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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

For 70 years, South Australia has been at the forefront of the growth and development of
the Australian nuclear industry, and also of some actions which have held back the industry.
The State retains significant potential to maintain a position of national, and in some
respects, international leadership through more extensive involvement in stages of the civil
nuclear cycle in addition to uranium mining if some limitations, essentially political, are
removed to enhance public understanding and acceptability of the nuclear industry.

The industry has had two distinct phases in Australia so far. In the first, from the mid 1940s
to the end of the 1960s, the nation embarked on uranium mining, hosted British nuclear
tests, established the Atomic Energy Commission to undertake research and seriously
considered the introduction of domestic nuclear electricity generation. In the second, from
the 1970s to the present, some limited uranium mining has continued but significant
involvement in other stages of the cycle has not occurred, principally because of political
actions and decisions.

The submission identifies the need for national political leadership if the Australian nuclear
industry is to have a third phase through significant involvement in other stages of the cycle
– leadership to provide efficient and effective regulation of the industry and to secure the
degree of public understanding and acceptability of nuclear activities needed to encourage
the necessary investment. A case study is presented examining the failure of the Australian
Government so far to be able to establish a national radioactive waste management facility,
to suggest means to ensure that any recommendations of the Royal Commission for deeper
6

involvement in the nuclear cycle can be pursued without making the mistakes which riddled
that exercise.
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1. RELEVANCE OF THIS SUBMISSION TO THE TERMS OF REFERENCE.

1.1 Matters and issues addressed by this submission

This submission addresses the four matters into which the Royal Commission is directed to
inquire in so far as they relate to ‘measures that might be required to facilitate and regulate’
those four matters.

In so far as matters 3 and 4 are concerned, the submission also relates to the ‘circumstances
necessary’ for nuclear electricity generation and/or management, storage and disposal of
radioactive waste to occur in South Australia with particular emphasis on securing public
understanding and acceptability of such activities.

The submission addresses in particular, the following issues identified in the Commission’s
Issues Paper Four:

·

What are the specific models and case studies that demonstrate the best practice
for the establishment, operation and regulation of facilities for the storage or
disposal of nuclear or radioactive waste? What are the less successful examples?

·

What are the processes that would need to be undertaken to build confidence in the
community generally, or specific communities, in the design, establishment and
operation of such facilities?

8

1.2 Focus on radioactive waste management

This submission focuses on ‘management, storage and disposal of waste’ because in the
opinion of the submitter, this offers the greatest immediate potential for further South
Australian involvement in the nuclear fuel cycle. In doing so, and in looking at the ‘measures
that might be required to facilitate and regulate’ such activity, and the ‘circumstances
necessary’ for this to occur, the submitter draws on his experience in the nuclear industry,
government and the media (see Appendix) to provide information and views to the Royal
Commission.

The submission provides information to show:

·

It has been recognised for some time that physical conditions in South Australia,
including its geology, are suitable for the establishment and operation of facilities to
store or dispose of low, intermediate and high level waste, either temporarily or
permanently;

·

There are radioactive wastes produced in Australia which could be stored and
disposed of at a facility in South Australia. In particular, the Federal Government
retains responsibility for much of the radioactive waste currently held in storage in
Australia (including at Woomera in South Australia) and has previously sought to
dispose of that waste in South Australia;

·

Since the 1970s, holders of radioactive waste outside Australia have expressed
interest in disposing of waste in Australia.

9

1.3 The previous attempt to establish a national radioactive waste management facility in
South Australia

The submitter analyses in considerable detail the unsuccessful attempt by the Federal
Government to establish a national radioactive waste management facility in South
Australia, to suggest lessons from that experience which may guide development of
‘measures that might be required to facilitate and regulate’ an international waste
management facility in South Australia, and the ‘circumstances necessary’ for this to occur.
Establishment of a national radioactive waste management facility was much less of a
challenge in terms of securing political and public acceptability than would be posed by
South Australia becoming more involved in the nuclear cycle through hosting an
international radioactive waste management facility. If however, the lessons from the
relatively recent experience with the national facility are not heeded, in the view of the
submitter there is little prospect of securing political and public acceptability for South
Australian involvement in other stages of the cycle likely to be more controversial. The
Commission’s Issues Paper Four (Paragraph 4.5) seeks analysis of ‘less successful examples’
for the establishment, operation and regulation of facilities for the storage or disposal of
radioactive waste. Australia’s attempt, so far, to establish a national radioactive waste
management facility is analysed in detail by the submitter as one such example.

Necessarily, this submission requires reference to and examination of political statements
and actions. This has been attempted without bias. There is consideration and criticism of
statements and actions of both of the major political parties at different times.

10

1.4 Disclaimer – submission not technical, environmental or economic and does not seek
to represent the views of others.

The submitter anticipates that others with greater expertise in public health and safety,
technical, risk, environmental and economic issues relevant to the nuclear industry will also
provide information and views to the Royal Commission. Accordingly, this submission
concentrates on industry regulation and fostering political and public acceptance should the
Commission recommend that South Australia pursue further involvement in the nuclear
cycle. The views expressed are those of the submitter alone based on more than 40 years
experience in the media, government, politics and the nuclear industry. They do not seek to
reflect the views of any company to which the submitter currently consults.
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2. BACKGROUND – THE NUCLEAR INDUSTRY IN SOUTH AUSTRALIA – A 70 YEAR JOURNEY SO
FAR

2.1 A long history

South Australia has already had a leading role in the nuclear industry, both in its
development in Australia and in political actions holding back its development. This has
occurred over a time span of 70 years so far.
From the mid 1940’s:

·

The South Australian Government took important legislative action to give the State
control over exploration for uranium and development of any resources discovered

·

South Australia led a national search for uranium, resulting in the identification of the
Radium Hill resource for early development

In the 1950’s South Australia:

·

Established and began operating Australia’s first uranium mine at Radium Hill

·

Secured Australia’s first uranium customer – the United States Atomic Energy
Commission

·

At Emu Field and Maralinga, hosted for Britain, the western world’s only mainland-based
atomic bomb tests outside the United States

·

Very actively but ultimately unsuccessfully sought the establishment of the Australian
Atomic Energy Commission (AAEC) in Adelaide
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·

Intensively studied, through the Electricity Trust of South Australia, the option of
domestic nuclear power generation until it was established that the use of natural gas as
the fuel for a new power station at Torrens Island was more economic

In the 1960s:

·

The Adelaide based Australian Mineral Development Laboratories (AMDEL) were
established and made an important contribution to the further development of
Australia’s uranium exploration and mining industry

·

Uranium discoveries were made at Beverley and Honeymoon in South Australia

·

A repository for the disposal of radioactive waste created elsewhere in Australia was
established at Maralinga

In the 1970’s:

·

What has become the world’s largest known uranium resource was discovered at
Olympic Dam in northern South Australia

·

The State pioneered studies into the potential for a value-adding uranium conversion
and enrichment industry to be established in Australia

·

The South Australian Government became the first jurisdiction in Australia to impose a
ban on uranium mining

·

There was controversy about residual radioactive waste at Maralinga from the British
atomic bomb tests which resulted in the relocation of a discrete amount of plutonium
for continuing management in Britain

In the 1980’s:

·

The Olympic Dam mine went into production but the State Government prevented
development of two much smaller uranium mines at Beverley and Honeymoon and
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withdrew the State from further studies into the potential for a uranium conversion and
enrichment industry
·

A Royal Commission made recommendations for the treatment of land contaminated at
Maralinga by the British atomic bomb tests

In the 1990’s:

·

The first major expansion of the Olympic Dam mine was completed

·

WMC, as the mine’s owner, investigated the potential for a national radioactive waste
facility to be established at Olympic Dam

·

Rehabilitation was completed at Maralinga as recommended by the Royal Commission
through the creation of a very large radioactive waste repository

In the 2000’s:

·

A new uranium mine operated at Beverley giving South Australia two of Australia’s three
uranium producers

·

South Australia was proposed by the Federal Government as the location for a national
facility to store and dispose of the nation’s low and intermediate level radioactive waste
but its State Government initiated action in the Federal Court which ultimately
prevented the facility’s establishment in South Australia

·

The owner of Olympic Dam studied the potential to transform the operation into the
world’s largest open pit mine

14

2.2 A continuing journey

For most of the 21st century, possibly longer, South Australia will produce uranium to power
the cities of Europe, North America and Asia, continuing a nuclear journey during which the
State already has hosted British atomic bomb tests and contemplated, from time to time,
involvement in all stages of the civil nuclear cycle from uranium exploration, mining,
conversion and enrichment to nuclear power and radioactive waste storage and disposal. It
is chronologically convenient to describe the period from the mid-1940s to the end of the
1960s as nuclear Australia’s first phase when many hopes were embraced, only to fade in
nuclear Australia’s second phase from the beginning of the 1970s to the present day when
the industry has faced some significant political and public resistance to its continuing
development. Your Royal Commission is to consider whether the industry can expand into a
third phase, moving beyond uranium mining to further processing and manufacture,
electricity generation and management, storage and disposal of radioactive waste.

There is a progression about the events listed in 2.1 which suggests that should an Australian
nuclear industry have a third phase, South Australia is the logical place where much of it
should be centred.

15

2.3 History and background lend themselves to mature debate about South Australia’s
nuclear future

In the opinion of the submitter, South Australia’s already long experience in the nuclear
industry provides an important background for a mature debate about the State’s future
role and offers significant potential for South Australia to give a lead to the nation, and in
some respects, to the world. It also suggests that given South Australia’s own experience
with the industry, and the continuing development and acceptance of the industry in other
countries over the past 70 years, the main hurdle to any expansion of the nuclear industry in
South Australia, should it be economically feasible, will be political rather than technical,
environmental or related to unmanageable public health or safety risks.

In considering the potential for the industry’s expansion in South Australia, it is submitted
that the Royal Commission should give particular consideration to the question of industry
regulation and to the reasons why the previous proposal to establish a national radioactive
waste management facility in South Australia ultimately did not proceed, as this may provide
guidance on how to regulate and secure public acceptability of not only a national, but an
international radioactive waste management facility located in the State.
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3. WHICH JURISDICTION SHOULD REGULATE THE NUCLEAR INDUSTRY?

3.1 An issue unresolved which the Royal Commission needs to consider

Between the second half of the 1940s and the early 1950s Australia joined many other
countries in active exploration for uranium and planning for peaceful use of the resource as
a fuel for power generation. Australia’s exploration effort was led by South Australia, which
also very actively sought the establishment of the AAEC in Adelaide although ultimately, the
Menzies Government determined in 1954 that the Commission should be based in Sydney.
These developments prompted consideration of the regulatory responsibility for a growing
nuclear industry in Australia – an issue which remains in contention, even today.

As this section 3 of the submission discusses, during the long debate about jurisdictional
responsibility for the regulation of an Australian nuclear industry, the preponderance of
opinion has been that there should be a single national regulator for nuclear fuel cycle
activities, including radioactive waste management. It is submitted that the Royal
Commission needs to give careful consideration to this issue, based on the shortcomings of
the past.

3.2 1958

An inter-departmental committee appointed to examine the progress of the AAEC after its
first four years of operation, raised with Federal Cabinet ‘the constitutional and economic
problems that would arise from the increasing use of nuclear energy in Australia’ and urged
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that they be resolved ‘well in advance’ - Cabinet submission by Senator the Hon Bill Spooner, Federal
Minister for National Development, May 1962.

3.3 Constitutional recognition of a nuclear industry in Australia?

A Joint Parliamentary Committee on Constitutional Review established by Prime Minister
Menzies to undertake a complete review of the Australian Constitution, made an in-depth
examination of jurisdictional responsibilities for an Australian nuclear industry. In an initial
report in 1958, the Committee observed that while, ‘by reason of its various constitutional
powers, notably with respect to defence and overseas trade, the national parliament is not
without some effective legal powers at the present stage of nuclear development in
Australia,’ it nevertheless anticipated that advances in applications of the technology would
‘reveal serious deficiencies in Commonwealth legal power, particularly if it should be sought
to promote a self-contained nuclear power industry serving the needs of industry and
national development as well as defence.’ The all-party Committee also warned that the
Federal Parliament had ‘insufficient legislative power to make proper provision for the
protection of health and welfare of the community as a whole from the dangers which can
arise from the use of radioactive materials and isotopes.’ It was accordingly recommended
that the Federal Parliament be empowered by constitutional change to make laws relating
to ‘the manufacture of nuclear fuels and the generation and use of nuclear energy, and
ionizing radiation’ – Report of the Joint Committee on Constitutional Review, October 1958.

In 1959, in a further report, the Committee explored the issues in much more depth,
concluding that ‘the totality of constitutional power is insufficient to regulate and promote,
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in a positive way, the economic development of nuclear energy for all purposes’ because
such power ‘is almost entirely a matter for the states.’ Pointing to shortcomings in the
legislation establishing the AAEC, the Committee warned that ‘except as may be necessary
to the defence of the Commonwealth and its allies, the states are left free to develop their
own uranium resources.’ This was no longer satisfactory according to the Committee:
Australia’s international obligations and national requirements clearly require energetic,
unabated exploration to establish new uranium reserves. For several years the constitutional
position has been a governing factor and the Commonwealth’s search for uranium bearing
minerals has been confined to the Northern Territory. In the Committee’s opinion the
Commonwealth should be unrestricted by constitutional considerations in such vital matters
as the discovery and development of nuclear ore reserves, ore recovery and the processing of
ores for use in the manufacture of nuclear fuels.

The Committee insisted for economic, national development and safety reasons that
Canberra should take the dominant role in the development of a full Australian nuclear
industry to ensure its efficient establishment: ‘It would be necessary for nuclear reactors to
be used to the full extent of their capacity if the industry is to be maintained at efficient and
competitive levels,’ and this raised ‘the probability of a reactor situated in one state
supplying electric power to industry in another state.’ The Committee advocated ‘an
integrated program if full advantage of nuclear power is to be obtained,’ as ‘uncoordinated
action leading to the erection of nuclear reactors using different types of fuel or operating at
only part of their capacity could produce a situation as inimical to national economic
efficiency and defence as the breach of gauge in the Australian railway system.’

Canvassing other practical matters underlining the need for a much greater federal role, the
Committee questioned ‘whether sufficient men with the requisite technological skills will be
available to support the agencies of six states for the regulation and inspection of the
manufacture and use of radioactive materials, the construction and operation of reactors
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and the disposal of wastes.’ To overcome this potential major obstacle, the Committee
wanted ‘a single set of laws and regulations applied by one authority, covering the whole
question of the protection of public health,’ to ensure ‘that uniform standards of safety were
observed.’ Pointing to ‘other aspects of the application of nuclear science which put beyond
all doubt the national character of the health and safety problems to which they give rise,’
the Committee raised the scenario that ‘it would be possible for dangers to health to occur
in one state which would affect another state,’ such as ‘the spread of radioactive materials
following a disaster.’ It also instanced, with considerable foresight as subsequent events
would confirm, that ‘disposal of radioactive waste is an important problem demanding strict
control. Waste from one state may need to be stored in another.’ In conclusion, the
Committee advised the Government and the Parliament that:
In the interests of health and safety, complex uniform regulations, standards and conditions
are necessary in relation to the construction of reactors, operation of reactors, processing of
fuel elements, use of isotopes, transport of radioactive material and the technical, industrial
and medical standards of persons engaged

To facilitate such arrangements, ‘any doubts would be removed by an express power with
respect to nuclear energy’ to be provided for in the Australian Constitution – Report of the Joint
Committee on Constitutional Review, November 1959.

The advice of the Joint Committee on Constitutional Review to amend the Australian
Constitution to facilitate the development of a national nuclear industry was not taken up by
the Menzies Government, or any subsequent federal administration.
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3.4 The debate continues into the 1960s

Other federal agencies joined the debate about the responsibility their government should
take for the nuclear industry. To the AAEC, ‘the national character of the health and safety
problems’ associated with nuclear science was ‘beyond all doubt.’ The Commission pointed
to the action already taken by Britain and the United States to impose full national
government control. For example, the United Kingdom Atomic Energy Authority had been
given power to ‘store, transport and dispose of any radioactive substances’ – Atomic Energy
News, December 1959.

