ―government‖ in the first line — 

should not 
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 (3) To delete all words of the motion after ―Western‖ in the second line and insert — 

Australia 

The motion would then read — 

That this house recommends the government should not proceed with its intention to license uranium 

mining in Western Australia. 

Point of Order 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: I wonder if the amendment is, in fact, a direct negative of the original motion. I 

would appreciate your advice on that.  

The PRESIDENT: I can see where the Leader of the House is coming from, but earlier this year I made a 

ruling. If Hon Jon Ford’s amendment had proposed to delete all the words after ―That‖ in the first line, it could 

be construed as a direct negative, but he is not proposing to delete all those words.  

Debate Resumed 

Hon JON FORD: Some years ago my party, the Western Australian Labor Party, asked me to review its 

longstanding, 30-year policy against the mining of uranium in Western Australia to see whether that was still 

relevant in today’s world. To that end, I undertook a two-year study. Hon Sally Talbot assisted me in her role as 

environment spokesperson, as well as a number of other people from the labour movement in general—the union 

movement, assisting me particularly from an occupational health and safety perspective. I was ably assisted by 

the Australian Uranium Association, which organised a number of meetings for me; the French government, the 

British government, the South Australian government, the Northern Territory government and the Australian 

government, which allowed access to the Australian Radiation Protection and Nuclear Safety Agency, which is 

the main regulator of all matters nuclear and radioactive in this country, and the Australian Nuclear Science and 

Technology Organisation, which is a research facility. Interestingly, at the start of this work I was ambivalent, 

like most Australians I suspect, towards the whole issue of uranium mining. I had never lent my mind to it at any 

length because I had no need to as I was safe in the knowledge that we were not mining uranium. In fact, my 

earliest memory of the nuclear industry was as a school kid in first form in 1971 visiting the ANSTO site to look 

at the nuclear reactor. I cannot remember actually looking at the reactor room; I remember the visit because it 

was the first time I smoked cigarettes.  

I started the trip by visiting South Australia, which had an active mine. It seemed appropriate to talk to the South 

Australian government to ask its opinion of the issues it saw around uranium. Before I visited South Australia, I 

wrote myself some terms of reference, and I came up with 10 points that I would challenge. There are myriad 

issues to look at, but I looked at 10 particular points, ranging from uranium safety, transport, occupational health 

and safety, costs associated with legacy issues and whether approvals can actually deal with the assertions of 

industry, given the time frames that we have heard about today and so on. At the end of those two years I came 

up with three reasons why the Labor Party’s position opposing uranium mining was sound. Those issues were, 

basically, the competency of the regulators—so all the things to do with regulation approvals and closure—

occupational health and safety, and legacy issues, which Hon Alison Xamon touched on. I did not want to get 

involved in some of the other issues that are talked about with uranium mining, that is, the argument that because 

we are involved in mining that we are responsible—or not—for actions that happen in other places around the 

world, such as nuclear explosions, accidents and the like. I wanted to look at it purely from an engineering 

perspective.  

I visited the Northern Territory and spoke to the Northern Territory government. At that point, I went to France 

and was sponsored in France by AREVA, which is a government enterprise that looks after all things nuclear in 

France—France being the largest domestic nuclear utility provider in the world. Just as the guide who was with 

us ran across to close the door, a fitter just like me, with his tools and basket and wearing a pair of shorts, boots 

and a shirt, rode his pushbike through the door out to the — 

[Interruption from the gallery.] 

Hon JON FORD: I do that to people.  

Hon Liz Behjat: It was the underwear!  

Hon Peter Collier: That was the shame! 

Hon JON FORD: Yes, I totally agree.  

He rode his pushbike through the doorway. That is a classic regulatory failure and a classic example of how we 

can have massive accidents. These guys were not prepared to go in and out through the airlocks and get checked 

all the time because it was a pain. They had to strip off their clothes and get their tools checked every time they 
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went backwards and forwards. What happened if they left some gear behind? They just went through a door to 

get to the workshop. That is a true example.  

Then we see the other extreme. We stood next to most of Europe’s nuclear waste in this big, blue glowing pool 

and there was a life ring at the end of it. I asked what the life ring was for and they said that because they came 

under a local government authority, the pool was classified as a swimming pool. There is about 700 tonnes of 

fissile material in this pool, but it is regarded as a swimming pool. Therefore, in case someone falls into it, they 

have to have a life ring to chuck in. I can tell members that if someone fell into that pool, the last thing they 

would want is a life ring!  

They engineered out human control of the management of the nuclear waste because they accepted that humans 

make errors. I use that as an example to say that even with the very best standards, we are subject to regulatory 

failure.  

Interestingly enough, the largest domestic operator and producer of domestic power in the world does not allow 

uranium mining in France. There are historical reasons for that: corrupt bureaucrats and politicians decided to 

bury some fissile material in a uranium mine and that caused a whole heap of contamination and a big scandal. 

As a result, uranium mining in France is banned, but they are happy enough to mine all around the world, 

including in Australia.  

The other example I want to give members from a competency perspective is Olympic Dam. I sat in front of the 

7.5-hectare, 22-metre-high tailings pond and said, ―So, where does this leach to?‖ The guy said, ―It will 

eventually leach into the aquifer beneath it and the nearest main watercourse is the River Torrens. That is 

50 miles away and it does not matter because it will take 1 000 years to leach.‖ There was no commentary about 

what that would do other than they said that one could argue that they are conditioning the water. It was pointed 

out to them that they call it ―conditioning‖, but it is the general public’s view that it is pollution. However, that is 

a problem unique to South Australia, I would like to think.  

