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URANIUM MINING—ENVIRONMENTAL MANAGEMENT 
Motion 

HON ALISON XAMON (East Metropolitan) [4.05 pm]: I move — 

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. 

It is no secret that the Greens oppose uranium mining because, in the end, there can only be two possible 
outcomes, either nuclear waste or nuclear weapons, both of which are intractable global problems.  

Hon Norman Moore interjected. 

Hon Sue Ellery interjected. 

The PRESIDENT: Order!  

Hon ALISON XAMON: Those who support the uranium industry, including the Minister for Mines and 
Petroleum opposite, are adamant that the risks associated with this industry can be managed. I do not agree, and I 
hope to highlight today why I do not agree and why the Greens hold the position on uranium it does. I also 
would like to highlight what it would mean even if this state were to adopt industry-defined best practice because 
once we start to examine the failings of even the so-called “best practice” employed around this industry, it 
becomes self-evident that, simply, uranium mining cannot be managed and should not be allowed if only on the 
basis of the harm uranium mining will directly cause to Western Australian communities both now and well into 
the future. In particular, I hope to highlight the harm uranium mine tailings—the enormous quantities of highly 
radioactive waste produced by uranium mines—are causing at the sites of all former and currently operating 
Australian uranium mines. This is toxic contamination that persists well after the mines themselves have closed 
and well beyond any normal mine rehabilitation period. Due to the long half-lives of uranium and its daughter 
products, uranium mine tailings remain dangerously radioactive over tens of thousands of years. To date, they 
have proved highly problematic to contain, despite all the best rhetoric from the uranium industry. We have not 
yet seen a uranium mine closed and rehabilitated in Australia that has not demonstrated major ongoing 
radioactive contamination problems. Even the currently operating uranium mine, with the strictest environmental 
legislation—the Ranger uranium mine in the Northern Territory to which this motion refers—has suffered a 
string of problems related to tailings management and human error that has compromised the health of its 
workers and of nearby creeks and ecosystems.  

In calling on the Barnett government to implement the same minimum environmental management regulatory 
requirements for any future uranium mine in WA, as has been passed by the Northern Territory and 
commonwealth legislation for Ranger uranium mine, I therefore want to point out that even with such 
legislation, Western Australia will not be protected from the harm caused by uranium mining. However, I also 
argue that given this government has repeatedly promised to deliver world’s best practice regulation of a future 
uranium industry I would think that passing this motion would be the least that it could do to attempt to protect 
Western Australian communities and the environment from certain harm caused by uranium mining. I will be 
intrigued to hear how the government intends to comply with these conditions, considering that no-one else has 
managed to do so. If the government will not support this motion on the basis that what is being asked for, which 
is the containment of deadly waste for 10 000 years, is unachievable then I want to know how this government 
reconciles that reality with its stated aim of pursuing this dangerous agenda.  

Essentially, what is the problem with uranium tailings? Tailings are the ground-up waste rock and residue of 
processed chemicals remaining at the mine site after the processing and extraction of the ore. In a uranium mine, 
this waste material is usually in the form of dust, sludge and rock and is stored in piles or ponds at the mine site 
or is kept in the mine void. Uranium mine tailings are different from other mine tailings. According to the United 
Nations Scientific Committee on the Effects of Atomic Radiation, uranium tailings are the most significant 
source of radiological exposure in the entire nuclear fuel chain. This is because of the uranium mine tailings’ key 
characteristics. These include vast amounts of toxic uranium tailings being created for a relatively small amount 
of uranium. For example, at a grade of 0.1 per cent uranium, 99.9 per cent of the material is left over. Several of 
the mines proposed for Western Australia will have much lower grades than this. A vast amount of radioactive 
waste, rock and dust is the long-lasting legacy of any uranium mine; it is inevitable. Typically, uranium mine 
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tailings contain 80 to 85 per cent of the radioactivity of the ore itself; in other words, this mine waste is highly 
radioactive, almost as radioactive as the ore itself. The radioactivity in the tailings derives from uranium that 
could not be extracted as well as the uranium decay products thorium-230 and radium-226 that were naturally 
present but until mining were held in equilibrium with the uranium U-235 and U-238 isotopes. Thorium-230 has 
a half-life of about 75 000 years and radium-226 a half-life of 1 600 years. These are the time frames over which 
uranium tailings dust and sludge pose a hazard to human health. So I have to say that even 10 000 years is not an 
adequate time frame to protect our environment and human health from uranium tailings. We need to protect our 
groundwater, ecosystems and, ultimately, human beings as well, from the radioactivity in uranium mine tailings. 
The tailings need to be isolated on land for many tens of thousands of years. So today’s motion calling for 
legislation requiring uranium tailings to be isolated for 10 000 years is the bare minimum we should expect from 
any government promising world’s best practice in environmental regulation of uranium mining.  

According to the US Environmental Protection Agency, inhaling uranium, thorium and radium dust can lead to 
increased cancer risk, including lung, pancreatic and bone cancer, liver damage, and diseases that affect the 
formation of blood, such as leukaemia. In addition, the decay of radium-226 in the tailings produces radon gas, 
which when inhaled can decay into its daughter polonium-218, an ion that can attach itself to human lung tissue, 
significantly elevating the risk of lung cancer. The rock that makes up uranium mine tailings was previously 
locked away underground in a geologically stable form, but what we know is that once we mill and store this 
ground-up radioactive rock and resultant radon gas at the mine site it becomes highly mobile and may be carried 
in the air by wind or spread through ground or surface water. This is the threat to human health, water resources 
and ecosystems that this motion seeks to highlight.  

As summarised by the US EPA, the pathways by which uranium mine tailings may contaminate the local 
environment include, in the immediate vicinity of the tailings, gamma radiation—which penetrates the body—
from the decay products in the tailings; the emission of radon gas emanating from the tailings; the blowing about 
of small particles from the tailings which can be inhaled, ingested or carried into surface or ground water and 
ingested from there; and leaching, whereby the constituents of the tailings pile being in geochemical 
disequilibrium cause various reactions. For example, in dry areas salt containing contaminants can migrate to the 
surface of the pile where they are subject to erosion. If the ore contains the mineral pyrite, sulfuric acid then 
forms inside the deposit when it comes into contact with rain and oxygen and this acid causes continuous 
automatic leaching of contaminants. We have, of course, tailings dam failure and tailings dam seepage with high 
potential to contaminate groundwater. Seepage can occur from virtually every tailings facility and is a key 
concern for any uranium mine, as is human error leading to inappropriate handling of the tailings waste and 
radioactive processes.  
Debate adjourned, pursuant to standing orders. 

Sitting suspended from 4.15 to 4.30 pm 
 