Further advice came from the National Radiation Advisory Committee,

appointed in 1957 to advise the Federal Government on radiation levels recorded around
Australia following fallout from the British atom bomb tests. The Committee warned
parliament in its first annual report that ‘not all the states are adequately equipped with
legislative and administrative powers to exercise effective control over the use of ionising
radiation.’ It anticipated that the ‘widespread and safe employment’ of nuclear power in
Australia could be ‘seriously hindered’ by a multiplicity of controlling authorities and urged
the Federal Government ‘to take steps to accept full responsibility at the earliest possible
date for the legislative control of all uses of ionising radiation throughout Australia’ – Annual
Report of the National Radiation Advisory Committee, 1958-59.

Some of the concerns of the Joint Committee on Constitutional Review were echoed in
Federal Cabinet in 1962 when a submission by the National Development Minister was
presented:
If Australia is to derive the maximum benefit from nuclear power, it is desirable, indeed
essential, that its installations be planned on a national scale. In particular, individual states
should be encouraged to choose reactor types which are compatible in so far as their ability
to make use of common service facilities is concerned – Cabinet submission by Senator the Hon Bill
Spooner, Federal Minister for National Development, May 1962.
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Six months later, the issue of coordination and control was considered by ministers again.
This time, a formal approach to the states was mooted:
The Minister of National Development referred to the need for the Commonwealth to
promote the proper coordination of a national nuclear generating program through a
national fuel cycle. He reported that the Atomic Energy Commission and the AttorneyGeneral’s Department were considering probable lines of action with a view to the
Commonwealth submitting a proposal to the states, possibly at a Premiers’ Conference in
1964 – Record of decision of Federal Cabinet, 22 January 1963.

3.5 Continuing inaction through the 1960s

Subsequently, the issue was not put on the agenda for Canberra’s annual meeting with the
state leaders. Instead, during 1965 debate about co-ordination with the states continued
within federal agencies. The AAEC told an inter-departmental meeting in July 1965 that ‘in
the interest of a national system of development of nuclear power in Australia, the
Commonwealth must have direct control over the first reactor to be built,’ pointing out that
the Atomic Energy Act did not permit a state administration to own fissionable material. The
Commission further warned that while the Federal Government would also have
responsibility for the safety of a reactor, ‘it had no powers in this respect.’ The External
Affairs Department agreed that whether or not a nuclear power plant was federal or state
financed, it ‘would see advantage in an arrangement which preserved Commonwealth
control because of the safety, safeguards and other international factors’ involved - Record of
inter-departmental meeting – 1 July 1965.

Jurisdictional responsibilities continued to be canvassed between federal agencies as, at the
behest of the AAEC and the Defence Department, supported by External Affairs, the
22

question of whether or not Australia should develop its own nuclear weapon capability reemerged during 1965. The External Affairs Department suggested in a top secret briefing
note that while ‘it would not greatly matter’ whether a civilian nuclear power programme
was ‘state or Commonwealth financed and controlled’, the development of an Australian
nuclear weapon would require preservation of Canberra’s ‘ability to discharge its
international responsibilities in respect of safeguards and for the control and use of
fissionable material’ – Top Secret briefing note from A Morris, Defence Liaison Branch, Department of
External Affairs, to Sir Lawrence McIntyre, Acting Secretary, Department of External Affairs, 20 October 1965.

Nothing more was done however, to clarify the Federal Government’s responsibilities before
the retirement of Menzies in January 1966.

In 1967 the Federal Coalition Government now led by Harold Holt was asked to support
funding of $43 million for a new research program for the AAEC and federal Treasury
proposed using this request as a pretext to test the position of the states. Questioning the
cost of the program, Treasury suggested the states be asked to pay a share on the
assumption that if the research led to the introduction of commercial nuclear power, the
states would benefit financially as owners of the electricity generating and supply networks.
To address Treasury’s point, the National Development Minister proposed to Cabinet that he
‘canvass the problem, including the question of raising with the states the need for a
coordinated approach’ – Cabinet submission by Hon David Fairbairn, Minister for National Development,
18 May 1967. This was not however, something the AAEC wanted for the moment:

‘It would

not be profitable in the present circumstances to discuss with the states the future role of
the Commission at ministerial level’ – Strictly Confidential note from Hon David Fairbairn, Minister for
National Development, to Hon Bill McMahon, Treasurer, undated. At the time, the AAEC’s research
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proposals had the potential to enhance Australia’s ability to develop its own nuclear weapon
as well as to guide the establishment of a domestic electricity program, and the Commission
was anxious to have the highly sensitive defence dimension of its research work clarified by
the Federal Government first, before embarking on any discussions with the states.
Accordingly, the Federal Government again left unresolved, its relationship with the states
on nuclear policies. It had become so uncertain by 1967 that the External Affairs Minister,
Paul Hasluck, who had almost two decades of ministerial experience after working as an
adviser to the United Nations Atomic Energy Commission when it was established in 1946 as
the forerunner to the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), privately expressed
concern to the Prime Minister’s Office that a state government could go off on a nuclear
venture of its own: ‘I would not like to envisage a situation in which any state government
started to develop its separate plans for a reactor, or for the use of nuclear explosives in
cooperation with, say, the United States’ – Note from Hon Paul Hasluck, Minister for External Affairs,
to E J Bunting, Secretary, Prime Minister’s Department, 14 April 1967.

The Coalition Government led by John Gorton announced in 1969 that it planned to build a
nuclear reactor at Jervis Bay on the New South Wales south coast. In coming to this decision,
the Cabinet received advice from the Prime Minister’s Department about the constitutional
position which sought to explain why it remained unclear and what could be done about it:
There is a whole cluster of problems quite novel to Australian experience in the introduction
of nuclear power generation. The issue has potential for confusion as fundamental and far
reaching in the long term as that of the railway gauge. The broad argument for the
Minister’s proposals is that the Commonwealth needs to gain a command over the major
problem sufficient to establish a public and technical base for the solutions which it would
wish to propose in the broad interests of Australian development and public health.
Whatever might be said about following the habitual view that power generation is a matter
for state enterprise, it must also be said that an adherence to this view to the disregard of
other considerations will leave the Commonwealth with no lever on the evolution of the
philosophy to guide the technical and legal development of a subject matter which will
fundamentally affect the lives of future generations of Australians.
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To avoid replicating the lack of coordination which had beset orderly development of an
Australian national rail system, the Prime Minister’s Department suggested that Canberra’s
approach to the states on nuclear policy:
be represented in such a way as to offer re-assurance that the Commonwealth does not seek
to take over any traditional state responsibility. What it is doing is to ensure that a new
technology which requires a high technical standard and discipline for the well-being of
Australia, is being adequately harnessed to the problem of Australia’s growth, and also that
every account will be taken of the special economic and technical aspects of practical power
generation – Advice to Federal Cabinet from the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet – May 1969.

In proceeding to approve in principle the construction of its nuclear power station at an
initially estimated cost of just over $131 million, the Gorton Cabinet in September 1969 had
been given further rationale for Canberra’s total control of the project:
In all important countries overseas, including those with federal systems like the United
States and Canada, and those whose power generation is either a government or private
activity, like the United Kingdom, France and Japan, it has been the central government
which has constructed the first nuclear power station in order to bring the industry into being
under the control of and with the characteristics determined by that government. Cabinet
has accepted the desirability of a national approach to this industry, including the use of
indigenous fuels and a single basic type for the early power stations to give the savings which
come from replication. If the Commonwealth builds the first station it will set a pattern of
type and design which the states will follow – Submission to Federal Cabinet by Hon David Fairbairn,
Minister for National Development, 9 September 1969.

Federal Treasury however, maintained its objection to Canberra taking the lead and
ultimately, after Bill McMahon succeeded John Gorton as Prime Minister in 1971, the Jervis
Bay project was scrapped.

The AAEC also revived some of the thinking of the Joint Committee on Constitutional Review
when it warned Federal Parliament in its 1969 annual report that the Government had
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international obligations for the control and use of radioactive materials and would have to
take responsibility for the application of safeguards and the discharge of radioactive
materials into the atmosphere or sea. The Commission urged as well that Canberra involve
itself in issues of reactor siting and radiological protection, ‘the effects of which could extend
across state boundaries’ – Annual Report of the Australian Atomic Energy Commission, 1968-69

3.6 The 1970’s

From the late 1960s and through the 1970s, government control of Australian uranium
exports became the focus of much of the political debate about which jurisdiction was
responsible for the nation’s nuclear policies. In the three years of the Whitlam Government
from the end of 1972, consideration of nuclear policies was based much more on the extent
to which that administration pushed to the limit its exercise of existing powers, rather than
the creation of additional ones as Labor insisted that it must approve the price of all mineral
exports and maximise Australian equity in operations to stem overseas ownership of the
nation’s resources and the flow of profits from their development to other countries. The
Whitlam Government also was confronted by an environment movement which began to
demand that Australia ban uranium mining as a means of stopping the world-wide spread of
nuclear power.

The Whitlam Government appointed what amounted to a royal commission to provide
advice on future uranium policy and specifically whether the deposit at Ranger, in an area of
the Northern Territory special and sensitive because of its tropical environment and
aboriginal land rights claims, should be mined. On the election of the Fraser Government in
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late 1975, what had become known as the Fox inquiry after the name of its Chairman,
Justice Russell Fox, was in its early stages. The Fraser Government allowed the Fox Inquiry to
continue and retained most of the controls on ownership of mines, exports and
environmental impacts imposed by its predecessor as it considered its own policy on future
uranium exports.

During the second half of the 1970s, as the question dominating the public and political
debate remained whether Australia should mine its uranium at all, little was said about
responsibility for the rest of the nuclear cycle, with the two major parties consumed by the
outcomes of the Fox inquiry. In early 1977 South Australia, under a State Labor Government,
became the first jurisdiction to impose a ban on uranium mining, highlighting the degree to
which government powers significantly affecting the industry remained cross-jurisdictional.

3.7 The South Australian Energy Committee and the conclusions of the Fox Inquiry

At the same time the 1977 South Australian ban on uranium mining was being
contemplated, a committee the South Australian Government had established to advise on
the State’s future energy options underlined the need for clarification of jurisdictional
responsibilities when it urged greater federal involvement in the development of a nuclear
power industry. Recommending that the possibility of domestic nuclear power not be
abandoned, the State Energy Committee reported that ‘the rational and coordinated
introduction of nuclear plants will require agreement to be reached between Australian and
State governments on a code of law and on general technical and operating standards
applying to nuclear activities.’ In its attempt to show a way through the administrative and
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policy challenges, the Committee suggested that ‘before nuclear energy can be introduced
anywhere in Australia as an alternative electricity generating system, nationally agreed
policies are desirable to ensure proper control and application of nuclear energy systems.
These should lead to the adoption of technical and environmental standards and the
introduction of legislation prescribing such matters’ – Report of the State Energy Committee of South
Australia tabled in the South Australian Parliament, 21 October 1976.

The Fox inquiry also had given some consideration to the Federal Government’s
responsibilities but limited its own advice to which jurisdiction should control the further
development of a uranium mining industry, opting for Canberra rather than the states:
It may be doubted whether a power relative to mining in the states which is limited
legislatively to reliance on ‘defence purposes’ is adequate. On the contrary, it is likely to be
productive of uncertainty and disputation. There would seem little doubt that the
Commonwealth has constitutional power to assume full control for all proper purposes and
we suggest that consideration should be given to its doing so – Report of the Ranger
Environmental Inquiry, 1976 – p. 181.

The balance of the argument, as it continued during the 1970s, remained overwhelmingly in
favour of much greater federal control of uranium mining and the rest of the nuclear cycle.
After completing his inquiry, Justice Fox privately urged to the Prime Minister that Canberra
should ‘seek over-riding powers to control nuclear activities both in the states as well as in
Commonwealth territories’ – Letter from S B Dickinson to B P Webb, Director of the South Australian
Department of Mines and Energy – 17 May 1978.

28

3.8 The Federal Government’s continues to deliberate without deciding

Within the confines of Federal Cabinet, officials advocated that the Government use the
decision it had to make about future uranium mining in the Northern Territory to put
beyond doubt its powers to determine and regulate Australia’s role in the rest of the nuclear
cycle. The Prime Minister canvassed with the Western Australian Premier, Sir Charles Court,
‘the possibility of a uniform Australian code on the regulation and control of the nuclear
industry in Australia’ – Minute to Federal Cabinet – 16 August 1977. Ultimately however, the
Federal Government decided to rely on existing powers, as its predecessor had, to seek the
agreement of the states and territories to establish uniform codes of practice for radiation
protection and uranium mining and milling, but not for the rest of the cycle. As it proceeded,
Cabinet was warned of some uncertainty about exercising even these limited powers, which
depended for their efficacy on the cooperation of the state and territory governments: ‘The
Attorney-General is of the view that, while the matter is not entirely free from doubt, the
Commonwealth would have sufficient constitutional power to enact a comprehensive
nationwide code for the mining and milling of uranium and in the future, nuclear activity in
Australia.’ The mooted legal position rested upon the nuclear industry being ‘of such
international and defence significance’ (ibid). Against this, ministers in the Fraser Cabinet
were warned of other legal advice that ‘the powers conferred by the (Australian Atomic
Energy Commission) Act are largely limited to defence purposes except in the territories.
Thus as the Act stands, it does not provide a comprehensive framework for the control of
uranium and nuclear activities of the kind envisaged for a national code’ (ibid).

29

The approach ultimately determined by the Fraser Government reflected in its reasoning, a
continuing reluctance to test the authority of the states. It agreed to seek the cooperation
of the states and territories through the establishment of a Commonwealth-State
Consultative Committee on Nuclear Codes rather than attempt to assert Canberra’s own
authority. The Fraser Cabinet did so acknowledging its decision was ‘designed to minimise
difficulties with the states at the constitutional and legislative level. The definition of a
consultative process in the legislation may assist in making the legislation acceptable to the
states’ (ibid). The former Chairman of the AAEC, Sir Philip Baxter, privately expressed a
different view to the Cabinet:
There is a degree of urgency in Australia now for the formal establishment of the requisite
standards, criteria, codes, regulations etc under which uranium and fuel cycle industries will
be controlled. Similar urgent planning is needed for nuclear power licensing and regulations.

Based on the view of the man who had dominated the AAEC for the first 20 years of its
existence, Cabinet was told that ‘at a later time the Government will doubtless need to
consider whether or not there is a need for a national nuclear regulatory authority such as
that established in all other developed countries with a uranium industry’ – Cabinet submission
by Rt Hon Malcolm Fraser, Prime Minister, 26 July 1977.

Baxter’s advice contemplated that such an

authority would embrace all activities in the nuclear cycle from uranium mining and milling
to reactor operation and waste storage and disposal – Principles agreed by Federal Cabinet, 2
August 1977.

In finalising its policy on uranium mining in August 1977, the Fraser Cabinet

conceded that ultimately, a uniform code applying to mining and milling of uranium and ‘to
any future nuclear activity in Australia’ should be developed, although it did not announce
this view publicly – Decision of Federal Cabinet, 23 August 1977. Instead, nothing more was done
beyond seeking to establish a uniform approach across Australia to uranium mining and
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milling, which as the Cabinet acknowledged, ‘only covers one element of the overall code’ –
Minute to Federal Cabinet, 16 August 1977.

3.9 For the rest of the 20th Century jurisdictional uncertainty continues

In 1981, the Federal Government’s National Energy Advisory Committee came to
conclusions very similar to the South Australian Energy Committee five years earlier when it
reported on the administrative and legal questions that Australia would need to consider if it
were to embrace the full nuclear cycle at any time in the following 20 years. The national
committee urged that ‘the Commonwealth, State and Northern Territory governments
should develop with minimal delay a legal framework, using complementary legislation as
appropriate for licensing and regulating health, safety and environmental and third party
liability aspects’ – Nuclear Power in Australia, Regulation and Control – a report of the National Energy
Advisory Committee, June 1981.