Regulatory failure can be seen very well in Western Australia. Wittenoom is an example. It is an old mine, but 

here we are in 2012 with successive governments trying to deal with what is probably the most contaminated site 

in Western Australia. It is still contaminating and putting people at risk. We can explain that only as a regulatory 

failure. Obviously, the regulations were inadequate at the time because people did not have the knowledge or the 

experience—at least they claim that that was the case—or ignored the risks.  

Western Power is a recent example. I can tell members that there was regulatory failure in a number of instances. 

In fact, I do not reckon the Auditor General covered himself in glory in regard to the unassisted power-pole 

failures looked at by the Standing Committee on Public Administration. The Office of Energy tried to do its job, 

but it was all too hard. EnergySafety was the only agency, in my view, that could hold its head up in the inquiry. 

It tried and tried to tell people what was going on, but nobody listened. That is a good example in that none of 

those people would want power poles to fall over and hurt people and destroy property, but that is what was 

happening. The delusional board of Western Power—―delusional‖ is the kindest word I can use—not only 

misrepresented its case to this Parliament and hung successive ministers out to dry, but did not believe that it had 

a responsibility to the people of Western Australia. That is a massive regulatory failure and it still goes on now in 

2012.  

The Esperance leak happened on our watch. All the regulation in the world failed because, if I remember 

correctly, the person responsible for inspecting did not go in and look in the shed. If he did, he ignored the fact 

that all this lead was sitting raw in the shed. I do not think that there is the regulatory competency to make value 

judgements on approvals from a clean-up perspective and to challenge the assertions of mining companies. After 

all, mining companies are interested only in a 10 to 15-year legacy, as Hon Alison Xamon pointed out. They are 

interested only in making a buck. That is fair enough; that is what they want to do. We in this place and the 

government have a responsibility to act in the public’s interest. From a competency perspective and from what I 

have seen around the world, I conclude that we cannot approve uranium mining. If we look at some of the issues 

around other mining procedures that are similar to uranium mining, such as the concentration and disposal of 

heavy metals—which I think represent a bigger danger to the environment and to people than the actual isotope 

issues—we see that government failures exist across the world. That is a conversation to have at another time.  

Ranger is the classic of all classic regulatory failures. The main reason we could not support the motion was that 

Hon Alison Xamon used Ranger as an example. There is no way in the world that that place should have been 

approved. From the studies done on uranium, we know that uranium heavy metal leaching does not mix with 

water. Ranger is one of the wettest places in Australia and has a tiny tailings dam; that is the mine’s biggest issue 

because the dam constantly fails. I do not know how big it should have been, but for that amount of water the 

dam probably needed to be four or five times its current capacity. Even then we would have had to accept that it 

would have to close down from time to time because it would get too full. To this day, it is still a failure. I do not 
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understand why the mine is still allowed to operate. I do not know whether it has shut down. Come the wet 

season, it shuts down. That leads me to my next point, which is occupational health and safety. 

Ranger uranium mine is a great example of regulatory failure plus occupational health and safety issues. The 

potable water system was connected to the process water system by a couple of isolating valves. Those valves 

were the only thing stopping an interface of water between the uranium processing water and the potable water. 

They carried out an isolation of the potable water system to replace it, and these valves were left open. With the 

pressure differential, a flood of processed water went into the potable water and contaminated a bunch of 

workers. They actually drank the processed water and showered in it after work. That is when they discovered, 

by the taste, the irritation and their illnesses, that they had been contaminated. There is a very interesting report 

by the federal Supervising Scientist on that. Unfortunately, whilst there was a recommendation to look at the 

long-term effects on those workers, it never included a recommendation to study them for the rest of their lives. 

Unlike in France and other jurisdictions, there was no legislation to compel that to happen. It was never carried 

out. We really do not know what the long-term effects on those workers will be due to that contamination.  

What does that say? People will argue that risk-based assessments would stop that happening. Risk-based 

assessments do not stop that happening. We saw that recently in the National Offshore Petroleum Safety and 

Environmental Management Authority report about uncontrolled events in regard to gas releases in oil and gas 

systems. As members know, I have been involved in that business and I understand that. If we have the 

knowledge and expertise, and are confident in the knowledge and expertise, good decisions can be made and 

risks can be reduced, but we cannot mitigate it right out. We all know that. As knowledge develops, usually 

through close calls—luckily through close calls, rather than disasters—we change our ways of assessing risks. 

When I studied the international occupational health and safety standards, I found that they are actually based on 

a 1950s notion of an acceptable level of fatality. That was interesting. I thought that I must have been looking at 

an older bit of legislation. I remember the moment in the oil and gas industry when that changed. That was as a 

result of the royal commission into the Piper Alpha tragedy. In the oil and gas system, the notion of an 

acceptable level of fatality went out the window. The target is no fatalities; in fact the target in the oil and gas 

industry in Australia is no lost-time injury. The industry is focusing on hand and eye injuries because there is 

evidence that if a person has an accumulation of those, a lost-time injury can be predicted—a fatality can be 

predicted by the accumulation of lost-time injuries. International standards of the industry are still based on this 

antique view of the world: that there is somehow a sociably acceptable level of fatality. I put that to the 

Australian Radiation Protection and Nuclear Safety Agency, expecting it to challenge me. I was hoping it would 

challenge me, but it did not.  

That leads me to legacy issues. One of the things I wanted to talk about with ARPANSA was who else it gives 

advice to, other than the regulatory bodies and regulators. It told me that amongst all sorts of people—including 

medical people mainly, and transport people—it is traditional owners who are faced with uranium mining on 

their native title entitlements. Traditional owners come to ARPANSA and ask, ―What is your advice on 

uranium?‖ The advice it told me it gives is that it is the same as any other sort of mining; that is, it brings all the 

bad stuff that mining brings—it brings alcohol, substance abuse, damage to land, and predatory behaviour. 

