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21 May 2008

The Proper Officer

Department of Primary Industry, Fisheries and Mines

Minerals and Energy Titles Division

GPO Box 3000

DARWIN NT 0801

By Facsimile: (08) 8981 7106

Comment on application for exploration license 25758

The Public Health Association of Australia, NT Branch wishes to comment on the exploration license application 25758, sought by Cameco Australia Pty Ltd (“Cameco”) and Paladin Energy Minerals NL (“Paladin”). 

The Public Health Association of Australia Inc (PHAA) provides a forum for the exchange of ideas, knowledge and information on public health. The Association is also involved in advocacy for public health policy, development, research and training.
Consistent with the Public Health Association of Australia’s policy on the Nuclear industry that :

There are public health risks of the nuclear chain (mining, processing, nuclear power, waste and weapons proliferation) particularly of nuclear power generation and reprocessing. And therefore the Expansion of the nuclear industry is not in Australia’s or the world’s health interest. [PHAA 2005]

PHAA NT Branch objects to the license being granted for the following reasons: 

Health risks: 

· Any increase in the levels of exposure to radiation poses increased risks to both population and individual health.

· Current radiation exposure levels as set by the International Commission on Radiological Protection (ICRP) are set according to the nuclear industry and radiobiologists perception of acceptable increased cancers from exposure due to perceived benefits of working with radioactive material, rather than absolute standards of known cause of exposure from all sources and for all health conditions and are therefore not a safety standard that would be acceptable as an occupational health and safety standard in other industries nor should they be accepted as an acceptable standard for the safety of the general community [Bertell 1998]

· Disturbances caused by exploration and then mining and milling processes (see  below) do pose an increased risk of radiation exposure to industry workers and the general population of Alice Springs and surrounding areas because of: ground level disturbances of radioactive material, the transport of this material and its handling by mine and transport workers.

Water:

· The Angela and Pamela deposits are located within the Alice Springs water catchment boundary area and water control district. 

· The NT Government ‘Water Strategy’ recognises the local surface and groundwater sources as interconnected.  The PHAA(NT) therefore considers that there is an unacceptable risk that radioactive materials will infiltrate and contaminate the water supply aquifers consequent to mining.

· Uranium operations-including mining, milling and dust suppression, also require large volumes of water, which is a precious commodity in arid regions. The large volumes of water required in central Australia are also a major contributor to greenhouse gas emissions.

Proximity to Town relating to Dust Storms and Radiation spread:

· Central Australia has frequent dust storms. There is the possibility that radiation and heavy metal laden dust from a uranium operation would carry from the site to nearby communities, particularly Alice Springs town situated only 25km away. Experience at other mining operations does not inspire confidence that dust control measures will not break down.

Effect on Local Industries:

· Central Australia has an iconic status of being clean and green, and more recently for being named as a federally funded Solar City. Contamination from uranium, or even the perception of contamination, could damage this reputation and have devastating impact on the tourism and pastoral industries.

Radioactive Waste:

· Any activity at the Angela and Pamela sites would be a short-term project with long-term problems: whilst a mining company will ‘pack up and move on’ radioactive tailings are dangerous and require monitoring for many thousands of years. The local community will be left to wear the consequences of this.

Nuclear chain 

  Uranium mining is the first step in the nuclear chain - the inevitable end product of this chain is high-level nuclear waste. No country has found a long-term solution to the management of high-level nuclear waste. Uranium exports may also be used in nuclear weapons and the International Atomic Energy Agency is blunt about the limitations of its 'safeguards' system.

In addition to the direct and indirect health risks mentioned above the Public Health Association of Australia also agrees with the proposition that permitting exploration significantly increases the likelihood of mining, which will precipitate the health consequences listed. The PHAA agrees with the points listed:

· Exploration license 25758 is sought for the purpose of exploring known uranium deposits. 
· Uranium exploration is the precursor to uranium mining. 
· Significant corporate expenditure at the exploration stage results in significant political pressure on government to grant mineral leases and allow mining;
· The current NT Government has policies which favour the development of mining industries;
·  Such an alliance of corporate and government interests at the exploration stage undermines the objectivity, accountability and transparency, as well as community and environmental safeguards, in the later stages of applications for leases and mining;

For these reasons above, the Public Health Association of Australia, NT Branch strongly objects to Cameco and Paladin being granted license 25758 to explore for uranium at the Angela and Pamela sites and seeks that the area be returned to classification as ‘reservation from occupation’ status.

Yours faithfully 

Peter Tait

Treasurer, NT Branch, PHAA

Notes:

PHAA 2005 Nuclear Industry Policy Statement.

Bertell R 1998 Limitations of the ICRP Recommendations for Worker and Public Protection from Ionizing radiation: Survey and Evaluation of Criticism and basic Safety Standards for the protection of Workers and the Public against Ionizing Radiation.  Accessed April 24th  <http://www.ccnr.org/radiation_standards.html#23>
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