In the same year, the Federal Government’s Uranium Advisory

Council, established following a recommendation of the Fox inquiry, expressed concern
about ‘a proliferation of government departments and authorities dealing with uranium and
nuclear matters’ and called for ‘uniform legislation, Australia-wide.’ While indicating some
tenderness to the rights and interests of the states, the Council advised that ‘the
Commonwealth Government should remain closely involved in the control or oversight of all
nuclear activities’ and proposed that ‘nuclear regulatory functions should be performed by a
separate and distinct body having its own Act of the Commonwealth Parliament setting out
its power, functions and duties in clear terms’ - Annual Report of the Uranium Advisory Council, 198081.
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In its response to these 1981 reports, the Fraser Government announced that legislation
would be developed in conjunction with the states and the Northern Territory to define
responsibilities for regulation and control of all nuclear activities – Press Statement by Senator the
Hon John Carrick, Minister for National Development, 5 June 1981. Nothing more was done, however,

before the defeat of the Fraser Government in March 1983.

For the rest of the 20th century, successive federal governments gave the question of an
Australian nuclear industry little attention. After the immediate, limited future of uranium
mining in Australia was established by Federal Labor’s three mines policy, the outstanding
issue to be dealt with became storage and disposal of low and intermediate level radioactive
waste generated around the nation. The continuing jurisdictional uncertainty over even this
stage of the nuclear cycle was highlighted by a review undertaken by the Keating
Government in 1995 of its own role in having radioactive waste transferred from New South
Wales to South Australia. In considering how this had been regulated, the review found that
‘there is a lack of jurisdictional clarity such that, where Commonwealth material is being
moved from one Commonwealth site to another, the states or territories through which the
material passes may not be empowered to give competent authority certification where
required.’ As a result, ‘such movements could take place without any competent authority
certification’ – Review of recent arrangements for the transportation of radioactive waste, July 1995,
Paragraph 196.

The review also identified ‘a lack of Commonwealth regulations governing the storage of
radioactive materials (waste or otherwise) on Commonwealth sites,’ and urged that
rectifying changes ‘should be brought forward to the Government as soon as possible and
given as high a priority as possible in the Government’s legislative program’ – ibid - paragraph
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198. It would be another three years before the necessary legislation eventuated and even

then, it did not resolve a great deal of uncertainty and ambiguity in the administration of
laws intended to protect public health and safety.

In 1998, legislation was passed by the Federal Parliament to establish the Australian
Radiation Protection and Nuclear Safety Agency (ARPANSA). The establishment of ARPANSA
came with the ministerial admission that ‘as extraordinary as it seems, Australia has had no
regulatory infrastructure to oversee the Commonwealth’s nuclear activities’ – Commonwealth
Parliamentary Debates – 4 September 1997.

The Howard Government promised the new agency

would protect the health and safety of people and the environment from the harmful effects
of radiation and lead the development of standards, codes of practice, guidelines and other
relevant material to underpin radiation protection and nuclear safety throughout Australia.
While ARPANSA’s mission was intended to be national and forward looking, one of its
immediate tasks would be to deal with a legacy of inaction on radioactive waste
management. Since the 1940s, Federal Government agencies had been involved in the
development of radiation sources and radioactive materials in a range of fields, but there
had been no legislation to regulate such activities nationally. Radiation protection had
remained, effectively on a de facto basis, the regulatory task of six state and two territory
authorities, perpetuating inconsistencies in outcomes across these jurisdictions. Under the
new legislation, the Chief Executive of ARPANSA would for the first time regulate the nuclear
activities of federal departments and agencies regardless of where they were undertaken.
ARPANSA also was to promote national uniformity in radiation protection, but its
effectiveness soon would be tested in decisions about the management of the nation’s
radioactive waste. The continuing reluctance of Canberra to embrace a full Australian
nuclear industry was also enshrined in the legislation establishing ARPANSA, which
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stipulated that the Agency could not regulate a range of nuclear activities including fuel
fabrication, uranium enrichment and power plants, (Australian Radiation Protection and Nuclear
Safety Act 1998 – Section 10) meaning the Federal Government remained without a legislative

basis for allowing development of further stages of the nuclear cycle in Australia beyond
uranium mining itself. This is still the position today.

3.10 The 21st Century – and still the jurisdictional position remains unclear

With public and political debate about global warming and the contribution nuclear power
may play to abating it gathering momentum in a new century, there was for a brief time
consideration again of Australia having domestic nuclear electricity.

In 2006 an all-party committee of the House of Representatives presented a report:
‘Australia’s Uranium – greenhouse friendly fuel for an energy hungry world.’ The Committee
had adopted as its mission to clear away the regulatory cob webs holding back uranium
mining in Australia. It reported that the actions of the Fraser Government 30 years earlier
had not led to efficient regulation of the industry. According to the Committee, while the
Commonwealth was ‘involved in the initial environmental impact assessment process and in
the granting of an export licence for uranium,’ industry regulation, including ‘environmental
matters, the health of workers and the safety of mine operations, is principally the
responsibility of the relevant state and territory governments.’ The Committee wanted
improvements, including ‘uniform and minimum effective regulation for uranium
exploration and mining across all states and territories.’ It also proposed much more federal
involvement in assessing uranium mining in the states:
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The Committee recommends that the Australian Government examine expressly the role and
performance of the Office of Supervising Scientist in relation to the approval of uranium
mines and monitoring of their operation. As an example, the Office of Supervising Scientist
would be given a formal role in advising the Minister for the Environment and Heritage in
relation to all uranium mine assessments and approvals under the Environment Protection
and Biodiversity Conservation Act and the Minister for Industry, Tourism and Resources in
relation to the conditions for granting uranium export licences – Report of the House of
Representatives Standing Committee on Industry and Resources, November 2006 – Recommendations 10.9, 8
and 6.

It seemed to the uranium mining industry that the recommendations of this parliamentary
committee would lead to more inefficiency in the regulatory process through enshrining a
duplication of activities undertaken by Canberra and the states and territories. In parallel
with the committee however, the Prime Minister had established a wider review of policy
under the chairmanship of Ziggy Switkowski, a nuclear physicist and former Chief Executive
of Telstra. This review was direct in its advice about the failings of the existing regulatory
arrangements:
Australia’s three uranium mines all operate under different regulatory regimes for historical
and jurisdictional reasons. Extensive and at times duplicative regulatory requirements apply
to uranium mining. Adding to this complexity across the states and territories, the regulatory
responsibility for health and safety and environmental standards is based on different
agencies and in some cases across agencies. There are significant advantages in rationalising
and harmonising regulatory regimes for uranium mining across jurisdictions – Report of the
Prime Minister’s Review of Uranium Mining, Processing and Nuclear Energy, December 2006.

While it remained in office the Howard Government did not use this advice to establish
more efficient regulation of uranium mining or a regulatory regime under which a more
extensive Australian role in the nuclear industry could be pursued. After that, the Rudd and
Gillard Governments were no more inclined to review respective jurisdictional
responsibilities, rejecting industry pressure to raise with the incumbent Labor administration
in Queensland a continuing ban on uranium mining in that State because it ‘recognises that
state or territory governments have legislative control of mining in their jurisdictions’ –
Australian Government’s response to the Review of Regulatory Efficiency in Uranium Mining, May 2010.
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Of as much interest and concern to the Switkowski review in 2006 had been what needed to
be done to pave the way for a domestic nuclear power industry and again, it had found the
regulatory regime an impediment. It advised that Australia would need ‘to establish an
appropriate body to licence and monitor the construction and operation of nuclear facilities
and ensure that high standards in health, safety and environmental performance are
maintained.’ It beat a path very familiar to anyone who had followed the argument over five
decades now:
Should Australia choose to pursue nuclear energy, there is a clear case for better integration
of health, safety and environmental assessment and licensing processes. The regulation of
nuclear power facilities would require inputs from a number of disciplines. Codes and
standards would need to be developed in relation to nuclear safety, environmental
protection, operational radiation protection, auditing and inspections of facility operations,
physical protection, civil liability arrangements and waste management. To set up regulatory
authorities with the requisite expertise in each jurisdiction would be inefficient. It would be
desirable to establish a national regulator to regulate nuclear fuel cycle activities – Report of
the Prime Minister’s Review of Uranium Processing and Nuclear Energy – December 2006.

As the 21st century advanced well into its second decade however, Australia’s two major
political parties, federally, remained reluctant to address the question of even whether, let
alone when or how the nation would get a domestic nuclear power industry and involve
itself in other stages of the cycle beyond uranium mining, an industry in itself left to battle
regulatory inefficiency because of the lack of clarification and duplication in roles and
responsibilities between Canberra, the states and territories.
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3.11 The uncertainty to continue

In 2015 the Federal Government issued an Energy White Paper which avoided taking any
position on Australia’s nuclear future. It stated: ‘ongoing investment in the nuclear
regulatory framework and further development of Australia’s nuclear knowledge and skills
will underpin future regulatory capability, if required’ – Energy White Paper 2015, Australian
Government, Department of Industry and Science.

The long period of regulatory uncertainty the

Australian nuclear industry has experienced, seems set to continue.
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4. RADIOACTIVE WASTE MANAGEMENT

(Note – the IAEA defines radioactive waste as ‘material that contains, or is contaminated
with, radionuclides at concentrations or activities greater than clearance levels established
by the regulatory body, and for which no use is foreseen’ – The Principles of Radioactive Waste
Management, IAEA, Vienna, 1995. Radioactive waste is produced at all stages of the nuclear fuel

cycle. The persistence of its radioactivity (the decay period) determines how long the waste
requires management, while the concentration (radioactivity level) and heat generation
determine how the waste will be handled.

The following information about categorisation of radioactive waste is taken from the web
site of the Australian Department of Industry and Science:
(http://www.industry.gov.au/resource/RadioactiveWaste/Radiation - read on 16 April 2015).
Radioactive waste is generally classified on the basis of how much radiation it emits, on the
form of radiation it emits, and on the length of time for which it will continue to emit
radiation.
Australia has adopted a nationally uniform system for the classification of radioactive waste,
based on the IAEA’s General Safety Guide, Classification of Radioactive Waste.
The Australian classification scheme, developed by ARPANSA, is set out in the following
table:
Waste Type

Definition

Low Level Waste

Contains enough radioactive material such
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that it is not exempt from regulatory control.
Low level waste may include short-lived
materials at higher activity concentration
levels and long-lived materials at low activity
concentration levels. Low level waste is
suitable for near-surface disposal.
Waste that requires greater containment

Intermediate level waste

and isolation from the environment than can
be provided by near-surface disposal
facilities. Intermediate level waste is
differentiated from low level waste due to its
content – particularly long-lived
radionuclides. Intermediate level waste
needs little or no provision for heat
dissipation during storage and disposal.
Waste that requires further containment and

High level waste

isolation than intermediate level waste. High
level waste may generate such significant
quantities of heat by radioactive decay that
provision for heat dissipation is required, or
it may contain large quantities of long-lived
radionuclides. Australia possesses no high
level radioactive waste.
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The purpose of classification is to ensure that radioactive waste is handled, stored and
disposed of in ways that are appropriate to its characteristics.

It should be noted that wastes generated as fine, sandy tailings following the processing of
ore containing uranium and which contain virtually all the naturally occurring radioactive
elements found in uranium ore, are not classified as radioactive wastes.)

4.1 The consequences of regulatory uncertainty and the need to heed the lessons

The uncertain regulatory position discussed in section 3 has contributed significantly to a
failure in Australia to follow international practice for the storage and disposal of waste
generated as the result of industrial, medical and scientific applications of radioactive
substances.

While for more than 60 years most of such waste has been generated by Federal
Government agencies and departments, particularly at the Lucas Heights establishment in
suburban Sydney, the Federal Government has sought the significant involvement of the
states and the Northern Territory in identifying a location for a national facility to store and
dispose of this waste. In more recent years, there has been court action by one jurisdiction
against another to avoid such a facility being established in a particular location, highlighting
the lack of jurisdictional clarity. The following case study of what has happened highlights:

·

Repeated technical and scientific advice about the need for a national waste
management facility being ignored by successive federal governments;
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·

Avoidance of responsibility for the facility’s establishment with successive federal
governments insisting that the states/territories provide a site for the facility;

·

Failure of successive federal governments to take the states and territories into their
confidence about their intentions from time to time;

·

Disputes within and lack of coordination between federal government agencies over
radioactive waste management;

·

A failure of government to effectively engage with the public; and

·

Lack of transparency by government.

These elements combined to make it inevitable that Australia would never establish its own
national radioactive waste management facility in the same relatively untroubled way, and
with the degree of public support, many other countries already have done so.

Unless learnings from it are heeded, the experience does not bode well for any proposal to
extend Australian involvement in the nuclear industry.

4.2 The origins of radioactive waste in Australia

Since the 1940’s, Federal Government departments, agencies, research institutions and
industry have been involved in the development of radiation sources and radioactive
materials in a range of fields. By the early 1960s, it had become clear that the radioactive
waste being generated as a result of such work required co-ordinated management.
However, more than 50 years later, that objective has yet to be achieved.
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By the early 1960s, two waste management facilities, of a sort, had been established. At
Derrimut, 18 km west of Melbourne, a property owned by the Federal Government to store
explosives was also being used to store low and intermediate level radioactive waste
generated by the Commonwealth X-ray and Radium Laboratory, other government agencies,
universities, hospitals and industry. The waste was placed in isolated, locked brick buildings
rather than buried, because Derrimut was never intended as anything more than a
temporary storage, although it came to be used for that purpose for 20 years before the
waste was transferred to another impermanent facility at St Mary’s in suburban Sydney.

The other facility established in the early 1960s was at Maralinga in South Australia, host to
British atomic testing in the 1950s. About 1,000 kilograms of low level radioactive material,
mainly contaminated aircraft washings from Royal Australian Air Force activities at Amberley
in Queensland, Edinburgh in South Australia, and British planes participating in a nuclear test
program at Christmas Island in the Indian Ocean, was buried at Maralinga between January
and October 1960. At the same time, the University of Adelaide and the South Australian
Anti-Cancer Campaign Committee identified the need to deal with 1,500 kilograms of
radioactive waste accumulated over a five year period during their research work. Making
representations on their behalf to have the waste sent to Maralinga for disposal, the
Director of the Commonwealth X-ray and Radium Laboratory warned the Department of
Supply that ‘the question of long-lived radioactive material is a real problem’ – Letter from the
Director, Commonwealth X-ray and Radium Laboratory, to the Secretary, Department of Supply – 18 November
1959. The proposal to use Maralinga was referred to the Atomic Weapons Tests Safety

Committee, established by the Menzies Government in 1955 as its first advisory body on the
conduct of activities at Maralinga. The Committee agreed to the proposal, but also
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reiterated to the Supply Department that ‘national policy on waste disposal is needed’ –
Memorandum from the Secretary, Atomic Weapons Tests Safety Committee, to the Secretary, Department of
Supply – 10 March 1960.

At the same time, the Supply Department received another warning

from the Weapons Research Establishment (WRE), the Adelaide-based facility set up to
provide technical, scientific and operational support to other British weapons testing
programs based at Woomera in northern South Australia. WRE’s Controller told the Supply
Department that it had been approached by the University of Adelaide about storing the
institution’s waste within the Establishment’s grounds at Salisbury on Adelaide’s northern
outskirts ‘in consequence of a failure so far to secure the introduction of a suitable scheme,
national or otherwise, for the disposal of such waste’ – Memorandum from the Controller, Weapons
Research Establishment, to the Chief Scientists, Department of Supply – 26 May 1960.