People have to be on the watch for that. That means that social infrastructure is needed to militate against that—

all the stuff that we see up north, including sufficient housing, police and medical facilities—to keep up a level 

of health for local people and for the huge migration of people, including miners. Interestingly enough, it added, 

―And you want to make sure you get enough money. Not only do you have to consider all these impacts on your 

people and on your land, you will never ever get back on it.‖ That gets to the rehabilitation area and how much 

the Western Australian taxpayer should pay in the long term from a legacy perspective.  

It is reasonable to say that if the people of Western Australia benefit through royalties from other government-

supplied services, from philanthropic work by the miners in the industry itself and from jobs created, and if 

governments make those decisions on their behalf, there should be a reasonable level of sharing the payment. 

But that gets back to the advice that can be relied on to decide how much that exposure or liability will be for 

people. Hon Alison Xamon quoted $20 million for remedial work; the department of environment in the 

Northern Territory told me $80 million. What the Northern Territory government, ARPANSA and other people 

in the industry suggested to me was that it would probably cost somewhere between $70 million and 

$100 million more because the tailings needed to be dug up and laterite used to reline the pit—basically a rework 

of the whole mine—to put it back into the ground to bring it to contemporary standards. That is a heck of a lot of 

money that taxpayers have been left to fund. That gets back to our belief in what the competency level is. I have 

read only briefly the uranium advisory group report. It seems to support the current assessment of the regulatory 

standards in Western Australia. It is very interesting to read what is world’s best practice.  

It is true to say that there are ongoing costs for any mining activity in Australia or anywhere in the world. What 

is a legitimate cost and what is different about a uranium mine from other mines? I will go back to the 

Wittenoom example. When I was Minister for Regional Development and given responsibility for the oversight 
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of the government agencies to clean that place up, there were myriad government agencies—about 16. I was 

given a quote of somewhere between $20 million and $30 million to clean up the tailings. In fact, they said to me 

that maybe I could wait, in the hope that the prospectivity around there from a mining perspective may be an 

iron ore mine. That was fairly predictive of them! They said they might be able to cover it in iron ore tailings, 

which might bring the cost down. That gives an example of the cost. There is also the human cost. There is so 

much evidence based on occupational safety and health that says a number of conditions could be attributed—I 

will not say ―are‖ attributed—to working in the mining system. But until we know for certain, should we 

actually expose our workforce to that? Interestingly, history first speaks of mining-related diseases in Europe, 

where people working in unventilated mines suffered from radon poisoning. It was not mining uranium but other 

heavy metals—copper, gold and such like. 

As in the case of asbestos, there has been evidence for years and generations, as reflected in the actual exposures, 

of what is an acceptable millisieverts level of exposure. In the 1940s, internationally it was about 

300 millisieverts a year, and I think that number has been revised down to about 25 millisieverts a year, but the 

minister will know the exact number. It may be 20 millisieverts a year. 

Although Minister Ferguson has made an announcement about a broad-based occupational health and safety 

database to monitor workers, the system is full of gaps when, for example, we make comparisons with industry 

in France. A worker who opts out of the industry to work in iron ore because of a better hourly pay rate and then 

returns to work for a Northern Territory mine instead of a South Australian mine will be reregistered, but will 

not be monitored for the period spent outside the industry. Surely the biggest argument should be that we 

monitor those working not only in the uranium industry, but also with other known contaminants that have a 

chequered history or unknown history, and that we should be monitoring for the whole of life to assist in making 

better decisions in the future. 

The most suspicious thing that I heard, the thing that made me think the hardest about uranium, was, 

interestingly enough, something that I heard in France when I was given an example of the costs associated with 

reprocessing uranium. It is a funny market. There is only market demand. There is enough uranium in the world 

to last the world for an indefinite period given current reprocessing technologies. There are nearly 80 000 tonnes 

of ―reprocessable‖ rods in the US alone—another regulatory failure because of a policy decision. The French 

told me, ―Oh, we get seven per pound‖, and drew the number seven on the board. I asked, ―Seven what? Is that 

700? Is that 7 000?‖ and they replied, ―No; that is $US5 to $US7 per pound of reprocessed uranium that we 

make‖, and it does not account for the capital costs of building the $40 billion plant. The industry wants Western 

Australian reserves because Western Australia is one of the last places in the world that has what are called 

―world-class reserves‖ of the sort that require minimal processing, making it cheaper. In some areas, we could 

basically use a scraper to pull it up and put it in with minimal processing. We were told—remembering that this 

is a government institution—that it had a strategy of buying up the free reserves because of their economic 

payback problem. It expects between 25 and 30 years’ payback on a MOX Generation III reactor to make it 

viable, but would prefer it to run for about 70 years. I asked about the so-called fast-breeder reactors that, in 

theory, should use far less material and therefore produce far less waste and have a much lower carbon footprint 

in the production of power. I asked because of the debate about uranium being used as a transitional fuel in the 

climate change era. I was told, ―No; that is a solution for our great-grandchildren and is 50 to 70 years away 

because we are not prepared to spend the money, firstly, because we want to control the uranium and, secondly, 

we need payback for the French people’s huge investment in this technology.‖ If I were to say that I supported 

uranium and if those statements were true—I have no way of challenging those statements—there is an argument 

to defer mining on an economic basis in the hope that perhaps many of these difficulties could be dealt with 50 

to 70 years down the track, and we would end up with a very high value product, which goes back to the 

argument about giving away our assets. But that is a different argument. 

