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URANIUM MINING — ENVIRONMENTAL MANAGEMENT 

Statement 

HON JON FORD (Mining and Pastoral) [9.54 pm]: I rise tonight to continue a dialogue that we had in a 

debate earlier today about uranium. In the minister’s response, he indicated that he came away with an 

understanding that I did not support risk-based assessments. I have just read through Hansard of that debate. 

That is not the point I was making. In fact, I support risk-based assessments. My point was that we have to have 

the experience and expertise to identify those risks. The minister quite rightly made the point that the whole 

point of risk-based analysis is to identify and mitigate risk. However, even with the best expertise in the world, 

things can go spectacularly wrong. I will use another example that I learned about while having lunch with some 

workers at Tricastan. Some engineers and supervisors had gathered with us, which is typically when you find out 

what is really going on. They said that one of the ways Areva recovers the huge amount of money that the 

French people have invested in nuclear power is to sell these power stations and reprocessing plants as a job lot. 

They said that they had sold the equivalent of a Le Havre reprocessing plant to Japan. One of the processes 

within reprocessing involves a fuel rod; a worker has to wait until it is cool enough before they transport it into a 

thing called a gray room. A gray room is any room that has such a level of radiation that it is measured in grays 

rather than in millisieverts. To give members an idea, it was explained to me that two grays will kill a person 

within about 20 minutes—just a quick exposure to two grays. The room is exposed to 30 grays during the 

transportation of spent fuel rods when they are dry—that is, not in the water. Interestingly enough, only four 

metres of water are needed, and that stops 30 grays. I was telling members about that pool. People can swim 

down to the bottom and replace pumps in it. All they do is move the rods around to give them enough insulation 

space to get down to the bottom. But we are not talking about the pool; we are talking about a gray room. 

The French sold this reprocessing plant, including this gray room design, to the Japanese, who adopted it holus-

bolus, except for the shearing room. As the rod goes through, there is a shear that cuts the fuel rod into pellets. 

Those pellets then go into a solution of hydrochloric acid, and that eats away most of the metal. They then 

extract the uranium and a bit of plutonium—about one per cent of plutonium. That is withdrawn from the 

hydrochloric acid solution and is then reprocessed and put into new fuel rods. The first time they can recover 

about 95 per cent of the fuel rod. The small amount that is left is vitrified—mixed with glass—in this gray room 

and that is put into a flask that looks like a small chrome fire extinguisher. The remaining solid material is 

packed into an identical cylinder, and that is what ends up back in Australia; that comes back into Australia. It is 

in a very safe and stable format. With vitrification, someone could cut it and it still would not leak, which is not 

the case when it is dry stored, as the Americans do. 

This is well-known, long-term technology sold to the Japanese. The Japanese decided that the French were not as 

good as they thought and that they could actually process a lot more fuel rods than the French plant would allow. 

So they redesigned the gray room and the processing centre. We are talking about billions of dollars worth of 

euros. The way these engineers were talking was quite interesting; their attitude was, “Oh, they think they can do 

it better than we can.” The Japanese built the plant. It went through all the risk assessments, it went through 

construction and it went through all the regulatory bodies and was in operation. There came the time to do some 

regular maintenance and they changed some light fittings and some control arms in the gray room. They do it 

externally, because the gray room cannot be entered unless all the radioactive material in there has been 

removed. Unfortunately, they dropped a nut at 30 grays and it rolled out of sight. How could it roll out of sight? 

It rolled out of sight because the Japanese had not built sufficient windows with sufficient vision to see where it 

was. Therefore, the net result was that this billion-dollar plant had to be encapsulated in concrete and they had to 

build it again. That is an example of a very technologically advanced country receiving fantastic technology, 

building it, making a small modification in their view and it being a total stuff-up. Those are the mistakes that 

can be made with risk-based assessments. Today the minister rightly pointed out  that, of course, it is mitigation; 

there are no guarantees in this world but the risk can be reduced to such a level.  

A point I was making about risk-based assessment in regard to uranium is that there are so many issues, 

particularly around those three issues I talked about—occupational safety and health, competency and the 

regulatory authority, and that competency advice leading to legacy issues—that mean the precautionary principle 

should apply; there is example after example of those failures continuing to occur. The trouble is that Western 

Australia just about floats on water, amazingly enough. My electoral region is full of water. One thing we have 

learned about uranium and any process that leaches and concentrates precipitated heavy metals is that the water 

must be controlled. We do not want to be in an area with a lot of ambient water around it such as at the Ranger 

uranium mine. I cannot imagine Ranger actually getting approval to be built now, certainly in its current design 

concept.  

That was my point about risk-based assessment: applied consistently, it is the best way to go. However, there has 

to be a level of competency and knowledge within the public service that can compete with industry assertions. 
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Of course, they also want that, because they want to be challenged. There are ways to mitigate that as well, but 

we are not there yet; we are a long, long way away from it. I absolutely agree with the minister that in all aspects 

we have a depth of personal experience and expertise in mining iron ore, hard rock and soft rock mining and 

mineral sands. We have the knowledge, but we still have a long way to go in getting that competency level in the 

public service up to a contemporary standard because the industry is moving so fast. Until we do that, from a 

uranium perspective, we are too far away to be able to put our hands on our hearts to the people of Western 

Australia and say that we are doing the best we possibly can; it is clear that we are a long way from doing that. 

 