The emergence by the early 1960s of the storages at Maralinga and Derrimut started to
exercise the mind of the National Radiation Advisory Committee. The Committee undertook
a general examination of Australia’s overall needs for the management of radioactive waste.
While it found that there were no coordinated arrangements between governments, it also
initially suggested that ‘the use of radioactive materials in Australia is not yet sufficient to
make waste disposal a major problem.’ Soon however, the Committee had a change of mind
shaped in particular, by what was happening at Derrimut. It told the Federal Government in
1963 that ‘in no sense is the arrangement a satisfactory long-term solution; some more
permanent method of disposal must be adopted.’ Accordingly, the Committee
recommended that the Prime Minister’s Department convene a meeting between
representatives of the Armed Services, the Health and Supply departments and the AAEC
‘with a view to establishing a suitable system of disposing of low level radioactive waste, at
least from the activities of Commonwealth departments and instrumentalities’ – Memorandum
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from the Secretary of the National Radiation Advisory Committee to the Secretary, Prime Minister’s
Department – 10 September 1963.

Implicit in the Committee’s advice was an acknowledgement that the issue was primarily for
Canberra to deal with, not the states. It told the Prime Minister’s Department that the Lucas
Heights operations of the AAEC were Australia’s ‘only significant source of radioactive waste’
- ibid.

For their part, most of the states were looking to the Federal Government to take the
initiative. In his response to the proposal of the National Radiation Advisory Committee for a
meeting of relevant agencies, the Commonwealth Director-General of Health advised the
Prime Minister’s Department that ‘there appears to be no established national policy in
Australia in respect to the disposal of radioactive wastes.....it is believed that state
authorities responsible for radioactive substance acts and/or regulations would welcome a
lead from the Commonwealth in this matter’ – Memorandum from the Director General of Health to
the Secretary of the Prime Minister’s Department – 25 October 1963.

At the same time it was proposing the meeting of relevant federal agencies, the National
Radiation Advisory Committee had dealt with a matter which exposed the absence of
effective policy. The Royal Australian Air Force had in storage low level radioactive waste
from the use of luminous paint at its Amberley Base in Queensland and wanted permission
to dispose of it. The Committee told the Air Force that the matter had been deferred
previously ‘because of consideration being given to a coordinated policy for application
throughout Australia’ – Letter from the Secretary, National Radiation Advisory Committee, to the
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Secretary, Department of Air – 23 September 1963.

Because the Committee now believed ‘it may

take some time before a system for general use is actually in operation,’ it gave approval for
three 44 gallon drums of waste to be dropped off the Queensland coast into the Pacific
Ocean - ibid. This 1963 consignment was not, however, the first time the need of the Air
Force to dispose of radioactive waste held in Queensland had highlighted the absence of a
national policy and lack of coordination between federal agencies.

In 1958, a Lincoln bomber from the Royal Australian Air Force Amberley base in Queensland
had dropped ‘hundreds of miles at sea in an area clear of shipping’, weighted canisters
containing ‘a concentration of soapy water which had been used to wash down aircraft
which had flown for test purposes through radioactive fallout dust after the atomic bomb
test at Monte Bello’ in 1956. The official disclosure assured that ‘there is no possibility of
harm resulting from this disposal’ – Press Statement by the Australian Government – 19 June 1958. But
until this statement was made, Australia’s Department of External Affairs had been unaware
the Pacific was to be used by Australia for radioactive waste disposal because at the very
same time, it had prepared a cable to send to Washington querying press reports about
plans by other nations bordering the Pacific to use the Ocean for the same purpose. ‘There is
no knowledge of any such plan here and we should be grateful if you could ascertain
whether anything is known to the United States authorities,’ was what the External Affairs
Department had wanted the Australian Embassy to pursue in Washington – Cablegram prepared
by the Department of External Affairs – draft of 19 June 1958.

The simultaneous announcement by the

Department for Air about the waste consignment dropped off the Queensland coast forced a
hasty withdrawal of the cable. There was even a third Australian government agency in this
network of uncoordinated administration.
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The mooted request for information to the United States Government originally had been
prompted by a report on 1 June 1958 in Sydney’s Sun Herald newspaper which quoted Royal
Australian Navy officers saying nations bordering the Pacific, including Australia, were to
negotiate an agreement on the best areas in which to dispose of radioactive waste. The
officers who had spoken to the paper were not named and the upper echelons of the
Australian Navy disclaimed any knowledge of such an impending agreement. In a restricted
message to the External Affairs Department on 9 June, the Secretary of the Naval
Department could only advise: ‘No information held regarding the alleged proposals’ –
Memorandum from the Secretary, Department of the Navy, to the Secretary, Department of External Affairs –
9 June 1958.

4.3 A developing international consensus

The period from the late 1950s to the mid-1960s was seminal in developing an international
consensus, driven by the recently established IAEA, that there needed to be action by
national governments to ensure the safe and coordinated handling, storage and disposal of
all types of radioactive waste. It was a message that now began to percolate through the
highest levels of Australia’s federal agencies. In January 1963, the Director-General of Public
Health admitted in a minute to the Secretary of the Department of External Affairs that
‘radioactive waste management is potentially a problem which requires careful coordination
and study’ – Memorandum from the Director-General of Public Health to the Secretary of the Department of
External Affairs – 14 January 1963.

By the end of 1963, after considering IAEA reports on

radioactive waste management published in that year and in 1959, the Director-General of
Public Health wrote again to External Affairs pointing out that the reports provided ‘criteria
which should be taken into account in planning radioactive waste management and to the
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broad principles which should be applied’ – ibid. – 20 December 1963. It was with mounting
evidence that the Australian regulatory regime was inadequate and increasingly out of step
with emerging international practice that the meeting of federal agencies recommended by
the National Radiation Advisory Committee was finally held in March 1964.

4.4 1964 – a first attempt at national coordination

To prepare for the meeting, the Committee offered guidelines for the Prime Minister’s
Department which suggested the agencies attending be told that ‘a definite need is now
developing for the establishment of facilities for disposing of low level radioactive waste
available to all Commonwealth users of radioactivity and perhaps to others.’ The Committee
also had in mind what was happening in the states but saw Canberra as needing to take the
first step: ‘Any arrangements to meet current Commonwealth requirements in the disposal
of low level radioactive waste could best be coordinated ultimately with arrangements
which will be developed by the states for handling their low level waste.’ As the solution, the
Committee proposed ‘permanent disposal of the waste at a selected site’ – Guidelines for
discussion at the interdepartmental meeting convened by the Prime Minister’s Department, prepared by the
National Radiation Advisory Committee – February 1964.

Here the National Radiation Advisory

Committee was recommending a single national low level radioactive waste management
repository which, more than 50 years later, is still to be established.

The 1964 meeting of federal agencies was chaired by the Prime Minister’s Department.
Others represented were the AAEC, the Department of Public Health, External Affairs,
Attorney-General’s, Defence, Navy, Air, the Commonwealth X-ray and Radium Laboratory
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and the Radiation Advisory Committee. The Prime Minister’s Department formally opened
proceedings with the concession that ‘responsibility’ for radioactive waste disposal in
Australia currently was being exercised by the states. The federal officials however, had not
invited the states to the meeting. Instead, as the day’s discussions continued, most of them
assumed the acquiescence of the states in any recommendations or decisions they made.

The Prime Minister’s representative had one more concession at the start of the discussion.
The radioactive waste management needs of the Armed Services, the Department of Supply
and the X-ray Laboratory were being met on an ‘ad hoc’ basis and ‘some more permanent
method of disposal needs to be considered to meet future requirements.’ The National
Radiation Advisory Committee agreed, urging to the meeting the establishment of a ‘set of
uniform practices’ because it was ‘vitally necessary to make plans for the future.’ But much
more effective coordination through establishing a single, central facility as envisaged by the
Advisory Committee, remained far from the intention of some agencies. To cater for the
increasing volumes of waste building up, the Supply Department foreshadowed a plan to
replicate the Derrimut storage in New South Wales, South Australia and Queensland. In
doing so, it ‘anticipated no trouble in this matter with the governments of the states
involved.’ It was only the Commonwealth X-ray Laboratory’s Director who suggested a more
inclusive approach. He warned there was ‘a danger that the respective states will
themselves begin disposing of their own atomic wastes’ and he urged the Federal
Government to immediately develop ‘machinery for inter-governmental coordination before
this happened.’ In the event, any attempt at such co-ordination wouldn’t even begin for
another 16 years.
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The meeting revealed an array of waste storage and disposal practices in use or in
contemplation. The Supply Department was unable to indicate how much waste had been
put in to storage at Derrimut even though the facility had been open for that purpose for
almost four years; the X-ray Laboratory had sent some higher level waste to Derrimut in
‘unshielded drums’; the AAEC believed it was common practice in Australia for high and low
level waste to be placed in the same containers; the Army was putting radioactive valves in
paint tins and burying them in soil in its capital city workshops; the Air Force mentioned the
recent approval it had received to dispose of waste for a second time in the sea off
Queensland; while the Navy expected its requirements to ‘grow immediately’ when it
acquired nuclear powered ships and submarines.

Finally however, at the end of their day-long discussion, all participants in the meeting
agreed that much more coordination in radioactive waste management was required, and
soon. Accordingly, the Health Department was nominated to recommend a policy by
determining first which wastes had such low radioactivity that they could be disposed of
immediately by their users; which wastes should be stored; and what means of containment
should be adopted for materials to be stored. These tasks were identified as stage one of
policy development. When that work was done, the Health Department was asked to bring
recommendations to a subsequent inter-departmental meeting and in the meantime, the
facilities at Derrimut would continue to be used as a central storage. Stage two was to
involve a determination of ‘the conditions of eventual disposal’ of radioactive waste – Minutes
of meeting held in the Prime Minister’s Department – 18 March 1964.

The meeting would have been a useful start, at least, if it had led to prompt action to
identify the volumes of waste requiring management and where they were, for the time
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being, stored around Australia. Soon afterwards, the National Radiation Advisory Committee
urged the Prime Minister’s Department ‘to facilitate the rapid implementation of the
decisions’ of the meeting – Memorandum from the Secretary, National Radiation Advisory Committee, to
the Secretary, Prime Minister’s Department – 28 July 1964.

But that did not happen. As the

subsequent record would show, nothing came of this March 1964 meeting of federal
officials.

4.5 Australian nuclear electricity and the waste implications

A need to more urgently address the issue re-emerged briefly in the late 1960s with the
Gorton Government’s decision to consider building its nuclear reactor at Jervis Bay. As a
prelude to this decision, in some brief consultation with the states in early 1969 about
responsibility for nuclear policies, Canberra advised them that ‘we will need to arrange with
the states the methods that will enable the Commonwealth to carry out its responsibilities
for disposal of radioactive wastes’ – Report to Cabinet by the Hon David Fairbairn, Minister for National
Development – 23 April 1969.

A national consultative committee on nuclear policy, announced

by the Prime Minister in June 1969 and to be made up of federal and state representatives,
was intended to consider, amongst other things, waste disposal. In proposing this
committee, the Prime Minister’s Department had told Federal Cabinet that ‘the
Commonwealth would be aiming to give a lead.....and therefore would wish to set out and
follow criteria which could be the basis for later state provisions’ – Note to Federal Cabinet from
the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet – 8 August 1969.

50

Had it gone ahead the Jervis Bay reactor would have generated operational radioactive
waste. A parliamentary question about how such waste was to be managed produced the
first public statement by the Federal Government about a single central repository when the
National Development Minister replied that ‘solid waste would be stored for eventual
disposal at a national centre’ – Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates – 17 August 1971. This answer,
and the stated intention of the consultations with the states initiated in 1969, were
consistent with the deliberations and outcomes of the March 1964 meeting of federal
officials but did not suggest the development of policy had been taken any further in the
meantime. In fact, in preparing the Jervis Bay proposal, the Gorton Government had given
no detailed consideration to the management of the radioactive waste the reactor would
have produced. In a 69 page submission considered by Cabinet on 9 September 1969 which
resulted in a decision to continue planning for the reactor, the waste issue was not
mentioned at all – Submission to Cabinet by Hon David Fairbairn, Minister for National Development – 9
September 1969.

The McMahon Government’s subsequent abandonment of the project meant

that a further driver to consult the states over nuclear policy, including radioactive waste
management, was lost. Gorton’s state consultative committee had met only once, before
disbanding.

4.6 The Australian Ionising Radiation Advisory Council

In 1973, soon after its election, the Whitlam Government established the Australian Ionising
Radiation Advisory Council (AIRAC) to take over the work of the National Radiation Advisory
Committee and the Atomic Weapons Tests Safety Committee. The new Council was given
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wide terms of reference which enabled it to provide advice on radioactive waste
management.

At a meeting in July 1974 which considered the need for a new study of waste left from the
atomic bomb tests and trials at Maralinga in the 1950s and early 1960s, the Council agreed
that such work could more generally ‘provide useful information for later consideration of
storage methods and recommendations to the Government on storage and safety.’ In
proposing this outcome, the AAEC’s representative on the Council had seen an opportunity
to use Maralinga as a disposal site for Lucas Heights waste as well: ‘The aim of the
investigations would be to see what has happened at Maralinga and assess its potential as a
burial ground for future disposal of waste’ – Minutes of meeting of the Australian Ionising Radiation
Advisory Council – 26 July 1974

The view within AIRAC that what it was finding at Maralinga could

be applied to the development of a national policy on radioactive waste management
immediately found favour in the Federal Environment Department. The Department
supported the planned AIRAC work at Maralinga ‘as a means of obtaining information which
may be useful in a number of ways. For example, it is often suggested that nuclear wastes be
stored in desert areas in Central Australia.’ The Department urged its minister to extend
AIRAC’s work ‘to cover the investigation of the form and need for a ‘national cemetery’ for
radioactive substances used for medical, industrial and research purposes in Australia; the
implications for the future of a still larger ‘national cemetery’ should Australia adopt a
nuclear power program; and the assessment of the suitability of Maralinga and other areas
for such purposes’ – Note to the Hon Moss Cass, Minister for Environment and Conservation, from H J
Higgs, Acting Secretary, Department of Environment and Conservation – 30 April 1975.

The Environment

Minister, Dr Moss Cass, told AIRAC he agreed with his Department’s advice ‘in the light of
some of the matters which I understand were presented to AIRAC and the discussions with
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AAEC officers’ – Letter from Hon Moss Cass, Minister for Environment and Conservation, to the Australian
Ionising Radiation Advisory Council – 5 May 1975.

AIRAC however, was concerned matters were

getting a little ahead of themselves. The Council told the Minister it needed to give priority
first to examining the existing radioactive waste at Maralinga before considering wider
questions. At the same time, it did agree ‘that there is a need for a national cemetery or
cemeteries and recommends that action be taken to provide such a facility.’ In doing so
AIRAC warned that ‘the Australian Radiation Laboratory, the AAEC and some state
departments of health are known to have in store long-lived solid radioactive wastes’ and
that such arrangements ‘can only be regarded as ‘interim’ because there is no laid down
policy for the management of the waste.’ AIRAC believed the material already in storage in
Australia included some ‘in the high radioactive category’ such as radium, strontium, cobalt
and americium and that ‘the very existence of a national cemetery for long lived radioactive
waste is likely to give rise to the transfer to safe storage of radioactive material which might
be held now in less appropriate storage in hospitals, industrial organisations and research
institutions’ - Advice from the Australian Ionising Radiation Advisory Council to Hon Moss Cass, Minister for
Environment and Conservation – June 1975.

AIRAC’s view was strongly endorsed by the National Health and Medical Research Council. In
October 1975 the Council formally recommended to the Federal Government, consistent
with the view it always had taken about radioactive waste management being the prime
responsibility of Canberra rather than the states and territories, that a central repository be
established ‘for the disposal of radioactive wastes arising from the increasing use of
radioactive materials for medical, industrial and research purposes,’ and that such a facility
be federally managed – report of the National Health and Medical Research Council to the Federal
Government – October 1975. While the Council had not participated in the 1964 inter-agency

53

discussions about a national policy, its recommendation as well as the recent advice of
AIRAC both endorsed the outcome of those discussions and confirmed the lack of any
further action during the intervening 11 years.