Labor does not support mining. It does not support mining because it does not believe that within this country 

there is the regulatory capacity to challenge the assertions made by industry or to advise government. There are 

all sorts of reasons for that, and it is not a reflection on the fine institutions and regulators in this country, but 

simply a fact of life. 

Occupational health and safety is based on a 1950s notion—way behind every other industry, particularly oil and 

gas, which I know well—that there is a socially acceptable level of fatality. We do not believe that that should be 

the case; and from a legacy perspective, there is no evidence in Australia or indeed the world. It has cost the 

Germans €30 billion to clean up the mess left to them as a legacy of the fall of the Berlin Wall, and they are 

largely seen as the world’s best experts on mess! Although everybody advises me to talk to them, they advise me 

not to go there! Because we do not have the competencies to give us good advice, we are exposing Western 

Australians, and indeed Australians, to an unknown liability in the future maintenance of these sites. I urge the 

house to support the amendment. 
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HON NORMAN MOORE (Mining and Pastoral — Minister for Mines and Petroleum) [3.26 pm]: The 

motion is yet to be amended. I want to speak on the amendment and also to the motion. I have a further 

amendment that I will foreshadow in a moment, but because of the nature of the way in which this chamber 

allows members to speak and to move amendments, I will probably have to ask somebody else to move a further 

amendment in the event that the house rejects Hon Jon Ford’s proposal. 

I begin by making some comments about Hon Jon Ford’s well-researched and well-thought-out speech on this 

matter. I congratulate him for taking the trouble and the time and making the effort to become very familiar with 

the uranium industry and, indeed, with nuclear power. I think it very commendable that he should go to that 

much effort to get across what is a very arguable issue. The only problem that I have with Hon Jon Ford’s 

position is that I do not know that it is in fact a reflection of the Labor Party’s position. I do not understand the 

Labor Party and uranium. I have spent a lot of time trying to understand, and I have heard a range of different 

views from the Labor Party about this matter. Indeed, the previous Labor government in Western Australia had a 

―no uranium mining‖ policy. It was not legislated for; it was simply a policy position that related to the mining, 

but not the exploration, of uranium. Indeed, during the seven and a half years of the Gallop and Carpenter 

governments, companies were allowed to explore for uranium, but if they made an application to mine a 

particular ore body, the minister would put a line through the word ―uranium‖. The Greens, in fact, brought a bill 

into this house, I think, to legislate against mining uranium, and the Labor government either did not proceed 

with it or voted against it, I am not sure which. I detected an element of hypocrisy about that from the Labor 

Party, but the point I kept making was that it could not support the legislation because there were granted mining 

leases and the then government may indeed have been up for significant compensation if it took away a 

company’s right to mine uranium when it had a granted mining lease, or, in the case of Yeelirrie, a state 

agreement act. I think, not that I would know for sure, that the reason the Labor Party did not legislate to ban the 

mining of uranium was the concern it had about having to pay significant compensation to those companies.  

I was very surprised, during the recent state election campaign, when then Premier Carpenter made a policy 

announcement that Labor would legislate to ban uranium mining. I was surprised because the Labor Party had 

been in government for eight years, and had a policy in place for eight years that stopped uranium mining from 

happening, but it had not legislated for it. The reason it did that, of course, is that when Premier Carpenter went 

to the election, he caught everyone by surprise, including himself. He did not have any policies, so he thought he 

had better invent some. He said, ―We’ll close down the parliamentary bar and after that we’ll stop uranium 

mining‖, in that order of importance. When he started talking about the parliamentary bar, we knew we had a 

chance of winning the election, because not only were we underprepared, but so too was the then government. 

Therefore, the government thought it would grab an issue such as uranium mining and try to make it into a 

significant political issue during the election campaign. The Labor Party went off to all the ports around Western 

Australia, to the seats of Geraldton, Port Hedland and Albany—anywhere that there is a port—and said, ―The 

Liberal Party is going to allow uranium mining and is going to export yellowcake through your port. You will all 

glow in the night. It will be dreadful for everyone’s health and children will die in the streets.‖ The Labor Party 

said all of that stuff that it goes on with, like the Greens do all the time, and it sought to frighten people into 

voting Labor in those seats. But as they say, the rest is history. The people were not frightened; they accepted the 

fact that an incoming Liberal government—as the policy was at the time, rather than a Liberal–National 

government—would allow uranium mining and they were not convinced by Mr Carpenter that all these dreadful 

things would happen to them. Indeed, it did not become a big issue during the election campaign even though 

Labor sought to make it one. Because of that particular election campaign, we therefore believe that our position 

to allow uranium mining to go ahead has been condoned by the electorate of Western Australia. We have 

therefore taken away the policy position of the Labor Party and said that companies can now apply to mine for 

uranium in Western Australia. We do not have to legislate for it because the Labor Party had not legislated to 

ban uranium mining; it simply had a policy position. We took the view that we would allow applications for 

mining leases for uranium to proceed. A number of applications have been received and they are going through 

the processes that need to be gone through in order to get approval to allow this to happen.  

Whilst we were doing this during our first term in government, I watched with great interest what the Labor 

Party’s position would be. All the evidence that I could pick up—it was hearsay evidence, I have to confess—

was that there were members in the state Labor Party who agreed with the position of their federal colleagues, 

their Northern Territory colleagues and their South Australian colleagues that we should allow uranium mining 

in Western Australia. Indeed, I think the member for Victoria Park may well have actually publicly uttered those 

words; that is, we should allow uranium mining in Western Australia. Because of that, I thought there was a 

potential for a change of policy within the state Labor Party and, indeed, that it would use its state conference to 

change its policy. That was all the advice industry had and all the intelligence that could be gathered about the 

thinking in the Labor Party about that issue. Indeed, Hon Jon Ford made a speech in Adelaide in which he said—

I am paraphrasing—that we should forget about the extraneous stuff that relates to this and just look at the real 

issue. I thought that was a very encouraging sign until I heard his speech a minute ago and worked out what he 
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actually meant. We then had Fukushima and that fired a broadside across the bows of many pro-uranium and 

pro-nuclear energy activists around the world, although I have to say that there has been significant exaggeration 

about that, which I will not go into today because that is for another time.  

