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URANIUM MINING — WATER RESOURCES 

Statement 
HON ALISON XAMON (East Metropolitan) [9.56 pm]: During the dinner break, I and some other members 
from this place joined a number of people outside Parliament House, including a number of Aboriginal elders, to 
highlight the recklessness of this state even considering proceeding with uranium mining—in particular, what it 
would mean for WA. In particular tonight, as the Greens spokesperson for water, I want to comment on the 
impacts of uranium mining on water resources in Australia and the particular threats it will pose to WA’s water 
if the Barnett–Grylls government makes the mistake of going ahead with mining uranium in this state.  

The Australian Uranium Association goes to great pains to emphasise that the mining industry uses only a small 
amount of water compared to the amount of water used by the agricultural industry—three per cent nationally. 
Might I add that I think agricultural use is an essential use of our water. However, WA has a high level of 
mining; therefore, the pressure on our water resources is proportionately higher compared to the national figure. 
We need to be careful about protecting our water resources. We need to ensure that we are not pulling out more 
than what is sustainable, that the recharge rates are properly measured and that extraction is adjusted if our water 
is not recharging as fast as has been previously calculated. It is simply not appropriate to look at each mining 
project in isolation. We need to look at the overall extraction and recharge rates of our water catchment areas. 
This will become particularly more important as the full effects of climate change kick in, the drying effects of 
which are already being experienced in this state. We need to also ensure that poisoned water is not permitted to 
be put back into the water table—as it is with in situ leach mining—when the aquifer is polluted with heavy 
metals, acids and radionuclides as a matter of routine operations.  

The Greens (WA) believe that uranium mining in this state will threaten our water supplies. We believe that 
sustainable management of our water resources means that we cannot afford the economic costs of mining 
uranium here, and we cannot afford the risk of polluting our precious water resources either. Uranium mining is 
a very thirsty business, whether underground, open cut or in situ leach mining. It is useful to look at BHP 
Billiton’s use of water in South Australia, given BHP plans to mine uranium at Yeelirrie, although I note that 
yesterday it was reported that BHP is apparently having second thoughts about that particular venture. Every day 
the Olympic Dam mine in South Australia extracts 35 million litres of Great Artesian Basin water for its gold, 
copper, silver and uranium operations. BHP is licensed to extract 42 million litres of water per day, the largest 
single site industrial user of groundwater in the Southern Hemisphere, yet BHP is paying nothing for this 
massive water intake. BHP’s profits after tax soared to nearly $US13 billion in 2010 but the company still 
refuses to pay even one cent for its water grab. BHP should pay for its water, just as Australian citizens are 
required to pay for their water. They should relinquish the indefensible legal privileges provided by the Roxby 
Downs (Indenture Ratification) Act 1982, which includes free water and exemptions from the Natural Resources 
Management Act 2004, including the Water Resources Act 1997, the Environment Protection Act 1993 and the 
Aboriginal Heritage Act.  

The Great Artesian Basin supports unique arid land habitats as well as rare and delicate micro flora and fauna, 
some species of which are unique to each particular spring. The Mound Springs are of profound cultural 
significance to the Aboriginal people of the region. The springs have great ecological, anthropological and 
economic significance. They are listed as endangered ecological communities under the commonwealth 
Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999. That listing followed the 2001 
recommendation from the Threatened Species Scientific Committee, which found that ongoing extraction of 
artesian water is likely to play a continued role in the decline of the Mound Springs and that an intensification of 
water extraction may cause the extinction of many more springs. In 1994 Western Mining Corporation admitted 
that some five to six billion litres of waste had leaked from the tailings dams at Roxby Downs and into the 
groundwater and soil below. The leak had occurred unchecked for at least two years.  

Because in situ leach mining is proposed for WA, we should also look at what that does to water. Since 2001, the 
Beverley uranium mine has been operating in the northern Flinders Ranges in South Australia. The ISL process 
involves drilling groundwater bores or wells into a uranium deposit, injecting corrosive chemicals to dissolve the 
uranium within the ore zone and then pumping the uranium-laden solution back to the surface. Those chemicals 
can have serious environmental impacts and cause long-term and irreversible damage to groundwater quality. 
The use of acidic solutions mobilises high levels of heavy metals such as cadmium, strontium, lead and 
chromium. Dr Gavin Mudd, a hydrogeologist based at Monash University whom I have met, explained that the 
ISL technique treats groundwater as a sacrifice zone and the problem remains out of sight and out of mind. He 
said that ISL uranium mining is not controllable, is inherently unsafe and is unlikely to meet strict environmental 
controls. It is not an environmentally benign method of uranium mining. The use of sulphuric acid solutions at 
ISL mines across eastern Europe as well as a callous disregard for sensible environmental management has led to 
many seriously contaminated sites. The Honeymoon pilot project used sulfuric acid in conjunction with ferric 
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sulfate as the oxidising agent. The wells and aquifer experienced significant blockages due to the minerals 
jarosite and gypsum precipitating, lowering the efficiency of that leaching process and leading to increased 
excursions or leaks. The aquifers in the vicinity of Honeymoon are known to be connected to aquifers used by 
local pastoralists to water stock. 

For Australia, water of any quality is precious—we know that in this place—particularly so when the only secure 
supply of water in a region is from groundwater. ISL imposes a major environmental risk and pollution burden 
on future users of groundwater in these regions for both existing generations and future generations. ISL mining 
is therefore far from sustainable. Another feature of ISL mining is surface contamination from spills and leaks of 
radioactive solutions. There have been several dozen spills at Beverley, such as the spill of 62 000 litres of 
contaminated water in January 2002 after a pipe burst, and the spill of 15 000 litres of contaminated water in 
May 2002. The water issues surrounding the uranium mining industry is one of the many reasons that this 
industry has no place in this state but it is really significant and I do not want us to underestimate that. Our water 
resources are scarce and precious and they should not be wasted and poisoned by uranium mining.  
 


