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URANIUM MINING, ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS 
Statement 

HON GIZ WATSON (North Metropolitan) [6.10 pm]:  I enjoyed Hon Norman Moore’s contribution.  We 
cannot dispute the facts that he presented.  We certainly agree that there is a lack of action on behalf of the 
government to actually carry through on what it said it would do.   
I want to speak on the same subject this evening, particularly about the current experience in Australia in terms 
of uranium mining.  It is totally appropriate to have this debate on uranium mining and whether Australia should 
expand mining in WA or elsewhere.  It is important to realise what the experience has been to date.  
The adverse environmental impacts of uranium mining in Australia have been significant.  This year’s 
prosecution of Energy Resources of Australia Ltd over its operations at the Ranger uranium mine in the Northern 
Territory highlights the risks.  The Olympic Dam uranium-copper mine in South Australia illustrates the scale of 
the environmental impacts associated with uranium mining.  The Olympic Dam mine has produced a radioactive 
tailings dump of 60 million tonnes, growing at 10 million tonnes annually with no plans for its long-term 
management.  The mine’s daily extraction of over 30 million litres of water from the Great Artesian Basin has 
adversely impacted on the fragile Mound Springs.  The mine is a large consumer of electricity and a major 
contributor to South Australia’s greenhouse gas emissions.  So much for it being greenhouse friendly!   
A further concern is that the current regulatory environment for uranium mining is inadequate.  For example, the 
Olympic Dam mine enjoys a range of exemptions from the South Australian Environmental Protection Act, the 
Water Resources Act, the Aboriginal Heritage Act and the Freedom of Information Act.   
The 2003 Senate inquiry into the regulation of uranium mining in Australia reported a pattern of under-
performance and non-compliance.  It identified many gaps in knowledge and found an absence of reliable data 
on which to measure the extent of contamination or its impact on the environment.  It concluded that the changes 
were necessary in order to protect the environment and its inhabitants from serious or irreversible damage. 

Attempts to establish new uranium mines would likely result in further examples of mining companies exerting 
unwanted pressure on the indigenous communities, as with the attempt to override the Mirarr traditional owners’ 
unanimous opposition to the Jabiluka mine. 

Australia’ uranium mining industry may expand with proposed exports to China and India.  Both China and 
India have a nuclear weapons program.  India is not a signatory to the non-proliferation treaty.  China is not an 
open society and faces serious, unresolved human rights issues.  It is difficult to imagine a nuclear industry 
worker in China publicly raising safety, security or proliferation concerns without reprisal. 

Australia’s uranium exports are already a cause for concern.  Why do we allow uranium sales to Japan, given the 
grossly inadequate safety culture in the nuclear industry there, as demonstrated by a number of serious and fatal 
accidents over the last decade and my revelations of systematic falsification of safety data?  Why do we turn a 
blind eye to the regional tensions arising from Japan’s plutonium program and its status as a threshold or break-
out state capable of producing nuclear weapons in a short space of time?  Why do we allow uranium sales to 
South Korea when only last year it was revealed that numerous nuclear weapons research projects were secretly 
carried out there from the 1980s until 2000, in violation of the country’s non-proliferation treaty obligations?   

Why do we allow uranium sales to the United States, the United Kingdom and France; nuclear weapons states 
that are failing to fulfil their non-proliferation treaty disarmament obligations?  As retired Australian diplomat 
Richard Butler notes, the non-proliferation treaty is a two-way, not one-way street.  It provides that states which 
do not have nuclear weapons must never acquire them and that those which do have them must progressively get 
rid of them. 

Global expansion of nuclear power could contribute to an increase in the number of nuclear weapon states, as it 
has in the past.  It will probably lead to an increase in the number of threshold or break-out nuclear states that 
could quickly produce weapons by drawing on expertise, facilities and materials from their civil nuclear 
programs.  Nuclear expansion would also increase the availability of nuclear materials for use in nuclear 
weapons or radioactive dirty bombs used by terrorist groups.  Supposedly peaceful nuclear facilities and 
materials have been used in various ways in secret weapons programs, including for the production of highly 
enriched uranium used in the Hiroshima bomb and plutonium used in the Nagasaki bomb.  Of the 60 countries 
that have built nuclear power or research reactors, more than 20 are known to have used their peaceful nuclear 
facilities for covert weapons research and/or production.  In some cases, the military research and development 
was small-scale and short-lived, but in other cases nation states have succeeded in producing nuclear weapons 
under cover of a peaceful nuclear program.  Examples include India, Pakistan, Israel, South Africa and possibly 
North Korea.  In other cases, substantial progress was made towards weapons capability before a weapons 
program was terminated, with Iraq’s nuclear program from the 1970s to 1991 being the most striking of several 
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examples.  Current tension about the nuclear programs of Iran and North Korea further highlights the potential 
use of peaceful nuclear facilities for nuclear weapon production.   

The safeguard system of the International Atomic Energy Agency still suffers from flaws and limitations, despite 
improvements over the past decade.  At least eight Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty member states have carried 
out weapons-related projects in violation of the NPT agreements, or have carried out permissible weapons-
related activities but failed to meet their reporting requirements to the IAEA.  Examples are Egypt, Iraq, Libya, 
North Korea, Romania, South Korea, Taiwan and Yugoslavia.  Recent statements from the IAEA and US 
President George Bush about the need to limit the spread of enrichment and reprocessing technology and to 
establish multinational control over sensitive nuclear facilities are an effective acknowledgment of the 
fundamental flaws and limitations of the international nuclear non-proliferation scheme.  The NPT enshrines as 
an inalienable right the access of member states to all civil nuclear technologies, including dual-use technologies 
with both peaceful and military capabilities.  In other words, the NPT enshrines the right to develop a nuclear 
weapons threshold or break-out capacity.  Another serious deficiency is that the NPT places no strong obligation 
on the five declared nuclear weapon states - that is, the United States, Russia, the United Kingdom, France and 
China - other than to engage in negotiations on nuclear disarmament.  The intransigence of nuclear weapon 
states provides incentives and excuses for other states to pursue nuclear weapons, and civil programs can provide 
the expertise, facilities and materials to pursue military programs.  In a 2004 speech to the Council on Foreign 
Relations in New York, IAEA Director General Mohamed ElBaradei noted that some continue to dangle a 
cigarette from their mouth and tell everyone else not to smoke.   

House adjourned at 6.17 pm 
__________ 

 