I suspect that as a result of that the Labor Party worked out when its state conference was held that it was just not 

a viable option to change its policy and go for uranium mining. Therefore, it made a decision not to agree to any 

mining and, indeed, that no compensation would be payable in the event that a uranium mine commenced under 

this government was stopped from operating under a future Labor government. I thought that was a pretty 

interesting position to take, because the reason uranium mining had not been banned previously was the concerns 

about compensation—if someone’s rights had been taken away—yet we had a situation in which the then Leader 

of the Opposition, Mr Ripper, said that a Labor government would not only ban uranium mining, but also take 

away, without compensation, any assets in the uranium industry that any company had, including a mining lease. 

That was the position we saw from the Labor Party until it decided to change its leader, and as a result of that 

there is now a changed policy. The changed policy now as I understand it—tell me if I am wrong—is that if 

anyone has a mine operating, they will be allowed to continue operating; therefore, it will not be taken away 

from them. Mr McGowan is reported to have said something along the lines that this is a sovereign risk issue and 

a Labor government was not about to pay compensation to companies because a mining operation that they were 

given legally through the proper processes of government had been taken away.  

We now have a situation that reminds me of the three mines policy of the Hawke government. Some mining of 

uranium is okay, but some is not okay. He allowed three mines when he was Prime Minister and that uranium 

was good uranium, it could be mined and exported as yellowcake, but any other uranium still in the ground could 

not be mined because it was bad uranium, because it might harm someone. That is a bit of an inconsistent 

position. What Mr McGowan is now telling us is that if the Toro Energy mine, for example, should be up and 

running by the next election and Labor wins, Toro will be allowed to continue mining uranium. Therefore, that is 

good uranium, like Roxby Downs, but uranium from the Yeelirrie mine would become bad uranium because 

mining has not been started. I detect a degree of inconsistency in this particular position and I would really love 

to know one of these days exactly what the Labor Party’s position will ultimately be on this matter, because it is 

all over the place like a mad dog’s breakfast. It does not matter who someone talks to in the Labor Party, there is 

always a different position.  

One thing about the Greens is that we can always rely on them to be consistent; they will consistently oppose 

everything. Therefore, there is never any doubt about where they are coming from; they just do not want 

anything to happen. I do not know how they expect the seven billion people in the world to survive when they 

say that we have to stop every source of energy known to mankind, including nuclear power. They seem to think 

that the people of Africa can survive on wind power. They seem to think the people of Africa, who are desperate 

for improved living standards that require energy, can get that energy from wind power or solar power at some 

price they can actually afford. Good grief! At least give the Greens their due; the Greens are at least consistent. 

I was a bit interested to listen to Hon Jon Ford’s speech, because I know where he is coming from. It is just that 

it is different from where his leader is coming from. 

Hon Ken Travers: No, it is not. 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: It is. He was saying that we should not have uranium mining. 

Hon Ken Travers: You can try to twist it. 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: I am not twisting it at all. Members of the opposition are the ones who are twisting, 

squirming, turning and prevaricating—and all those other words that I cannot think of off the top of my head—

on this issue of uranium mining. They have been all over the place on every side of the argument. The Labor 

federal minister, Martin Ferguson, has a similar view to me, which is totally contrary to Hon Jon Ford’s but not 

totally contrary to Mark McGowan’s position, which is, ―If there’s a uranium mine operating, it is all right; we 

will not stop it.‖ I was a bit surprised at the very negative approach Hon Jon Ford took to how we can manage 

the mining industry. I was a little concerned that he was suggesting that we cannot regulate anything. He 

mentioned a couple of examples—asbestos and lead. They can be managed if it is done properly and sensibly in 

the first place. He then went on to say that he does not support risk-based assessment of projects. Everything 

involves some risk in life, regrettably. Whenever someone gets out of bed in the morning, they are taking a risk 

that they might get run over by something. 

The basis of providing good regulatory systems is to identify the risks and put most effort into those areas where 

there is most risk and not to disperse effort over areas where the risk is minimal. That is what we are trying to do 

in the Department of Mines and Petroleum with environmental management. We are trying to put most of our 

energy and hard work into those areas where there is significant risk and not waste time and energy on those 

areas where there is virtually no risk whatsoever to the environment. That is why I had a disagreement with the 
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Auditor General over his most recent report. That is the direction in which we are going. I might add, just as 

another issue, that members talked about legacy sites. I will be coming to Parliament soon, I trust, with some 

new approach to mining securities for environmental bonds and the cleaning up of sites in the mining industry 

that might require cleaning up. I will not talk about that today. That is another area that we need to work on. 

I was very interested in Hon Jon Ford’s comments, as I always am—he always makes thoughtful speeches—but 

on this occasion I beg to differ with him and so will be voting against the amendment, which is basically to say, 

―We will not support uranium mining—full stop.‖ I want to indicate that somehow or other I will get a further 

amendment moved, whether it is an amendment on the member’s amendment or whether we deal with this 

amendment first and then get somebody else to move another amendment. I indicate to the house that I will 

move to delete the words ―the same minimum‖ and insert ―equivalent or better‖. Under my proposal the motion 

would then read ―that this house recommends that, should the government proceed with its intention to license 

uranium mining in Western Australia, the government adopt the equivalent or better environmental management 

regulatory requirements‖ as exist in the other two jurisdictions. 

