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ADDRESS-IN-REPLY 
Amendment to Motion 

Resumed from an earlier stage of the sitting. 

HON GIZ WATSON (North Metropolitan) [5.41 pm]: Before question time I was talking about the issue of 
exposure to radiation, the susceptibility of various members of the population to radioactivity and the fact that 
children are significantly more susceptible. Another point we need to understand is that no levels of exposure are 
understood to be safe, but with an industry such as the uranium mining industry, a certain level of exposure must 
be allowed. International standards have been set under which a certain level of exposure is acceptable�not safe 
but an acceptable level of risk. Those standards are set for healthy adult males, so with any rate of exposure that 
is considered acceptable, we must remember that it pertains to exposure of a healthy male and not of a child. 

Another aspect is that uranium mining releases radon gas; in fact, radon gas is associated with some geological 
formations when uranium is near the surface. Radon is a decayed product of radium, and radium in turn is a 
decayed product of uranium and, therefore, presents within uranium ore bodies. Radon is invisible and odourless, 
and is a radioactive gas that can be dispersed widely by air movement. Although radon has a relatively short 
half-life�its half-life is only 3.8 days�it produces several solid radioactive radon progeny, which are easily 
inhaled via tiny dust particles. Radon and radon progeny are alpha emitters and are highly carcinogenic. Radon is 
linked to excessive lung cancers in numerous long-term health studies of former uranium mining workers. In 
fact, management of the release of radon gas is among the most significant challenges in managing any health 
risks in the mining of uranium, not least because radon is odourless and invisible, which add to the problems of 
its detection. 

Uranium mining tailings, which comprise the material left after the milling process, retain about 85 per cent of 
the radioactivity of the original ore. These tailings will continue to release radon gas in perpetuity; that is, in any 
time scale that we wish to conceive. The tailings also contain radium-226, which has a half-life of 1 600 years. 
Once the uranium ore body is disturbed by mining and processing, uranium and other radioactive decay products 
are highly likely to contaminate groundwater systems and rivers. Water leaching from tailings inevitably 
contaminates ground and surface water. Again, to use the example of the Olympic Dam uranium mine at Roxby 
Downs, South Australia, that mine leaked five trillion litres of liquid-waste tailings over a period of several 
years. A major plume of contaminated groundwater is also seeping out from the Ranger uranium mine tailings 
dam in the Northern Territory at a rate of 100 000 litres a day. 

Natural uranium consists of 99.3 per cent uranium-238 and 0.7 per cent uranium-235. Nuclear reactors typically 
require uranium fuel enriched to about three to five per cent uranium-235, because that is the component that is 
sought after to make the fuel rods. Since only a small proportion of the original uranium contains uranium-235, 
large amounts of waste result from the enrichment process. This waste is known as depleted uranium, or DU. It 
is estimated that the global stockpile of depleted uranium is between 1.3 and 1.5 million tonnes. Depleted 
uranium has a half-life of 4.47 billion years, which is very big headache when it comes to its management and 
containment, especially as it continues to be generated in the process of enriching uranium. Part of the solution 
to the problem was to use depleted uranium in the manufacture of certain types of armour-piercing missiles. 
Depleted uranium has been used extensively in the Gulf wars and has consequently contaminated significant 
areas of the Middle East, as depleted uranium is a material that remains radioactive for 4.47 billion years.  

Once uranium has been enriched and turned into fuel rods, it ends up in nuclear reactors. Nuclear reactors around 
the world regularly experience failures and breakdowns. These are mainly due to human error, as in any system. 
In serious accidents, radioactive gases and radionuclides are carried on the winds of the stratosphere. For 
example, the gases and radioactive dust from the Chernobyl explosion were carried 5 000 miles across Europe 
and the United Kingdom, and 23 years after the explosion lambs and fresh produce in Wales are still too highly 
radioactive for human consumption.  