4.7 Australia’s waste ‘problem’ becomes widely recognised

By 1978, national interest in radioactive waste had been attracted by public exposure of the
existence at Maralinga of a discrete amount of plutonium left from a series of British trials in
the early 1960s conducted after the major atomic bomb tests in the 1950s. Initially, the
British had wanted to leave the plutonium where it had been buried but were eventually
cajoled into removing it by an Australian Government concerned to avoid the issue
undermining its recent decision to approve uranium exports following the Fox Inquiry.

A meeting of state and territory health ministers in February 1978 insisted on action to
establish a national policy on radioactive waste management. The meeting had heard
expressions of concern ‘about the threat posed by thousands of cubic feet of waste material
stored on an ad hoc basis across Australia’ – The Age – 10 February 1978. The Federal Health
Minister immediately agreed to take up the matter with Cabinet. In the meantime, a
situation in suburban Sydney increased pressure for action by the New South Wales
Government as well. At the turn of the century, Hunters Hill had hosted a radium extraction
plant which had left behind 3,000 tonnes of soil contaminated with thorium and radium
residues. This buried radioactive contamination had been identified only recently after six
housing blocks had been approved for development on the property and the building work
had started. After having raised the problem privately with Canberra, the New South Wales
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Health Minister believed he had secured a concession that the contaminated soil would be
dug up and moved to a national waste repository the Federal Government would establish –
The Australian – 28 June 1978.

New South Wales had a Labor Government led by Neville Wran, and as well as seeking
federal cooperation, the Premier also privately turned to his South Australian counterpart,
Don Dunstan, asking if an alternative solution for the Hunters Hill soil could be to dispose of
it in the worked out shafts at the former Radium Hill mine. Dunstan however, could not help.
To have done so would have compromised the anti-nuclear stand the South Australian
Premier was maintaining in 1978 based in part on his condemnation of existing radioactive
waste disposal practices in countries already using nuclear power. Instead, Dunstan made
his own private plea to Canberra for national action - Federal Cabinet Paper prepared by Hon Kevin
Newman, Minister for National Development – 29 June 1979.

This to and fro between New South

Wales and South Australia marked the start of manoeuvres between the states which
continue today over where a national repository should be sited.

While the Federal Cabinet was considering, in October 1978, what to do about the
plutonium buried at Maralinga, it also directed ‘an immediate revision of policy’ on the
question of ‘Commonwealth-State responsibilities with respect to nuclear matters against
the background of the development of nuclear codes of practice.’ In doing so, Cabinet had
noted that ‘responsibility for policy with respect to the management of nuclear wastes and
of former nuclear test sites was divided among a number of portfolios’ – Decision of Ad Hoc
Cabinet Committee – 17 October 1978. What was happening at Maralinga had forced a recognition

that the Government could not pursue with much credibility renewed uranium mining in

55

Australia of international significance when its own administration of nuclear matters was
dysfunctional.

The problem New South Wales had with the waste at Hunters Hill and what was happening
at Maralinga prompted the federal Labor leader, Bill Hayden, to ask in parliament in October
1978 whether a ‘national nuclear waste dump’ would be established. It was now that the
pejorative ‘dump’ entered Australia’s political lexicon and it would stick. The connotation of
indiscriminate and uncontrolled disposal of radioactive waste was the antithesis of Wran’s
proposal to Dunstan for the use of Radium Hill, but the Federal Government’s response to
Hayden’s question was disingenuous in its declaration that ‘as Australia has, at this stage, no
plans for developing a nuclear industry generating high level radioactive wastes, the
question of disposal of such wastes does not arise’ – Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates – 10
October 1978. Canberra would not be able to remain in public denial for too much longer

about the volumes of low and intermediate level radioactive waste already in storage in
Australia and giving rise to growing questions about its on-going management, even if a
domestic nuclear power programme was no longer on the political agenda.

4.8 Lucas Heights – the core of the ‘problem’

Only two weeks later, the AAEC admitted to a Senate Committee that the Commission had
its own radioactive waste management ‘problem’. Commission representatives had been
questioned about any involvement they may have had in dealing with the waste at Hunters
Hill in Sydney. The Commission explained that while it had provided some technical
assistance, ‘it is not the responsibility of the Commission, it is a State matter.’ This was a
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point the Commission was keen to emphasise: ‘It is quite literally none of its business in the
sense that it is completely outside its jurisdiction or responsibility.’ That set the Committee’s
members wondering whether the Commission also would lack interest in a national
radioactive waste repository because this was something they understood the states were
pushing for. Not quite, because here there was a vested interest. While the AAEC
representatives believed a repository was a matter for federal ‘interdepartmental and
intergovernmental discussions,’ as for their own agency ‘we would welcome the
establishment of some national waste depository (sic). That would help us with our own
operations, so naturally we are pressing for this.’ When a Senator then asked ‘is that
because you have a current problem in waste disposal?’ the Commission admitted: ‘Yes, we
have a low level dry waste storage which we would like to be able to put somewhere,
instead of just in a building’ – Evidence to the Senate Estimates Committee by Dr G L Miles, Deputy
Director, Operations and Research Establishment, Australian Atomic Energy Commission – 23 October 1978.

The AAEC was becoming concerned about continuing government inaction on radioactive
waste management as during 1978, the Commission had begun to study for how much
longer the 20 year old principal research reactor at Lucas Heights could remain in operation
and whether a replacement should be built on the same site. It had become apparent to the
Commission that the degree of community comment already being generated in the suburbs
around Lucas Heights about the build-up of radioactive waste in storage in the reactor’s
grounds, could develop into strong public opposition to any further development on the site.
The high level of press, media, public and political comment about the plutonium buried at
Maralinga and the waste at Hunters Hill only added to this worrying potential. 1978 had
become the year of no return for Australia in radioactive waste management. It no longer
could be denied that there was a ‘problem’ which required national government action. The
existence of radioactive waste in Australia had developed a profile starting to trouble
politicians and public servants across jurisdictions. The AAEC’s admission was the first time
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any federal agency had acknowledged publicly that radioactive waste disposal was a
‘problem’, even though as much had been recognised within the Federal Government as
long ago as 1958.

Federal Parliament was advised in early 1979 that ‘the accumulation of waste material at
Lucas Heights is occupying space which in due course might be used for other purposes’ –
Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates – 29 March 1979.

By now, planning was well advanced for a

new reactor at Lucas Heights and it had been recognised that if this were to proceed, the
waste ‘problem’ would have to be addressed first. The solution envisaged by successive
federal administrations from this time was to transfer the waste at Lucas Heights for storage
and disposal at a national facility. For a long time however, that intention would remain
obscured by the bland official explanation to parliament that ‘disposal of radioactive wastes
from all sources is under review. Radioactive wastes from Lucas Heights will be included in
any arrangements implemented for the management of such wastes’ – ibid. – 20 February 1979.

From its opening in 1958, Lucas Heights had enjoyed a rails run, politically, with virtually no
parliamentary criticism of its operations at all until 1972. By then, housing developments in
the Lucas Heights environs were expanding apace. Just before the 1972 federal election, the
area’s parliamentary representative, Les Johnson, Labor member for Hughes, had asked
Federal Parliament’s first question about the radioactive waste in storage in his electorate.
He was told the waste contained ‘only very low levels of radioactivity’ – ibid. – 26 October 1972.
Later, in response to further questions about the Lucas Heights waste, the Federal
Government would repeat assertions of the AAEC that its radioactivity was so low ‘as would
permit similar material in the United Kingdom and the United States of America to be
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disposed of at municipal garbage dumps’ – ibid. – 26 May 1978. Why then, has it taken so long
to resolve the issue of waste stored at Lucas Heights?

The AAEC had received approval in mid-1977 from the Fraser Government to begin planning
for its replacement reactor and to build it at Lucas Heights. The Commission believed the
original HIFAR reactor would be ‘obsolescent’ by 1985 but in making its decision, Cabinet
was given no information about how the emerging radioactive waste issue would be
addressed even though any new reactor would compound the need for a solution to storage
and ultimate disposal of the waste. Rather, the submission put to Cabinet even suggested
that it may be possible to establish the new reactor without an environmental impact
statement – Cabinet Decision – 19 July 1977.

In 1979 questions were raised in Federal Parliament about whether, in considering what to
do with the radioactive waste stored at Lucas Heights, the Government had undertaken
work to determine if any area in Australia was sufficiently stable, geologically, to enable its
use for final disposal of radioactive waste. The Government responded that its consideration
of waste management policy had not yet extended to looking at any other location for waste
storage and disposal - Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates – 20 February 1979. It was not even
able to advise how much radioactive waste Australia had accumulated by early 1979, apart
from that in storage at Lucas Heights, which was estimated at just over 1,500 cubic metres –
ibid. – 3 April 1979.

That meant the volume quoted did not include more than 1,600 cubic

metres already buried within the Lucas Heights perimeter in the first 10 years of the AAEC’s
operations. The Government’s answers prompted the member for Hughes to ask for a
parliamentary inquiry into the suitability of Lucas Heights as a site for existing and any future
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nuclear activities. Les Johnson MP gave as his reason ‘the considerable concern in the
community’ about the amount of waste in storage – ibid. 21 August 1979. A national radioactive
waste ‘problem’ was crystallizing publicly. This was the first parliamentary call for a curb on
activities at Lucas Heights and the existence of radioactive waste was the trigger, not the
safety of the reactor’s operation.

4.9 A Commonwealth-State Consultative Committee

The Fraser Government rejected the call for an inquiry but action already initiated, albeit not
yet signalled publicly, made clear that the administration also was becoming increasingly
concerned about the issue, although entirely unsure of what to do about finding a site at
which to store and dispose of the Lucas Heights waste. Following Cabinet’s direction in
October 1978 to revamp radioactive waste management and work on policy, the
Department of National Development had asked the Australian Radiation Laboratory and
the Atomic Energy Commission to build on previous consultation between the two agencies
by establishing a ‘comprehensive inventory’ of Australia’s radioactive waste, (ibid) as any
national policy needed to be informed first by the volume, nature and current location of
the waste it would be implemented to manage. When the Government revealed these
decisions almost a year later it also was able to announce that as well as the waste at Lucas
Heights, ‘there are small amounts of medium and low level radioactive waste held by
hospitals, research institutions, government departments and industry’ – ibid. This was the
first time a Federal Government had raised in parliament the need to deal with radioactive
waste stored elsewhere. Even though, however, most of the waste in storage and that
continuing to accumulate was the responsibility of federal agencies, the AAEC in particular,
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the Fraser Government proceeded as though the states were as much a generator of
radioactive waste as the Commonwealth. It had been open to the Federal Government to
act unilaterally to establish a national storage and disposal facility on land it already owned
or controlled. It could have done that then invited the state and territory governments to
use the facility for the much smaller volumes of waste being managed by them. The
apparently now long forgotten 1964 discussions between federal agencies responsible for
producing the bulk of the waste had started to head in that sensible direction. But from the
late 1970s successive federal governments proceeded to operate on the axiom that a
political problem shared around is a much easier one to duck.

In September 1979 the Prime Minister wrote to the state and territory leaders proposing
they jointly consider with Canberra, the management of radioactive waste with the aim of
developing a coordinated approach. The move followed a proposal to Federal Cabinet
prepared by the National Development Minister which had called for ‘urgent attention’ to
the development of a radioactive waste management policy. The submission demonstrated
some sensitivity about likely public criticism over timing, anticipating ‘opponents of the
development of a uranium export industry would be expected to claim that the Government
had now only recognised a major problem instead of tackling it before its uranium policies.’
The submission admitted that ‘there has been no concerted approach in Australia to the
management of radioactive wastes’ and canvassed three options to remedy this: the status
quo leaving the responsibility to the states and territories; the Commonwealth to assume
responsibility for management of all wastes, or; the Commonwealth to work in conjunction
with state governments and other agencies to develop a coordinated policy. The National
Development Minister agreed that leaving the responsibility to the other jurisdictions meant
a ‘uniform approach’ was unlikely while a federal assumption of total responsibility ‘would
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accelerate development of coordinated policy and would simplify administrative
procedures,’ and there had been indications from some states that they ‘may be prepared to
see the Commonwealth take over a difficult and unpopular responsibility.’ But the
submission did not recommend that option because such a course would be ‘open-ended’. It
opted instead for the Commonwealth seeking to work in conjunction with the other
jurisdictions ‘as a realistic first step to identifying the nature of the problem and possible
solutions, including the need for a national waste repository’ – Cabinet Submission by Hon Kevin
Newman, Minister for National Development – 29 June 1979.

The submission made no attempt to

analyse the volumes of radioactive waste currently in storage and likely to arise in the future
and therefore entirely evaded the fact that federal agencies remained the most prolific
generators of the waste, the AAEC in particular at Lucas Heights. A further submission to
Cabinet in November 1979 which considered how to manage the AAEC’s accumulating spent
reactor fuel warned: ‘Storage of excess special nuclear material at Lucas Heights on the
outskirts of Sydney does not appear to be a viable option in the longer term’. It also stated
that ‘relocation of the material within Australia would require new facilities and given the
emotive nature of the radioactive waste issues, difficulty could be expected in establishing
an alternative site’ – Cabinet Submission by the Hon Kevin Newman, Minister for National Development –
18 November 1979.

Was that the real reason successive federal governments wanted the states

as involved as possible in the process?

The nature of the likely political battle was already being foreshadowed in the South
Australian Parliament where it was claimed the recently elected Liberal Government had a
plan to make the State ‘a dumping ground for highly toxic radioactive waste from overseas.’
It was suggested this would be a ‘trade off in negotiating contracts for the sale of uranium’
from Olympic Dam – South Australian Parliamentary Debates – 17 and 18 October 1979.
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In the Prime Minister’s letter to the states and territories informing them of the Federal
Government’s policy view, he did not put to them the three options canvassed in Cabinet.
Fraser instead maintained that the only way forward was ‘to identify the full range and
nature of the problem of management of radioactive wastes in Australia with a view to the
development of coordinated Commonwealth and State policies’ – Letter from Rt Hon Malcolm
Fraser to the State and Territory Leaders – 19 September 1979.

In publicising its move, the

Government explained it would provide an opportunity to discuss proposals ‘raised from
time to time’ that a national repository be established – Press Statement by Hon Kevin Newman,
Minister for National Development – 19 September 1979.

The Prime Minister’s 1979 letter resulted in the formation of a Commonwealth-State
Consultative Committee, a group of senior officials involved in health and environmental
administration from all their jurisdictions. The Federal Government chaired the first meeting
held in June 1980 and at the suggestion of its representatives, terms of reference were
agreed that required the Committee to review existing arrangements for radioactive waste
management and assess the need for greater co-ordination, including ‘establishment of
national or regional waste repositories.’ The Committee also agreed to submit a report and
recommendations to the federal, state and territory governments within six months – Record
of meeting of the Commonwealth-State Consultative Committee on Management of Radioactive Waste – 3
June 1980. In the event, the report and recommendations did not materialise for another

three-and-a-half years.
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4.10 The Consultative Committee begins its work

Soon after its formation, the Commonwealth-State Committee was reminded of a growing
history of inaction and delay associated with its task. In September 1980, AIRAC wrote to the
Federal Government to express concern that ‘little progress’ had been made in establishing
a national repository for Australia’s low level radioactive waste. In repeating the advice of its
predecessor, the National Radiation Advisory Committee, first given more than 20 years ago
that Canberra should take responsibility for radioactive waste management, AIRAC now
wanted this done as ‘a matter of priority.’ But the Minister for National Development told
Federal Parliament in May 1981 that ‘control of radioactive materials within Australia is
primarily a matter for the state and territory governments’ – Commonwealth Parliamentary
Debates – 6 May 1981

From the outset, the Commonwealth-State Consultative Committee encountered difficulty
in undertaking its work. Despite an audit undertaken in 1978 by the AAEC and the Australian
Radiation Laboratory, a serious deficiency remained the availability of information about
volumes of waste in storage around Australia, because of ineffective and inconsistent
regulations between the states. The Queensland Government reported to the Committee
that in its jurisdiction ‘the information is difficult to retrieve in the absence of effective data
collection and cross referencing,’ New South Wales was concerned about ‘the apparently
increasing divergence in licensing arrangements between states,’ while South Australia
advised that ‘it is difficult to assess the magnitude of waste disposal requirements as users
and not sources are licensed.’ South Australia suspected ‘the volume is increasing’ and that
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longer lived material and sealed sources presented a particular problem because they had
been subject to ‘infrequent inspection.’ Prompted by the problems it described, South
Australia was the most positive of the states at the Committee’s first meeting in support of a
single national facility for disposal of low and intermediate level waste: ‘The small number of
sources involved would not appear to warrant a special state repository and a national
facility would be preferred’ - Record of meeting of the Commonwealth-State Consultative Committee on
Management of Radioactive Waste – 3 June 1980. Essentially, what the Committee quickly had

confirmed was that still, nothing had happened since the 1964 meeting of federal agencies
to change the conclusions reached then that much more needed to be done to identify how
much radioactive waste was in storage, where it was located and also, that national
coordination would be the best management option.