Of course, what that says is that we do not have a problem with the motion, but it basically suggests that we in 

this state should have a level of regulatory compliance that is as good as we can get. This is what I want to 

explain to the house today. I would like the Conservation Council and others who want to attack everything the 

government ever does to understand the process that I began when I first became Minister for Mines and 

Petroleum and put in place a process to allow uranium mining in Western Australia. I said right up-front that we 

have a policy position that will allow uranium mining to be undertaken in Western Australia, and I said that it 

will be done on the basis of world best practice regulation—whatever that is, because it means different things to 

different people; however, there are experts who can tell members what in their view ―world best practice‖ is. 

What we did right up-front is bring together all the government departments that have an interest in radioactive 

materials, mining and other issues surrounding uranium mining and transport of yellowcake, and said, ―Let’s 

look at the regulatory regime in Western Australia that exists now. Can it be applied to uranium mining and the 

transport of yellowcake?‖ They went through all the regulations. Bearing in mind that for 40 or 50 years in 

Western Australia we have had regulations that relate to the treatment of radioactive materials through mineral 

sands, tantalum and so on. Regulations are in place for that. The Radiological Council is involved, as is the 

Department of Mines and Petroleum, the Environmental Protection Authority and the Department of 

Environment and Conservation. They all came together and said, ―Generally speaking, the regime is adequate 

from our point of view to meet any requirements that anybody might have of us.‖ But we wanted to go further 

than that, so we brought together the Uranium Advisory Group. The Uranium Advisory Group is a group of 

academic scientists from the universities and CSIRO—not from the government but independent of government. 

We said, ―Go away and tell us what you think of our regulatory regime.‖ They have come back and have told us 

what they thought of it. Regrettably, the green groups in the community have decided to attack this particular 

report, suggesting that it would require a moratorium on the mining of uranium because the regulatory regime 

we are working on is not up to scratch. However, the report did not actually say that. This is a summary of the 

UAG’s findings — 

… the current framework, albeit robust and subject to regular updating with national guidelines, does 

not fully deliver World Best Practice. This is primarily due to the overlap between the various agencies 

operating within the integrated regulatory framework, the uneven adherence to risk-based assessments, 

the lack of legislative and policy support for open publication of regulatory compliance data, and the 

lack of the required quality management systems in some agencies. There are many aspects of the 

current framework that refer successfully to a World Best Practice approach and specifically to an 

outcomes-based regulatory framework but, collectively, they do not translate fully into the desired 

World Best Practice outcome at this stage. 

The group then provided the Department of Mines and Petroleum with a long list of recommendations that it 

should consider and implement if it wants to deliver world best practice. We have been doing that. We are doing 

that at the same time that companies that want to be involved in mining uranium are going through the process 

we have in place now and are going through the EPA’s requirements. As members would be aware, if a company 

wants to mine uranium or be involved in any activity involving radioactive material, the proposal has to go 

through the EPA, and also the environmental protection and biodiversity conservation legislation is invoked at 

the commonwealth level. 

Toro, for example, is a company that is looking at mining in Wiluna. It is probably the most advanced through 

the approvals processes of any of the companies wishing to mine uranium. It is currently going through the 

process. It is being assessed by the EPA and the commonwealth department of environment. That is going to 

require that company and any other companies that want to mine uranium to get not only Environmental 

Protection Authority approval, but also federal environmental approval at the same time. That is what the 

member is asking us to do in this motion—suggesting to us that we at least adhere to the requirements of the 
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commonwealth and Northern Territory governments in respect of tailings dams. We are doing that, and we will 

probably go further than that, because we are working on a regulatory system that is the best there is. I have 

made it very clear that I am interested in uranium mining only if the regulatory system surrounding it is the best 

regulatory system that we can possibly create, because I am aware of the concerns that have been raised by 

people in respect of uranium mining; I am aware of the concerns people have about the export of yellowcake; I 

am aware of the concerns people have about nuclear power. I might add that many of those concerns are 

significantly exaggerated, and I have to say that some of those people who are anti–nuclear power and anti–

uranium mining are also anti-fraccing, anti–unconventional gas, anti–hydroelectric power and anti–coal mining. 

All those ―anti‖ people exaggerate to the point of seeking to frighten people into believing that there is 

something bad or inherently wrong about these things, and by exaggerating they score all sorts of political and 

environmental wins, because that is what they are about. 

I sought to try to understand the motivation of groups such as Greenpeace and other similar groups, and I read a 

book called Confessions of a Greenpeace Dropout: The Making of a Sensible Environmentalist by Patrick 

Moore. Patrick Moore was, in fact, a co-founder of Greenpeace. 

Several members interjected. 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: One of the things I have noticed about the Greens is that when somebody says 

something that they think is wrong, they do not say, ―You’re wrong‖ or ―Patrick Moore is a mug‖; they just 

laugh. They laugh because they think that will embarrass the person who is making the comment. It does not 

embarrass me at all, Hon Giz Watson, because this man has credibility when it comes to Greenpeace and 

environmental issues, but because Hon Giz Watson does not agree with him, she thinks he is funny. I quote from 

page 5 of his book — 

To a considerable extent the environmental movement was hijacked by political and social activists 

who learned to use green language to cloak agendas that had more to do with anticapitalism and 

antiglobalization than with science or ecology. 

