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ADDRESS-IN-REPLY 
Amendment to Motion 

Resumed from 9 April on the following amendment moved by Hon Sue Ellery (Leader of the Opposition) on 
18 March � 

That the following words be added to the motion �  

but regrets to inform Your Excellency that the government has failed to adequately address a 
number of serious issues affecting Western Australia  

HON GIZ WATSON (North Metropolitan) [4.49 pm]: I rise to make some comments in the Address-in-
Reply, and I note that we are also debating an amendment to the motion moved by Hon Sue Ellery. I want to 
thank the Governor, Dr Ken Michael, for his address to the thirty-eighth Parliament. As is usually the case, the 
Governor�s address to the Parliament maps out the course for the incoming government. We note that in that 
tradition the Governor�s speech sets out the key objectives or the key outcomes that the incoming Liberal-
National government has for its term. I note, of course, that they cover a range of areas. In particular, an area that 
is clearly a new program for the Liberal-National government is the royalties for regions program, which is high 
on the agenda. The intent of this program is to revitalise regional Western Australia. It is a good program and it 
is a good objective. The Greens (WA) have taken a keen interest in the issue of sustainable regional development 
and ensuring that regional development is sustainable not only in social and economic terms, but also in terms of 
environmental criteria. 

However, the issue that I want to talk on today is the other matter that has been flagged by the incoming Liberal-
National government, and that is the opening up of the state to uranium mining. That is not a matter that was 
touched on in the Governor�s address, but it is clearly part of the agenda to push ahead with mining being a key 
industry for WA. However, the prospect of mining uranium in this state is, of course, a significantly different 
prospect from anything we have dealt with before. It is interesting to note that the formal agreement between the 
Liberal Party and the Nationals singles out royalties for many future uranium mines specifically, despite the fact 
that the Nationals have no formal policy position on uranium mining. In fact, we have coined this royalties for 
radiation, which is something to look forward to, no doubt. I am sorry; I forgot that Hansard does not record 
irony. That was an ironic comment! 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: Mind you, it doesn�t usually, but it will pick that one up. 

Hon GIZ WATSON: Okay. The decision by this government to give the green light to uranium mining has 
profound consequences for the environment and for public health�very long-term consequences�and 
contamination risks that make asbestos and lead mining look safe. We know that this state already has a history 
with those two minerals, and one would think that we would have learnt by now. There are inevitable accidents, 
spills and poor practices, similar to those that we have seen and experienced with asbestos and lead. Even today 
in this house we are still dealing with the aftermath of the lead contamination at Esperance. It is interesting to 
note that the ministerial statement that was given earlier today addressed the issue of the lead that was contained 
within the sheds. The lead that is still spread around the town is still just that: spread around the town. Therefore, 
although it is reassuring to know that the large amount of lead that was in the sheds has gone, the ongoing 
contamination has not been dealt with, and that is exactly the problem when substances such as lead particles get 
out into the broader environment. It is very hard to get them back in and contain them. 

I want to spend the time that I have today talking about uranium again, because I seriously believe that members 
in this place, including government members, are intelligent people, and if we had some understanding of 
exactly what we are dealing with and why digging up uranium is a really bad idea, perhaps we would reconsider 
on the grounds of public health and environmental impact. It is not just another mineral to be dug up and shipped 
out. 

Uranium is the heaviest naturally occurring element. Natural uranium consists of 99.3 per cent uranium-238 and 
0.7 per cent uranium-235. Uranium is unstable or radioactive, and decays into slightly lighter elements that are 
also unstable and decay further. Being unstable means that uranium has excess internal energy. Uranium is 
sought after exactly for this quality, because it is able to fission or split apart and produce vast amounts of 
energy. 

Uranium occurs mostly in oxide form. Due to the age of the continent of Australia, uranium oxide is relatively 
abundant in Australia. Geological processes over long periods have resulted in uranium being found in ore 
bodies in sandstone, breccias complex, and intrusive, metamorphic and superficial deposits. A few uranium ore 
deposits outcrop at the surface, presenting a major localised radiological risk. However, the majority are below 
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the surface and present negligible radiological risk. The geological structures that hold uranium are relatively 
stable; hence the slogan that is often used that the only safe place for uranium is to leave it in the ground. 

The process of mining and milling uranium ore exposes uranium and its decay products to the environment, to 
erosive and dispersal processes and to people. Significantly, the milling of the uranium produces huge quantities 
of much finer, talc-like particles that are much more mobile via the wind and water, and are therefore much more 
likely to be ingested. 

At a typical ore grade of 0.3 per cent uranium oxide, 99.7 per cent of the ore is left as finely milled solid waste, 
which is also known as tailings. In Australia, on average, for every one tonne of uranium extracted, there are 
848 tonnes of mill tailings and approximately 1 152 tonnes of combined low-grade ore and waste rock. For 
example, Olympic Dam in South Australia�comparisons are being made between mining uranium in Western 
Australia in the same way and under the same conditions that uranium is mined in South Australia�has 
generated 70 million tonnes of radioactive waste covering several hundred hectares. The waste dump is growing 
at a rate of nine million tonnes a year and, with the current expansion proposal, could reach 70 million tonnes 
annually, reaching a staggering eight billion tonnes by the end of this century. This area, which is the area of 
waste material that has to remain isolated from the environment for tens of thousands of years, will eventually 
cover�wait for it�several hundred hectares to a height of 30 metres. People will be able to see it from the 
moon. 

The exposed radioactive uranium ore, tailings and waste rock emit energy as alpha, beta and gamma radiation. 
Gamma radiation is in the form of gamma rays, which are similar to X-rays but more energy intensive, and they 
can penetrate the body. Alpha radiation comes from subatomic particles that, if ingested by breathing or 
swallowing, for example, dust containing uranium and its decay products, can inflict more severe biological 
damage than any other form of ionising radiation. Beta particles are fast-moving electrons, and are much smaller 
than alpha particles. They can penetrate up to two centimetres of human flesh. 

When alpha particles are ingested�they are the ones that are in the dust�they have a propensity to lodge in the 
body and irradiate the body from inside. Alpha particles, like all forms of ionising radiation, have been linked to 
cellular damage, leading to effects such as cancer or cell mutations. Therefore, alpha particles operate in a very 
similar way to asbestos particles in that they can lodge in the lung, and that is where they cause the cellular 
damage. 

Even at relatively low doses, ionising radiation can cause damage to the genetic code, or DNA, of living 
organisms, including humans. If DNA abnormalities caused by radiation are passed on to the next generation, the 
abnormal coding can lead to tissue abnormalities, typically cancers. Because cancer will take many cell 
generations to develop, it may take a few decades before it is detected, as is the case with most cancers. If the 
damage to the DNA occurs in the egg or sperm, the mutation or coding error may pass on to offspring, 
potentially resulting in birth defects and cancers.  

We know that there is no safe level of exposure to radiation; that is accepted in the scientific community. Any 
increase in exposure results in an increased risk of cellular damage. Interestingly enough, women are 
significantly more vulnerable to radioactivity than are men. Children are even more susceptible because they are 
growing, and sites of rapid cell division are more susceptible to cellular damage. Female children can be up to 40 
times more susceptible to radionuclide exposure than are men. 

Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders. 

[Continued on page 3209.] 
 