An inability to identify volumes of waste in storage and the lack of uniformity between the
states in licensing requirements continued to hamper the Committee’s work. The minutes of
its second meeting recorded that most of the states and territories had difficulty in
estimating current annual generation of waste in their jurisdictions and providing longer
term forecasts of future volumes, as the information was not readily available from their
licensing systems. Without this information, the Committee recognised it had a problem in
considering issues such as categorising waste to determine management strategies and
design criteria for storage and disposal facilities. The state and territory representatives also
continued to look to the Federal Government to take the lead: ‘States were awaiting a
Commonwealth decision on the question of waste repositories, who should operate them
and whether states would have access to any Commonwealth facility’ - Record of the meeting of
the Commonwealth-State Consultative Committee on Management of Radioactive Waste – 31 July 1980. The

Federal Government’s representatives on the Committee began drafting a report to be
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presented to ministers but the Committee then proceeded to meet only once in 1981 and
twice in 1982. By the Committee’s fifth meeting in October 1982, a consensus had
developed between its federal, state and territory representatives that a national facility,
rather than separate state and territory facilities, should be established for low and
intermediate level waste management, but there had been no discussion of specific sites Record of the meeting of the Commonwealth-State Committee on Management of Radioactive Waste – 1
October 1982.

Siting issues only became the subject of serious debate at the Committee’s sixth

meeting in April 1983 when it was agreed that guidelines prepared by the IAEA should be
used as a basis for establishing procedures to identify a site for an Australian repository. It
was this sixth meeting that was crucial in setting the framework within which the site
selection would follow and ultimately, fail. The Committee accepted that application of the
IAEA’s guidelines would mean that ‘most wastes presently in storage could be disposed
through shallow ground burial.’ For the first time however, the Committee also discussed
the question of ‘co-location,’* or disposal of low level and storage of long-lived intermediate
level waste at the same site: ‘Some advantage was seen in co-locating the storage facility
and the ultimate shallow ground burial site.’ The Committee at the same time insisted that
‘no nexus was to be identified’ - Record of the meeting of the Commonwealth-State Committee on
Management of Radioactive Waste – 18 April 1983. The officials imposed this requirement out of

concern that there could be greater public opposition to the storage of the more radioactive
long-lived intermediate level waste, and therefore resistance to a site for such purposes.
Locating them together could delay establishment of the repository for low level waste
while controversy about their co-location was resolved. With this decision a seed was
planted that would flower 15 years later to poison not only the identification of a national
storage site for long-lived waste, but establishment of the low level waste disposal facility as
well. Attempts by the Federal Government to keep planning for the two publicly separate,
but quietly linked within the confines of its continuing discussions with the states and
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territories, would be exploited by anti-nuclear activists from the late 1990s to derail the
entire site selection process.
*The term to be adopted throughout the site selection process for establishing a near
surface or shallow national repository in which to provide final disposal through burial of
low and short-lived intermediate level radioactive waste and at the same location, to
build an above-ground store for the more radioactive long-lived intermediate level
waste to be used until there is sufficient of the higher level waste in storage to justify
the establishment of a second national repository deep underground for its final
disposal. For future reference the distinction between storage and disposal is important
– storage is a step in the process before final disposal of radioactive waste.

4.11 A four step approach recommended

In November 1983 the Consultative Committee completed a report which made four
recommendations for development of a coordinated management system and a national
facility for radioactive waste storage and disposal. They were that:
-

A uniform code of practice for user-disposal of very low level radioactive waste to air,
water and landfill areas be adopted nationally;

-

A national program be commenced to identify sites potentially suitable for the disposal
by way of shallow ground burial of low level radioactive wastes, with site identification
to be based on internationally accepted criteria;

-

The Federal Government to investigate interim and long term management of higher
level radioactive wastes; and
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-

The states and territories agree to actively assist in the establishment of national storage
and disposal facilities, and in the operation of appropriate administrative arrangements
to permit access to such facilities by all participating governments.

With one vital exception, the Committee had taken the three and a half years since its
formation to come up with recommendations which continued to take matters no further
than they had got after the 1964 federal interagency discussions, the 1975 advice of the
National Health and Medical Research Council to the Whitlam Government and the 1980
advice of AIRAC to the Fraser Government. The one exception was the Committee’s plan for
the active involvement of the state and territory governments in establishing radioactive
waste storage and disposal arrangements. The principle of having a national policy to
centrally manage Australia’s growing volumes of radioactive waste was endorsed yet again.
The practical route to this destination now offered by the Committee was to bring in the
states and territories to ‘actively assist’ on the basis, as the Committee also reported, that
‘there were a number of regions likely to be satisfactory sites.’ The Committee agreed that
the state and territory governments should advise the Federal Government of the basis on
which they would be prepared to proceed to a detailed investigation of possible locations in
their jurisdictions for a low level waste repository. After that, arrangements would be made
to enable such an investigation in at least one state or territory - Record of the meeting of the
Commonwealth-State Committee on Management of Radioactive Waste – November 1983. This was a

concession the Federal Government would never let go of while the site selection process
continued. For the first time, the states and territories, through their officials at least, were
conceding by their concurrence with the Committee’s recommendations that one of them,
rather than the Federal Government, would have to come up with a national repository site.
And when that was done, in all likelihood the same site would also store long-lived waste
under the ‘co-location’ plan.
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4.12 The States/Territories asked to nominate repository site

The Committee’s advice was considered by the Hawke Cabinet in February 1984, which
immediately resolved to write to the state and territory governments seeking their
endorsement and implementation of the recommendations developed by their officials.
While their responses were awaited, the Government made clear that like its predecessor, it
believed a site for a national repository could be identified only if a state or territory
government put one forward. In March 1984, parliament was told that waste stored on
Federal Government properties would receive ‘permanent treatment’ as soon as ‘detailed
requirements have been agreed with state governments and the necessary facilities
developed.’ This was despite the Government’s admission at the same time that ‘the bulk of
the nuclear waste in Australia arises from the AAEC operations and is stored at Lucas
Heights,’ and that most of the states and territories had only ‘small repositories of wastes’ –
Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates – 2 March 1984.

The following month, parliament was given the first estimates of radioactive waste volumes
being stored around the nation as well as by the AAEC. At Lucas Heights, there was now said
to be 510 cubic metres of low level solid waste stored in buildings which was described as
mainly slightly contaminated ‘trash’ and dried sludge from treatment of liquid waste; almost
140 cubic metres of ‘more highly radioactive’ solid waste from reactor operations,
radiopharmaceutical production and experimental work, stored in concrete lined pits; and
just under three cubic metres of liquid wastes in shielded tanks. Outside Lucas Heights, it
was estimated other federal agencies had about 10 cubic metres of waste in storage, and
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state and territory government authorities about 20 cubic metres. The waste at locations
other than Lucas Heights was described as having ‘low to medium levels of radioactivity’ and
comprising ‘material accepted for disposal from hospitals, research institutions and industry’
such as ‘surplus radiation sources, contaminated laboratory equipment, radio valves and
luminising paint’ – ibid – 9 March 1984. If only slowly, a picture was emerging of how much
radioactive waste Australia had, how it had originated and where it was currently stored.
The estimate of Lucas Heights waste had been reduced from that given previously because
the original figure had included the material in which the solid waste was packaged.
Nevertheless, analysis made possible by the information from the Government showed that
federal agencies had 97 percent of all the radioactive waste in Australia considered to
require centralised management. Lucas Heights alone had more than 95 percent of it. This
would remain a constant through all the controversy and conflict which followed over what
to do with the waste. Federal Government agencies had been responsible for creating or
storing virtually all of it.

4.13 Advice from the Australian Science and Technology Council

While Canberra awaited a reply from the states and territories to the recommendations of
their Consultative Committee, the Federal Government received more scientific advice
urging action to deal with the nation’s radioactive waste. In 1983, the Prime Minister had
asked the Australian Science and Technology Council to inquire into the current status of the
two issues which had led Labor in 1977 to take its policy position to oppose uranium mining
in Australia and the use of nuclear power by other countries. Those issues were the
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management of high level radioactive waste produced by nuclear reactors and the risk that
Australian uranium could be diverted to military uses.

The Science and Technology Council reported in May 1984 that further international
progress allowed Australia to be confident high level radioactive waste could be safely
managed with minimal environmental impact and that effective safeguards were in place to
prevent weapons proliferation. But the Council also went beyond its original brief to canvass
some domestic issues, including management of Australia’s own radioactive waste,
conscious of the need to demonstrate a consistency of national approach to the nuclear
cycle. It urged that work to identify a suitable national waste disposal site be ‘expedited’ and
that Australia proceed ‘as quickly as possible’ to complete a national code of practice for
waste disposal. The Council reviewed the recent history of deliberations by previous
governments and was critical of the delay in identifying an Australian disposal site, pointing
out that ‘the disposal of low and some intermediate level waste in shallow pits and trenches
has been practiced on an extensive scale in the United States for decades,’ while a number
of other countries also had experience of the disposal technology. The Council was
concerned about existing practices in Australia, reporting that in some states ‘storage
facilities are not completely satisfactory.’ It also questioned the continuing use of Lucas
Heights for waste storage, concluding it would rate ‘poorly’ on prevailing international site
selection criteria because of the site’s ‘rapidly fluctuating water table and high penetration
by rainwater.’ The Council’s report again underlined the extent to which waste in storage
awaiting disposal would continue to be almost exclusively an issue for federal agencies, and
Lucas Heights in particular, with its estimate that by 1995, the AAEC by itself would hold
almost 1,000 cubic metres of low and intermediate level waste, while the states and
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territories would have no more than 40 cubic metres between all of them – Report of the
Australian Science and Technology Council tabled in Federal Parliament – 31 May 1984.

The report of the Australian Science and Technology Council, when added to the similar
advice to previous administrations of AIRAC in 1980, the National Health and Medical
Research Council in 1975 and the National Radiation Advisory Committee as long ago as
1959, represented both convincing grounds for a national radioactive waste management
policy urged by some of the most respected technical and scientific minds in Australia, and
further criticism of years of inaction by successive governments. In early 1985, Federal
Cabinet considered its response to the report of the Science and Technology Council,
agreeing with the need to hasten the identification of a national storage and disposal site
but noting that steps were already underway to have the Council’s advice implemented ‘in
co-operation and after consultation with the states.’ The Government believed that its
response to the Council’s report would enable it to be seen as ‘adopting a responsible
approach which emphasises control and regulation of domestic nuclear activities’ - Joint
Submission to Federal Cabinet by Hon Bill Hayden, Minister for Foreign Affairs, Hon John Dawkins, Minister for
Trade and Senator Gareth Evans, Minister for Resources and Energy – 6 May 1985.

4.14 Victoria opts out

The Victorian Labor Government finally responded in April 1985 to the report of the
Commonwealth-State Consultative Committee by advising the Federal Government that it
was not prepared to have a national repository within its borders. This first breaking of ranks
by a state government prompted the Federal Resources and Energy Minister, Gareth Evans,
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a Victorian Senator, to observe to the Labor Caucus in Canberra that his home State’s
decision ‘reflects how agonisingly the wheels can turn when two levels of government are
involved’ – Report to Caucus by Senator Gareth Evans, Minister for Resources and Energy – 23 May 1985.

The decision of the Victorian Government allowed Senator Evans to publicly announce in
May 1985 that all the other states and the territories had agreed to continue their
cooperation in the belief that it would be technically and economically inefficient for each of
them to go their own way and establish a facility only for their own waste. The Consultative
Committee now recommended a national program to identify potential sites, proposing that
important criteria for the location of a national repository included an area that was distant
from known or anticipated seismic activity and had low rainfall, a deep water table and low
quality groundwater, low population density, reasonable transport access and low
environmental, cultural and historical significance. The criteria pointed to the dry inland
centre crossing over South Australia, the Northern Territory and Western Australia as
offering more likely locations for a repository than the eastern seaboard. The Resources and
Energy Minister directed his Department to use the criteria to coordinate a desk top review
of potential sites. Senator Evans wanted this work completed within nine months so that
field investigations could immediately follow – Press Statement by Senator Gareth Evans, Minister for
Resources and Energy – 21 May 1985.

In a process that would remain riddled with missed

deadlines, this became another early one. At this stage however, because of the apparent
harmony between the federal, state and territory governments about how to deal with the
issue, the plan outlined by Minister Evans for site identification attracted little public
attention.
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4.15 The first nomination of potential repository sites

When the Commonwealth-State Consultative Committee met in October 1985, South
Australia was the first State to contribute to the desk top review when its officials
nominated the former Radium Hill mine as a possible national waste repository site – Record
of the meeting of the Commonwealth-State Consultative Committee on the Management of Radioactive Waste
– 24 October 1985. Despite South Australia’s reluctance in 1978 to have Radium Hill used for

management of radioactive waste transferred from New South Wales, since 1981 the former
mine site had been receiving for disposal, low level radioactive waste largely from uranium
exploration projects and the work of the Adelaide-based Australian Mineral Development
Laboratories. During its mine life between 1954 and 1961, about 400,000 tonnes of tailings
had accumulated in engineered dams and the additional waste from other locations was
being buried at one end of them. Until 1998, about 200 cubic metres of low level radioactive
waste generated elsewhere in South Australia would be disposed of at Radium Hill.

The only other proposal to come forward to the Consultative Committee was from the
Northern Territory, which offered the Burt Plains area, 28 kilometres north of Alice Springs –
ibid.

At the same time, the state and territory members of the Committee ‘agreed that the

Commonwealth should also seek sites in areas under its control’ (ibid) but this was not
something the Federal Government was contemplating. A draft inter-governmental
agreement the Canberra officials circulated within the Committee defined ‘a host
government’ for national radioactive waste management facilities as ‘any state/territory
government within whose jurisdiction there is a radioactive waste storage/disposal facility
designed to manage approved categories of wastes’ - ibid. The Federal Government still did
not see itself as a potential ‘host.’ The Committee was approaching the sharp end of its task,
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moving from the technical theory of waste management to a practical consideration of
specific sites, and sensitivities had begun to emerge. While the Committee recorded that
‘there has been no notable response’ to the public announcement by Senator Evans that the
Federal Government had initiated a site selection process, the circulation of documents
prepared for the Committee’s consideration, which made references to potential sites, was
put under strict control ‘for reasons of confidentiality’ - ibid.

4.16 A national code of practice

On a parallel front, the National Health and Medical Research Council, in following up the
report of the Science and Technology Council, began work to develop a code of practice for
the near surface disposal of low level radioactive waste. With this and the proposed
identification of potential repository sites, some prospect had emerged that by the
beginning of the 1990s, Australia finally would come in to line with many other countries in
its radioactive waste management practices. In the event, it would take six years to finalise
the code, which was a precursor to the finalisation of the repository site if that were to be
done on a proper technical basis rather than a purely political one. In the meantime, other
events would entirely erode the prospect of a timely outcome to the establishment of the
national repository.
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4.17 Revival of waste legacies at Maralinga

During the consultations in committee between the federal, state and territory officials in
the first half of the 1980s about a national radioactive waste management policy, legacies
from the atomic bomb tests and minor trials at Maralinga during the 1950s and 1960s were
not raised. But they hadn’t gone away. As a result, in 1984 the Federal Government called a
Royal Commission.