That is not a bad summary of what this is about. We have all heard of Paul Watson, the head of Sea Shepherd, 

who was also a founder of Greenpeace. I will quote something horrifying that he said in 2007. He stated — 

We need to radically and intelligently reduce human populations to fewer than one billion. 

… 

Curing a body of cancer requires radical and invasive therapy, and therefore, curing the biosphere of the 

human virus will also require a radical and invasive approach. 

There are seven billion people now—down to one billion? As Patrick Moore said, a little genocide, anyone? 

Let us just look at a few other things. I do not know whether the member agrees with any of this or whether it is 

what the member thinks, but let me just say this in respect of nuclear power and nuclear energy, because this is 

what Patrick Moore advocates as one of the solutions to global warming. He states — 

A single 1000-megawatt nuclear power plant can provide the equivalent electricity of 500 of the largest 

wind turbines at a lower cost. Moreover, the nuclear plant produces power continuously and is always 

able to meet the demand for electricity, unlike wind energy, which depends on weather that is 

intermittent and often unpredictable. Yet many environmentalists have rejected nuclear energy entirely, 

recommending that instead of increasing its use we eliminate it completely. How did we get to the point 

where environmental groups reject the most cost-effective, feasible, and timely solutions to the very 

problems they are most concerned about? 

That is the conundrum that people in the green movement currently face. Nuclear power is better, when it comes 

to greenhouse gas emissions, than coal, gas and — 

Hon Giz Watson: Do your sums! 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: I just wonder how the Greens (WA) think we can do the sorts of things they think 

we should be doing in respect of renewable energy without a mining industry, without oil and gas industries and 

without an industry that produces the capacity to transport things. Every day we have Greens (WA) members 

introducing petitions to the house saying that we have to stop fraccing, we have to stop this and that, and they 

have meetings all over the place and frighten everybody, when in fact there is a potentially significant source of 

gas in Western Australia that could meet our needs for hundreds of years. The Greens have a problem with this 

not because they think there is a problem with fraccing, but because they think that once we find another source 

of long-term hydrocarbons to provide energy, be it for transport or electricity generation, there will no longer be 

any need to have windmills in everybody’s backyard or to rely on some form of solar power that does not exist 
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just yet. That is their problem; they do not want us to find a solution to our hydrocarbon issue, but that is not 

quite on the line of this particular motion. 

By way of summary, I will say that when we went to the election we said that we would allow uranium mining. 

We were elected and we are introducing our policy in respect of that. 

Hon Giz Watson: You didn’t win the election, you came to an arrangement with the Nationals. Nobody won. 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: If we did not win, I do not know why I am sitting over this side. 

Hon Giz Watson: Because you came to an arrangement with the Nationals! That’s why. You didn’t win, and 

neither did these guys. You bargained with the Nationals, and that’s why you’re in government. You did not win 

the election. 

Hon Alison Xamon: And they didn’t come to the election with a pro-nuclear policy. 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: If this is losing, I do not mind; I am quite happy to sit here and be a big loser. 

Hon Alison Xamon: But there’s no mandate. The Nationals did not go to the election with a pro-nuclear policy. 

They never did. 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: Is that how you work? 

Hon Phil Edman: In which case, you’ve never had a mandate and we should never listen to what you’ve got to 

say. 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: Exactly right. You have no mandate whatever; you will never have a mandate. 

The bottom line is that the government of Western Australia, made up of Liberal and National members of 

Parliament, have made the decision to allow uranium mining, and that is the position of the state government at 

the present time. We have encouraged exploration for uranium and, indeed, I think somebody mentioned that we 

have put money into it. Some companies have got money through the exploration incentives scheme, which is 

part of royalties for regions expenditure. It is probably the best example of how the industry that creates the 

revenue for royalties gets some of it back. We have used that money to encourage exploration on greenfield 

sites. Interestingly, there was recently the discovery of a uranium deposit, which is the first greenfields uranium 

deposit found in Western Australia for about 30 years, under the exploration incentives scheme. That is a good 

outcome. There are about four different potential projects in the pipeline. The biggest in Western Australia is 

Yeelirrie, which is currently under a state agreement act; Hon Jon Ford would be hard pressed to get rid of that. 

The government would have to legislate to get rid of that, and legislating to take away people’s rights under a 

state agreement act would be a sovereign risk issue, and we might be up for significant compensation.  

That company also owns the Roxby Downs project in South Australia, which is the biggest thing happening in 

South Australia at the present time. The expansion of Roxby Downs is what the Labor government in South 

Australia is hanging its hat on in respect of its future. The South Australian Minister for Mineral Resources and 

Energy and I get along very well together. We have similar views about lots of things, and he and his 

government are desperate for BHP Billiton to expand Roxby Downs, because it is the biggest mine in the world; 

it is huge. A by-product of that operation—some would say regrettably; I do not—is uranium. It is a significant 

uranium producer, but also a huge copper and gold project at the same time. As a consequence of that expansion, 

it is quite likely that BHP Billiton Ltd will not proceed with the Yeelirrie project in the short term. I do not know 

for sure, but that was an interim stopgap measure some little time ago, but it has now reached agreement with the 

South Australian government that Olympic Dam will probably proceed. With respect to the Olympic Dam 

approval, I am told that the proponent is required to include in its mine closure plan a comprehensive safety 

assessment to determine in the long-term—from closure to something in the order of 10 000 years—the risk to 

the public and the environment from the tailings and rock storage facilities. I am advised that the 10 000 years 

mentioned in the motion is part of that particular proposition, and it is expected that the federal government 

would require that in any future uranium activity. 