High-level radioactive waste is produced when fuel produced from enriched uranium is used to produce 
electricity in a nuclear reactor. The high-level waste accounts for more than 95 per cent of the total radioactivity 
produced in the process of nuclear energy generation. The waste contains elements that decay slowly and remain 
intensely radioactive for many thousands of years. The waste must be isolated from the environment for many 
thousands of years. This is an engineering impossibility, which is the reason the industry is in favour of waste 
dumps in remote locations, such as the remote areas of Western Australia. We have already witnessed a serious 
attempt by an international company to locate a major, international radioactive waste repository in Western 
Australia. Thankfully, this Parliament and all political parties saw sense in legislating to prohibit that from 
happening. That does not mean that the proposal will not be revisited at some time in the future; in fact, I think it 
is inevitable as the current program of producing energy from nuclear reactors continues to produce this 
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particularly dangerous, highly radioactive waste material, which nobody wants stored in their backyard. After 
60 years of nuclear energy generation, not one country has established a permanent storage site for this highly 
radioactive and carcinogenic waste product. The proposal for a site in America at Yucca Mountain in Nevada 
has just been stopped and abandoned, taking the United States back to square one in finding a solution for high-
level nuclear waste management.  

There are other considerations with the issue of uranium mining in Western Australia. I noted that in answer to 
some questions in this place in the past few months, the Minister for Mines and Petroleum, Hon Norman Moore, 
told the Parliament that he intends to follow the South Australian model to regulate uranium mining in Western 
Australia. It is interesting to note��interesting� is perhaps not the right word�that the South Australian model 
is weakened by the fact that the Roxby Downs (Indenture Ratification) Act 1982 overrides most of the 
significant legislative controls on mining operations. That act overrides the South Australian Environment 
Protection Act, the Water Resources Act, the Aboriginal Heritage Act and, interestingly enough, the Freedom of 
Information Act. With South Australia�s most significant uranium mine operating essentially outside the law, 
whether there would be any benefits in adopting the South Australian regulatory model in Western Australia is 
debatable. In fact, I hope that members would find the suggestion to basically exempt operations from all those 
significant legislative controls an appalling way to manage uranium mining in Western Australia. Now it will be 
argued that we can safely mine uranium in this state, as it has been mined safely elsewhere in Australia and that 
everything is okay. The Greens (WA) would argue that that is not the case at all. In fact, a 2003 Senate 
references and legislation committee report identified �a pattern of underperformance and non-compliance� in 
Australia�s uranium mining industry, and concluded that changes were necessary �in order to protect the 
environment and its inhabitants from serious or irreversible damage�. Environmental impacts include the 
production of vast amounts of radioactive tailings�as I said before, nine million tonnes is produced annually at 
Olympic Dam�and the consumption of water, including 35 million litres consumed daily, again, at Olympic 
Dam. The in-situ leach mining process being considered for use in Western Australia pollutes groundwater with 
radionuclides, heavy metals and acid, and will have a huge impact on the environment.  

Much will be made about the value of uranium exports to the Australian economy, and that we need to be 
mindful that we should be earning whatever we can from this export material. However, it is interesting to note 
that despite Australia supplying about one-fifth of the world�s uranium, it accounts for just one-third of one 
per cent of Australia�s export revenue and it makes an even smaller contribution to employment�less than 
0.1 per cent. Given economic growth and even optimistic scenarios, it is highly unlikely that uranium exports 
could ever compete with other major exports, such as iron ore or gold�nor could it compete with renewables if 
Australia were to pursue a renewable energy strategy over a clean coal strategy.  

It has been argued that nuclear power will save us from global warming. Nuclear power could, at the very best of 
industry estimates, be a very partial and highly problematic part of the solution to climate change. Doubling 
global nuclear power output would reduce greenhouse gas emissions by no more than five per cent.  
I have talked a little about nuclear waste. Despite numerous proposals by the nuclear industry over the past six 
decades for a permanent solution, storage and isolation from the rest of the environment for thousands of years is 
still the only option. That option cannot be guaranteed by any engineer. Providing secure isolation and storage is 
not only extremely expensive, but also comes with a high probability of containment failure. The United States 
has spent approximately $US7.7 billion over the past 20 years exploring the possibility of storing its nuclear 
waste under Yucca Mountain in the Nevada Desert. President Obama recently announced on 5 March that that 
project was to be abandoned. He gave no alternative location and no answer as to what his administration 
proposed to do with the approximately 57 700 tonnes of nuclear waste stored at more than 100 temporary sites 
around the US, or with the further 2 000 tonnes generated each year.  