The ensuing inquiry disappointed many of those who had demanded it to deal with
allegations about the health effects on Aboriginal people and former military and civilian
personnel, because it did not find there had been a direct link proven between what had
happened at Maralinga and lingering public health issues. Instead, the major outcome of the
inquiry was the further work it insisted be undertaken to finally clear Maralinga of
radioactive contamination so that Aboriginal people could live there permanently.

Assessments at Maralinga undertaken by the British in 1967 and AIRAC 10 years later had
lacked the capacity to identify the full extent of radioactive contamination of the area. This
only became apparent to the Royal Commission late in its proceedings after AIRAC reported
to the Federal Government in September 1985 on a further assessment it had been asked to
make of Maralinga’s contamination. AIRAC in turn commissioned the Australian Radiation
Laboratory to undertake a survey which was ‘more extensive than any other that had been
done before’ (Report of the Royal Commission into British Nuclear Tests, 1985 – paragraph 13.5.1)
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because the Radiation Laboratory had been able to use new portable and much more
sensitive field probes it had developed - ibid – paragraph 13.5.2. The probes found ‘many
localised areas of very high specific activity’, generally fragments contaminated by
plutonium. The fragments were on the paths of plumes that had been traceable from the
contamination, with an estimate of up to 50,000 plutonium fragments and perhaps double
that in the area of the minor trials about 30 kilometres north of Maralinga Village - ibid. For
the Royal Commission, these findings ‘changed the whole concept of the hazard assessment
of the plutonium contamination.’ Inhalation had been assumed to be the major hazard but
‘many of the fragments contained more activity than an individual was allowed to ingest
over a year’ - ibid. – paragraph 13.5.1. Accordingly, there was concern now that ‘ingestion of
bush foods could be more hazardous than inhalation for Aborigines living a traditional
lifestyle’ - ibid – paragraph 14.4.5. As a result of these findings, AIRAC recommended to the
Federal Government that the major and minor trial sites should remain under government
control ‘for at least another 40 years’ – Letter from the Australian Ionising Radiation Advisory Council
to Hon Barry Cohen, Minister for Environment – 12 September 1985.

Although this was much longer

than anyone had previously suggested, even this was not a position the Royal Commission
was prepared to accept. The inquiry had adopted an assumption that Aboriginal people
wanted to live at the former test sites permanently and as soon as possible. The Commission
insisted the Maralinga Range be cleaned up ‘to allow aborigines access to the test sites
without restriction’ – ibid. – paragraph 14.2.20.

The final clean-up at Maralinga began in 1996 and cost $108 million. More than 350,000
cubic metres of soil and debris were removed from a surface area of just over two square
kilometres, then buried in nearby trenches up to 15 metres deep under capping of at least
five metres of clean soil and rock. Most of the burial pits were treated by in-situ vitrification
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to melt the soil and debris and incorporate the contaminated materials into a glass ceramic
block to immobilize them. The project was completed in 2000 and the following year
ARPANSA certified that the clean-up had achieved the required safety standard. Most of the
former test and trial locations became available for unrestricted access although, as a
precautionary measure, entry to an area of just over 400 square kilometres was limited to
casual purposes such as hunting before this was also given over to the control of the
Maralinga people in late 2014. The clean-up had involved the creation of three very large
radioactive waste repositories, each on its own much larger than the facility needed to store
and dispose of the rest of Australia’s radioactive waste.

While three major clean ups at Maralinga had spanned more than 30 years, this still was
shorter than the time Australia’s governments were taking to decide what to do about the
rest of the nation’s radioactive waste, even though it was much less in volume or
threatening to public health and safety.

4.18 Where the rest of Australia’s waste is stored

Soon after Senator Gareth Evans made his decision in 1985 about how the site selection
would continue for a national repository, the Federal Government publicly identified, for the
first time, some of the locations at which radioactive waste was stored under the control of
the state and territory governments. They included the Radiation and Health Service at
Lidcombe in New South Wales; the Queensland Radium Institute, Herston; the University of
Queensland, St Lucia; the Works Treatment Store, Brisbane City Council; St Andrew’s Place,
East Melbourne; the Western Australian State X-ray Laboratory, Nedlands; the Royal Perth
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Hospital; the Occupational Health Laboratory, Myilly Point, Northern Territory –
Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates – 23 August 1985.

This information had been gathered by the

Commonwealth-State Consultative Committee. The work had taken almost five years and
even then, as later events would show, the Committee had barely scratched the surface,
identifying only a few of the many locations around Australia at which radioactive waste was
being stored. One location not nominated in this first list was at suburban St Mary’s in
Sydney’s west. What was happening there would help force an end to the glacial pace of
Federal Government administration and decisions and push most of the nation’s stored
radioactive waste in South Australia’s direction for ongoing management.

4.19 Waste storage in Sydney’s west

Since 1968, the Federal Government had been allowing its agencies and others to use a
munitions filling factory operated by the Defence Department on a 750 hectare site at St
Mary’s to store radioactive waste. In 1979, all the waste which had accumulated at Derrimut
in Melbourne over the previous two decades had also been transferred to this Sydney
storage area ‘to consolidate holdings in one location’ – Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates – 18
August 1982.

Like Derrimut however, St Mary’s never was meant to be the end of the line for

the waste stored there. When explaining to parliament in 1982 why the Derrimut waste had
been transferred to St Mary’s, the Fraser Government also had announced that materials
such as those stored at St Mary’s would receive more permanent treatment as soon as a
national repository site had been agreed with the states – ibid.
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St Mary’s had accumulated many types of waste from a wide variety of sources by 1985. It
held 370 containers ranging from cardboard boxes and plastic bags to concrete blocks and
44 gallon drums. About half the waste was categorised low level, with the balance,
intermediate. The radionuclides in the waste were mainly cobalt-60, radium-226,
americium-241, strontium-90 and caesium-137 – Review of arrangements for the recent
transportation of radioactive waste, July 1995 – paragraph 119. It also contained very small amounts

of other radionuclides, including a minute quantity of plutonium-239. The waste had been
accumulating since the early 1950s, initially at places like the Commonwealth X-ray and
Radium Laboratory in Melbourne, various Army and Air Force bases, the Federal
Government’s Materials Research Laboratory at Maribyrnong in Victoria, the CSIRO, the
University of Melbourne, the Bureau of Physical Sciences, Qantas, Ansett and a variety of
private company properties. There also were consolidated dried residues obtained after
decontamination of Army equipment used during the Maralinga atomic bomb tests, and
even a 30 inch gear wheel from a British naval ship deliberately blown up in the first British
atomic bomb test in 1952 at Monte Bello off the Western Australian coast. The waste had
originated in at least three other states and because of concerns being raised by local
residents through their council and the press, by 1985 the Federal Department of Resources
and Energy was most anxious to have it removed from St Mary’s – Memorandum from the
General Manager of Munitions Filling Factory to the Controller, Munitions Division, Department of Defence –
15 April 1985.

The concerns of residents brought to the fore again within the Federal Government, the lack
of a national radioactive waste management facility. The manager at St Mary’s advised
senior Defence Department officials in April 1985 that because a recent audit had identified
that some of the material in storage was potentially hazardous, ‘we must strive for the
provision of a national repository.’ He also proposed making a press statement to explain
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that ‘this factory and various departments to which it has belonged have tried to have action
taken on the national repository’ - ibid. Just after this advice went to Canberra, the Defence
Minister, Kim Beazley, wrote to the Mayor of Blacktown, the local government area in which
the waste was stored. The Minister told the Mayor that the materials in storage ‘comprise
sealed radiography sources, other sealed sources and miscellaneous contaminated
components which were received from various Commonwealth bodies, as well as
universities, hospitals and industry.’ Trying to provide reassurance, the Minister also advised
that the materials ‘are stored in a reinforced concrete building such that the building poses
no threat to employees of the factory or the general public’ and they would be removed ‘as
soon as detailed requirements for safe storage and disposal of radioactive waste have been
agreed with state governments and the necessary facilities developed for a national
repository’ - Letter from Hon Kim Beazley, Minister for Defence, to the Mayor of Blacktown – 18 April 1985.
The last point in this correspondence, repeating almost word for word how the Fraser
Government had justified the continuing accumulation and storage of radioactive waste in
Sydney, had become Canberra’s mantra for avoiding more precise answers about the final
resting place of the nation’s radioactive waste. The Federal Government wouldn’t resolve
this issue on its own. There had to be deep state or territory government involvement as
well.

The Minister’s letter to the Blacktown Mayor was not, by any measure, a comprehensive
account of the nature or origin of all the waste in storage in the Council’s area. It did not
mention that the waste contained some ‘high level sources’ – Memorandum from the General
Manager, Munitions Filling Factory, to the Controller, Munitions Division, Department of Defence – 15 April
1985.

Nor did the letter refer to the material from the atomic bomb tests at Monte Bello and

Maralinga or the original sources of the rest of the waste. Overall, there was nothing in the
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letter to tell the Council that since 1979, there had been a de facto national radioactive
waste storage site on its doorstep. This reflected a tendency of successive federal
governments which would continue - to understate the waste issue, and particularly the
accumulation of waste in places that could cause political difficulty, while it waited for a
state or territory government to serve up a solution.

A month after the letter to the Blacktown Council, Labor’s Federal Caucus received a
confidential briefing on the St Mary’s waste from the Resources and Energy Minister.
Senator Gareth Evans provided more information withheld from the Council, including about
the presence of plutonium in the waste – Briefing paper presented to the Labor Caucus by Senator
Gareth Evans, Minister for Resources and Energy – 23 May 1985. Shortly afterwards, the Defence

Department wrote to the suburban newspaper published in St Mary’s to answer a freedom
of information application. The Department informed the paper that it had ‘actively pursued
the question of establishing a national repository for radioactive wastes since at least 1965’
– Letter from the Acting First Assistant Secretary, Munitions Group, Department of Defence, to the Editor in
Chief, Western Division, Suburban Community Newspapers Pty Ltd – 4 June 1985.

This would not be the

end of attempts to evade responsibility for the continuing presence of radioactive waste in
Sydney’s suburban west.

It was to be legal action which finally forced the years of jurisdictional buck-passing into the
open, but not before yet another reminder of the inaction which continued to beset
development of an Australian national policy for radioactive waste management.
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4.20 Another expression of concern from AIRAC

In December 1988, AIRAC made another report to the Federal Government which noted ‘no
major development in the field of radioactive waste management in recent years.’ AIRAC
sided with the Commonwealth-State Consultative Committee in nominating its preference
for a single repository ‘rather than the current situation in which radioactive waste
continues to accumulate by default in many temporary storage sites throughout the country,
many of which are in areas of high population density and the supervision of which is
fragmented’ – Report of the Australian Ionising Radiation Advisory Council to the Federal Government –
1988. What had prompted this latest expression of concern by AIRAC was the fact that St

Mary’s had stopped taking waste after the Derrimut consignment had been moved there in
1979 and since then, federal and state agencies and other generators of waste had been left
to store most of it at the point of creation while awaiting the opportunity to use a national
facility, significantly increasing the number of locations at which waste was being held
without any effective regulation.

The criticism of the Ionising Radiation Advisory Council also followed the failure of the
Federal Government to maintain the momentum of the repository site selection process
recommended by the Commonwealth-State Consultative Committee. In March 1986, the
Government had written to the states and territories to formally seek an expression of their
interest in hosting a national repository. By the beginning of 1988 however, the Northern
Territory had given the only positive response, even though the desk top study initiated by
Canberra in 1985 had confirmed the view of the Consultative Committee that in most states
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as well as in the Northern Territory, a number of regions were likely to have sites that would
satisfy the IAEA’s criteria for a repository. One of those regions was north-eastern South
Australia, but the South Australian Government had not embraced the initial enthusiasm of
its officials on the Consultative Committee about Radium Hill being an option. In the
meantime as well, two other states had begun to go their own way. Western Australia
decided to build an intractable waste disposal facility at Mount Walton, 700 km north east of
Perth, suitable for the west’s low level radioactive and hazardous waste, while Queensland
planned a purpose built waste store at Esk in the south east of the State. Accordingly, the
1988/89 Federal budget allocated $100,000 for a siting feasibility study for a national
radioactive waste management facility in the only jurisdiction willing at the time to go that
far – the Northern Territory.

4.21 A Northern Territory site?

With Western Australia and Queensland making their own arrangements, Victoria having
taken the political decision to exclude itself from consideration, and the Federal
Government still wanting the waste moved well away from Lucas Heights in New South
Wales, the likelihood that South Australia would become the location for a permanent
national repository had risen markedly by the late 1980s if the Northern Territory study did
not produce a solution. That study was completed in 1989. By then, the Territory was facing
increasing public opposition to proposed uranium mining at Jabiluka and gold mining at
Coronation Hill, both areas sensitive for environmental and aboriginal land rights and
heritage reasons. To remove some of the wick from this political fire, the Territory
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Government finally advised Canberra in May 1991 that it did not want to pursue the option
of having the national waste repository in Australia’s far north.

The Federal election campaigns of 1987 and 1990 had been dominated by attempts of the
major parties to court the second preference votes of the Australian Democrats and the
emerging Greens. At the 1990 election, the minor parties received more than 17 percent of
the primary vote with the Democrats alone almost doubling their support to over 11
percent. During the 1980s, the Australian Conservation Foundation had become one of the
nation’s most effective lobby groups and particularly at the 1990 election, the Foundation
worked hard to ensure Labor received a large majority of the preferences of minor party
voters. Almost two-thirds of Democrat second preferences went to Labor. Without such a
strong flow of preferences, Labor would not have won that election. In the prevailing
political climate, the Federal Labor Government had not wanted public debate about the
siting of a national radioactive waste repository to upset the relationship it was cultivating
with environmental groups to offset some collapse in its primary vote. That is why, until its
hand was forced, the Federal Labor Government said and did as little about radioactive
waste management as it could get away with through the second half of the 1980s and into
the last decade of the 20th century.

4.22 AIRAC’s third formal expression of concern

To AIRAC however, politics could not negate the need for Canberra to accept responsibility
for managing radioactive waste. The Northern Territory’s decision not to have the repository
prompted, later in 1991, AIRAC’s third formal expression of concern to the Federal
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Government in a decade, all having had a familiar ring. The Council was now worried, rightly
as subsequent events would prove, that ‘judging by the rate of progress to date,’ it could be
‘many years’ before a repository site finally was chosen – Annual Report of the Australian Ionising
Radiation Advisory Council – 1990-91.

The accumulation of low level waste was no longer the

Council’s only worry either. It also wanted action on intermediate level waste. For this, it
suggested that as Lucas Heights already was a waste storage site and had the necessary
handling facilities, ‘it would seem appropriate to consider storing all such wastes there
pending geological disposal’ – ibid. Well-meaning in a technical sense as this advice may
have been, it ignored the reality that the existing waste at Lucas Heights already was a
liability. But inexplicably the Federal Government, having recently approved the use of Lucas
Heights as yet another de facto storage for externally generated low level radioactive waste,
would heed AIRAC’s advice and seek to transfer intermediate level waste from St Mary’s to
Lucas Heights as well. These decisions produced a political debacle which only served to
magnify the long years of inaction and delay which now characterised the implementation of
a national radioactive waste management policy in Australia.

4.23 Transfer of waste to Lucas Heights

At Fisherman’s Bend close to the city-centre of Melbourne, the CSIRO in 1988 filled almost
10,000 205 litre drums with soil and building rubble dug up from a car park. The property
was to be transferred from the CSIRO to the Defence Department and the site first had to be
decontaminated. The soil and rubble were mixed with residues left from pilot plant and
laboratory projects involving the extraction of uranium, cerium and thorium undertaken
between 1945 and 1964 at the Fisherman’s Bend site by the CSIRO and its predecessor, the
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Council for Scientific and Industrial Research – Review of arrangements for the recent transportation
of radioactive waste, July 1995 – paragraph 15.