The other project is Toro Energy Ltd’s mine, which is progressing and which may well be in a position to 

commence production next year. Also going through the environmental assessment process is Mega Uranium 

Ltd’s mine, which is a little further behind that; Mulga Rock is further behind than that; and then there is 

Kintyre, which is in the Pilbara. I want to mention Kintyre because again this demonstrates the absolute blatant 

hypocrisy of the Labor Party on uranium mining. The Kintyre project was in what was once upon a time the 

Rudall River national park. At the time, Conzinc Riotinto of Australia had the tenements for exploring for 

uranium. It had a bit of a problem because, as everybody knows, not only are all sorts of approvals necessary to 

allow exploration to take place in a national park but both houses of Parliament have to approve any mining 

operation. What did the Burke government do? It just excised it from the park. The Burke government excised 

the Kintyre project out of the Rudall River national park. If members look at a map of that national park, which 

is very big, interestingly, considering it is an environmental area, it has straight lines on its border. I have always 
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found it odd how the environment and straight lines can coincide. Members will find a V-shaped slice out of the 

top of the park. Why is that? It is because Kintyre was excised from the park. The Burke government had to 

come to Parliament for that, and we agreed with the Labor Party then, which is how it went through. This is 

another demonstration of how the Labor Party does not know whether it is coming or going on uranium.  

Cameco Corporation is the Canadian company that has that particular project. I visited Cameco in Saskatoon, 

Saskatchewan, last year. I went to its uranium mine up at McArthur River. The temperature was minus 

39 degrees; it was a bit nippy. We went underground and had a look. That ore body is 20 per cent uranium oxide. 

Yeelirrie is about 0.8 per cent. The McArthur river ore body is so rich that Cameco has to mix it with ore from 

other mines in order to process it. I even stood next to a drum of yellowcake, and I am still here. I have not 

shrivelled up and died—not yet anyway. Cameco is working very hard on its Kintyre project. I have a lot of 

confidence in that company, because it takes its obligation very seriously and it is working very hard with the 

Martu people of the Rudall River area to assist them in understanding what the company is about; and indeed it 

has taken some of them to Saskatoon and to McArthur river to see how Cameco is employing Indigenous 

Canadians in its mining and processing operations in Saskatchewan. Cameco is working assiduously to get that 

project up and running as well.  

I want to make this point as clear as I can. When the government made the decision to allow uranium mining to 

go ahead, I said it would only be on the condition that we had world best practice. We are seeking to achieve it. 

We are a long way down the path to achieving that. I acknowledge that the independent expert group said we had 

not got there yet, but they said ―at this point in time‖ and we are taking on board their recommendations and we 

are dealing with those recommendations. Ironically, one of the reasons why they think we have not met world 

best practice is because not all agencies are in line and that we are, in fact, taking too long to give approval, 

which is what I have been trying to sort out ever since I became minister. I would have thought some people 

might have thought that is not a problem and it should take a long time to give an approval, but the independent 

body said we need to work better between the agencies and to get better coordination. We are working on that at 

the same time as all the other changes that need to be made. We have put in place a lead agency model for 

uranium mining with the Department of Mines and Petroleum as the lead agency. The department is working 

with the Environmental Protection Authority, the Department of Environment and Conservation, the Department 

of Indigenous Affairs and Department of Regional Development and Lands to make sure that we have a good 

regulatory system so that everybody knows what everybody else is doing and that it is a coordinated approach. 

At the end of the day, if we give approval for a mine to go ahead, it will be under the conditions that are the best 

that we can possibly deliver based on the very best advice available to us at this point in time.  

I acknowledge that there have been issues in the past, and Hon Jon Ford and Hon Alison Xamon outlined many 

of them. That does not mean to say we should never do anything in the future. We learn from the past. We learn 

when people make mistakes and we make sure we do not make them again. That does not mean we will never 

make another mistake in the future—obviously not, but we will put in place the regulatory system that is the very 

best we can create. I am determined that when people look at what is happening in Western Australia in uranium 

mining they will say that this is the place to see where the best practice in the world is being undertaken. That is 

why I am happy to amend this motion, if I get a chance, so that we do not just have regulations that are the same 

minimum environmental regulations but indeed we have regulations that are equivalent to or better than what is 

required by the commonwealth and the Northern Territory with the Ranger uranium mine, and the other 

requirements that occur as a result of their legislation.  

The government will vigorously oppose the motion because it is contrary to its policy. As I said, I am surprised 

that the Labor Party would do that because I do not think that is quite Labor policy either, but I am sure 

somebody else can tell me how I am wrong. However, I have about a minute and I will use it to say that we want 

to know where members opposite stand on this. Is it their reasoned position that that is the Labor Party’s 

definitive position or is Mr McGowan’s position the Labor Party’s definitive position? There is a difference 

between the two. The Labor Party needs to be fair to the investing community on these things. When the Labor 

Party came out at its state conference and said there would be no uranium mining and no compensation that was 

a sovereign risk issue. Members opposite know that and I know that, and Mr McGowan knew that. That is why 

he has taken away the sovereign risk issue by saying —  

Hon Sue Ellery interjected.  

Hon NORMAN MOORE: Just a minute! I have 45 seconds. Mr McGowan took away the sovereign risk issue 

with his ―no compensation‖ policy and in not closing down an operating mine. But for everybody else who has a 

granted mining lease that does not have a mine on it when he takes that away it is a sovereign risk issue but of a 

smaller dimension than the Labor Party had after its state conference. One of these days we will know, and the 

investing community will know, where the Labor Party stands. The sooner the Labor Party tells them exactly 
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what it means the sooner they will know whether to invest their money here or go to Africa, where vast numbers 

of mining companies are currently going because of the federal government’s tax. 

Debate adjourned, pursuant to standing orders.   

 