We cannot separate the processing and enrichment of uranium from the potential for that material to end up in 
nuclear weapons. Australia is entirely reliant on the International Atomic Energy Agency to prevent Australian 
uranium being used in nuclear weapons. However, the director general of the IAEA, Dr Mohamed ElBaradei, 
has said that the IAEA�s basic inspection rights are �fairly limited�; efforts to improve the system have been 
�half-hearted�; the system suffers from �vulnerabilities�; and he said it operates on a �shoestring budget 
comparable to a local police department�. Therefore, any notion that the International Atomic Energy Agency 
has in place a system that can ensure Australian uranium will not end up as weapon�s grade material for use in 
nuclear weapons is unsupportable. Indeed, it is worth pointing out, for members who may not be aware, that we 
would export uranium to China because China is a signatory to the international convention on the treaty on�I 
have drawn a blank; I have a cold and my mind has gone blank.  
The DEPUTY PRESIDENT (Hon Barry House): Is that the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty? 

Hon GIZ WATSON: That is the one! Thank you, Mr Deputy President. As China is a signatory to the Nuclear 
Non-Proliferation Treaty, it is allowed to use its domestic uranium to produce nuclear weapons. Accordingly, 
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every kilogram imported from elsewhere frees up a kilogram of Chinese uranium to be used in weapons; that can 
all happen without any breach of the non-proliferation treaty. By providing uranium for the purpose of Chinese 
power production, we free up its domestic uranium for weapons production. Interestingly, when I made that 
point at an international uranium conference held in Perth a few years ago, a man from the Chinese embassy 
immediately stood and said, �I am here to assure the conference that not a single kilogram of Australian uranium 
will be used in weapons in China.� I replied that that was exactly what I had just said. It was no assurance at all.  

It is also interesting to note that the only countries in which the number of proposals to construct nuclear power 
plants has increased are China, India and Korea, all of which have an appalling record of managing toxic 
chemicals and very inferior processes of regulation and monitoring. I think it is morally bankrupt to supply such 
countries with one of the most toxic materials known on this planet when we know very well that they do not 
have the capacity to manage those materials once in their systems.  
Finally, it has been suggested that this government has a mandate to go ahead with uranium mining. Again, I 
think it is worth pointing out that a September 2008 newspoll�two days after the Western Australian state 
election, which resulted in a change of government�indicated that 48 per cent of the population still wanted 
legislation to ban the mining of uranium, 38 per cent opposed such legislation and 14 per cent were 
uncommitted. Therefore, the majority of people not only recognise that they do not want uranium mining in WA, 
but also that they want legislation to enshrine that position.  
I close my comments on this particular issue by saying it is not the last that we will hear over the next few years 
about the various companies which will seek to mine uranium in Western Australia. However, I encourage my 
colleagues to inform themselves about the public health risks associated with such radioactive material mined 
and transported in this state and those of storing waste products in this state. In doing so, we would mortgage the 
future environment and the future health of Western Australians by permanently polluting significant areas of the 
state with some of the most dangerous carcinogens known. I do not say that lightly, because if we allow uranium 
mining to proceed in Western Australia, we will have permanent radioactive material waste dumps in the state 
that will continue to leach carcinogens into the environment on a time scale that can only be called indefinite. 
Have we forgotten the lessons from Wittenoom? Have we forgotten the even more recent lessons about lead 
pollution and the challenges of transporting lead around this state? I suggest that if we proceed down this track, 
we will leave an extraordinary legacy for all future generations of Western Australians to manage. Once this 
stuff has been dug up, ground up and made bio-available, no process or engineering solution will keep that 
material isolated from the rest of the environment. That is an appalling way to treat the environment and an 
appalling risk to expose all future Western Australians to.  

Debate adjourned, on motion by Hon Bruce Donaldson.  

Sitting suspended from 6.00 to 7.30 pm 
 