Some of the uranium bearing residues had come

from South Australia during test mining at Radium Hill in the early 1950s and it wouldn’t be
long before they returned there, but not before a brief stay at Lucas Heights on the way.

In 1987 the AAEC had been re-constituted and re-named the Australian Nuclear Science and
Technology Organisation (ANSTO) following the Federal Government’s decision to cease the
Commission’s involvement in the uranium industry and in uranium enrichment research.
ANSTO was directed to have a more commercial focus by giving greater emphasis to nuclear
medicine and the production of radiopharmaceuticals. This re-defined role still meant that a
new reactor would be needed at Lucas Heights and in anticipation ANSTO had retained
expertise in dealing with contaminated materials like radioactive waste.

ANSTO was invited by the CSIRO in April 1989 to use this expertise to remove and take
possession of the Fisherman’s Bend soil. After receiving ministerial approval to bid for the
work, ANSTO’s tender was successful and by mid-1990, the soil had been transferred to
storage at Lucas Heights with the CSIRO committed to meeting the ongoing holding costs
and ‘relocation to the proposed national low level radioactive waste repository’ for final
disposal when such a facility was available – Annual Report of the Australian Nuclear Science and
Technology Organisation – 1989/90.

The original spark to the ensuing debacle had been to unnecessarily categorise all the
Fisherman’s Bend soil as radioactive waste. It was subsequently established that ‘about 98
percent of the drums contained levels of radioactivity that, in fact, would not have required
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them to be transported as containing radioactive material’ because radiation dose rates
created by the material were ‘clearly so low as to present no hazard’ – Review of arrangements
for the recent transportation of radioactive waste, July 1995 – paragraph 15; Australian Radiation Laboratory
Audit – November 1996.

Moreover, ‘some of the low level waste (in particular contaminated

soils) is of low enough activity that it could be safely disposed of in municipal landfills’ –
National Radioactive Waste Repository – Supplement to the Draft Environmental Statement – p. 14 – January
2003. Once classified however, it is extremely difficult to declassify waste. Apart from

anything else, such action would invite accusations that the public was being misled about
the true nature of the waste and any risk it posed. Accordingly, since 1990 the Fisherman’s
Bend soil, 1,950 cubic metres in volume, has been mistakenly categorised as making up
almost half Australia’s total inventory of low-level radioactive waste. As most of the balance
of the inventory already was in storage at Lucas Heights, generated by ANSTO’s activities
there, and those of the AAEC before it, the neighbouring residents became even more
uneasy.

Even so, in July 1991, ANSTO entered into another contract to condition and store the
radioactive waste from St Mary’s. The Government wanted to sell the St Mary’s site and the
plan was to transfer this waste to Lucas Heights as well, even though the Sutherland Shire,
the local government authority in whose area Australia’s nuclear research establishment
was located, recently had sent a delegation to the Federal Government to express concern
about the management of radioactive waste already on the site and it had been agreed this
would be reviewed by the Australian Radiation Laboratory. In light of this concession, the
subsequent proposal to bring the St Mary’s waste to Lucas Heights as well snapped the
patience of the Sutherland Shire. On 9 September 1991, the Shire voted to go to the New
South Wales Land and Environment Court to block the transfer and two months later it
amended its application to seek an additional court declaration that the Fisherman’s Bend
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waste be removed from Lucas Heights on the ground that its storage was unlawful under
New South Wales planning laws. The Shire no longer was prepared to host in its area a de
facto national radioactive waste storage just because other levels of government had been
unable to establish the facility in a more suitable location.

If Sutherland Shire’s moves were not enough to bring matters to a head, the Australian
Radiation Laboratory gave the Federal Government another complication when following its
audit of waste management at Lucas Heights, it advised in late 1991 that the absence of
storage and disposal arrangements for intermediate level waste would mean the existing
Lucas Heights reactor could not be properly decommissioned. There would be nowhere to
dispose of the contaminated parts. To leave the original reactor in a contaminated, shut
down state while operating the new one however, ‘was not an acceptable option on safety
grounds’ and the Radiation Laboratory warned the Government such a situation ‘would
certainly result in public outcry’ – Australian Radiation Laboratory Audit – 1991.

4.24 Pressure mounts to remove waste from Lucas Heights

The continuing failure to show a way ahead for managing the waste that Lucas Heights
already was storing, compounded by decisions to send much more there from Fisherman’s
Bend and St Mary’s, had presented Canberra with some stark options if ANSTO’s new
commercial activities were to have any future at all. Officially, it had been the Hawke
Government’s consistent position since taking office in 1983 that it supported the
continuation of most nuclear activities at Lucas Heights, but the administration had not
helped itself to uphold that policy by playing in to the hands of opponents who seized on the
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waste issue to strengthen their argument that the existing reactor should be closed and the
site rehabilitated free of any new facility. ANSTO itself became increasingly concerned, with
its Safety Review Committee pleading that while existing waste management practices on
site were ‘sound and safe,’ the Commonwealth, state and territory governments must begin
a process of identifying specific objectives and target dates for low and medium level
repositories and allocate sufficient priority and resources to achieve them – Management of
Radioactive Waste at Lucas Heights Research Laboratories – August 1991.

The concerns of residents living close to the Lucas Heights site were taken up at Labor’s 1991
Federal Conference, which directed that the Government hold an inquiry before any
decision to build the replacement reactor. The court challenge and the party Conference
decision prompted action by the Federal Government. Three days after the Sutherland Shire
announced its challenge to the relocation of the St Mary’s waste, the Primary Industries and
Energy Minister, Simon Crean, wrote to the state and territory governments. His pretext was
the decision of the Northern Territory not to have the national repository, but the Minister’s
language strongly suggested that the emerging issues at Lucas Heights were the real driver.
His letter referred to the ‘pressing need’ for national disposal facilities and to ‘an urgent
need to progress this matter.’ His sense of urgency was some notches up on that Prime
Minister Fraser had expressed exactly 12 years earlier when he had written to the states and
territories on the same matter. This latest letter also was an admission that in the six years
since Senator Gareth Evans had initiated the desk top study to identify suitable areas to host
a national repository, nothing more had been achieved. Minister Crean now pleaded with
the states and territories to agree to refine the results of that desk top study ‘with a view to
preparing a short list of suitable sites for further discussion.’ He promised ‘site assessment
studies in each state would be treated as confidential’ but he would offer no more. ‘We are
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not able to provide disposal sites. If national facilities are to be established they will have to
be developed on sites within a state jurisdiction’ – Letter from Hon Simon Crean, Minister for Primary
Industries and Energy, to Hon Don Hopgood, Minister of Health (South Australia) – 12 September 1991. Again

this was an abdication of responsibility by Canberra rather than an accurate statement of
the legal or practical position.

4.25 South Australia’s continuing cooperation

The South Australian Government initially offered unconditional cooperation in response to
Minister Crean’s plea. Its Health Minister, Don Hopgood, quickly replied that ‘the South
Australian Government acknowledges the need for disposal facilities for radioactive wastes
to be established’ and agreed that his officials would continue to take part in the site
selection process, even reminding his federal colleague of their active involvement since
1980 – Letter from Hon Don Hopgood, Minister of Health (South Australia) to Hon Simon Crean, Minister for
Primary Industries and Energy – 22 June 1991.

Moreover, South Australia’s response to Canberra’s

request was not the only cooperation South Australia offered. The National Health and
Medical Research Council had circulated to the states a draft code of practice for the
establishment of a low level waste repository which South Australia immediately endorsed.
As well, the Federal Government had written seeking South Australia’s help in research of
disposal methods for long-lived intermediate level waste. Criteria were being developed for
an underground repository in Australia suitable for the disposal of wastes produced by the
medical use of radium sources, and the studies needed data from an operating underground
mine containing radioactive ore. Olympic Dam was the only such mine in Australia – Letter
from Hon John Kerin, Minister for Primary Industries and Resources, to Hon Don Hopgood, Minister of Health
(South Australia) – 18 February 1991.

South Australia’s answer to this request, while still
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cooperative, was more cautious. It came from the Premier, John Bannon, who agreed to the
use of the mine on condition such cooperation ‘in no way implies the possible use of the
Olympic Dam site for such disposal in the future’ – Letter from Hon John Bannon, Premier of South
Australia, to Hon Simon Crean, Minister for Primary Industries and Energy – 22 June 1991.

4.26 Olympic Dam – an international waste repository?

The Premier was forced into this confidential, conditional response by events which had
seen him threatened with legal action by two senior Liberal members of the South
Australian Parliament after an attempt to exploit the issue of radioactive waste
management in the lead up to the 1989 State election. On the evening of 30 September
1989, the first edition of Adelaide’s Sunday Mail newspaper had gone on to the streets with
a headline declaring that ‘Libs back Roxby nuclear dump move’ – Sunday Mail – 30 September
1989. The accompanying article asserted that two Liberal members of the State Parliament

were backing a proposal to use mined out areas at Olympic Dam, then only a year into
production, for disposal of high level radioactive waste imported to Australia from overseas
nuclear power reactors. Those political operatives in the South Australian Government who
had encouraged the newspaper to publish the article had, in an entirely premature way,
conflated conclusions from a decision they knew was about to be made by Western Mining
Corporation as operator of the Olympic Dam mine and three other major resource
companies, to investigate the potential for Australian technology, Synroc, to be used
internationally for the safe disposal of high level waste. Their investigation however, had not
even begun in any substantial way, let alone led to any view that Olympic Dam could be a
suitable international waste disposal site. What was more, it remained federal policy,
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maintained in a bi-partisan way, that high level waste could not be brought to Australia for
final disposal, but the Sunday Mail article had overlooked that elementary flaw to its
credibility. Those with any political memory would have recalled that, 10 years earlier, to
serve a continuing anti-uranium, anti-nuclear political campaign, it had been alleged that
Radium Hill was to be used as an international waste repository. That tactic was being
dusted off again to re-energise anti-nuclear activists at election time.

The Sunday Mail article reported that the Premier had not been contactable for comment
but was understood to have rejected the alleged proposal. But one who did engage openly
with the paper was Mike Rann, described by the article as ‘Labor’s outspoken anti-nuclear
MP’. The Sunday Mail quoted him saying: ‘If the Liberals only vision is to turn the Festival
State into the Nuke Dump state, I’m appalled’ – ibid. Following a complaint to the newspaper
that the position of the Liberals had been completely and deliberately misrepresented, the
paper dropped the story from subsequent editions and legal action by the Liberals was later
settled out of court. Following this episode, the South Australian Premier was extremely
wary, when he got Canberra’s request in 1991, about having any public association with a
proposal to use Olympic Dam for anything to do with waste storage or disposal. The Federal
Government however, would have other ideas and priorities.

4.27 Court enforced removal of waste from Lucas Heights

In the New South Wales Land and Environment Court on 5 February 1992, judgment was
delivered in the action brought by the Sutherland Shire against the use of Lucas Heights as a
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de facto national radioactive waste storage site. It was a decision devastating for ANSTO and
the Federal Government and ended the shadow boxing between the jurisdictions.

The Court accepted that Lucas Heights was the ‘safest site in Australia’ for storage of waste.
It was not prepared, however, to condone ‘a flagrant breach of the State’s planning laws’
and it also found that bringing the waste from elsewhere was contrary to ANSTO’s own
legislative charter as well. The court ordered the removal of the Fisherman’s Bend waste
from Lucas Heights and the waste still at St Mary’s to remain where it was. In considering
where the Fisherman’s Bend waste could go, the failure of the federal and state
governments to establish a national repository received judicial criticism to supplement the
litany of warnings over the years from Canberra’s technical and scientific advisers. The New
South Wales court observed that ‘all relevant ministers (Commonwealth and State) consider
that the national repository be established as quickly as possible provided it is not
established in the territory of their responsibility.’ This was not an impasse acceptable to the
Judge: ‘I think I am asked to assume that the political difficulties are such that no solution
can be found except in the very long term. I am not prepared to make that assumption.’ In
effect, the court sought to force the issue by suspending its order on the removal of the
Fisherman’s Bend waste for three years ‘or until the commissioning of the national
repository, whichever is the sooner’ – Unreported judgment of His Honour Justice Cripps in Council of
the Shire of Sutherland v Australian Nuclear Science and Technology Organisation, New South Wales Land and
Environment Court – 5 February 1992.

By this judgment, Canberra and the states were being given

three years at the most to finalise what they had been incapable of achieving in three
decades of inconclusive deliberations if the Fisherman’s Bend waste was to get a lawful
storage and disposal site. The immediate portents were not promising.
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To the federal Primary Industries and Energy Minister, the court’s ruling once again
emphasised the ‘urgency’ of establishing a national repository and Minister Crean disclosed
publicly for the first time his request to the states and territories the previous September to
give the matter high priority – Sydney Morning Herald – 6 February 1992. On the day of the court
judgment however, the New South Wales Government confirmed there was no way it would
entertain having the facility within its jurisdiction – ibid. To further complicate Canberra’s
immediate problems with the court decree, all state and territory environment ministers
were meeting when the judgment was delivered and they used the opportunity to express a
collective view that it should be the Federal Government which took the initiative in finding
a site for the repository and building it because its agencies had generated most of the
waste destined for the facility – ibid. It had taken a New South Wales court decision to
galvanise the state and territory governments into a very belated assertion of where
responsibility resided.

To attempt to retrieve the situation, the Federal Government immediately prepared
legislation to place beyond doubt ANSTO’s powers to store and manage radioactive wastes,
both on its own account and on behalf of others. This prompted disquiet within Government
ranks that the legislation still would allow Lucas Heights to be used, long term, as a national
waste storage, and Minister Crean was forced to volunteer an amendment to make clear
that ultimately, the national facility would be established elsewhere – Commonwealth
Parliamentary Debates – 18 June 1992. The focus now on Lucas Heights encouraged opponents of

the new reactor to renew their campaign to have the project abandoned.
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4.28 Olympic Dam – a national waste repository?

The New South Wales court judgment also had left one possibility dangling. Without
elaboration, the Judge had revealed that ‘the Federal Government attempted to relocate
the Fisherman’s Bend waste at Olympic Dam. It was opposed by the South Australian
Government’ - Unreported judgment of His Honour Justice Cripps in Council of the Shire of Sutherland v
Australian Nuclear Science and Technology Organisation, New South Wales Land and Environment Court – 5
February 1992. In fact, Canberra’s approach had been made just before the 1989 South

Australian election when the South Australian Government had wanted to exploit the
radioactive waste issue against its Liberal opponents. To have agreed, at the same time, to
low level waste coming to Olympic Dam for storage and disposal would have rendered State
Labor’s political tactic nugatory, not to mention hypocritical. Nonetheless, the mine’s
operator had not lost interest in the possibility.

The day after the New South Wales court judgment exposed a serious predicament for
Canberra, WMC initiated its own internal study of the option of establishing a national waste
repository at Olympic Dam. Senior company managers were advised that there already had
been an ‘informal indication of support’ for the study from the South Australian
Government’s Health Commission, now that there was not a State election imminent –
Internal Western Mining Corporation memorandum – 6 February 1992.

While mindful of the relatively

tight deadline for establishment of the repository set by the court, the company intended to
proceed carefully and openly. The scope of the study would address not only technical issues
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but the acceptability of the proposal to its Olympic Dam workforce and the wider region.
WMC’s rationale for the proposal was that the mine had been established in a geological
structure which was very stable, with low permeability of water. The repository could be
excavated in a drive off an existing decline road into the mine, above the main mine
workings but at sufficient depth to be able to take long-lived intermediate as well as low
level waste. Olympic Dam met all the criteria for taking low and intermediate level waste
that the National Health and Medical Research Council had identified in its Code of Practice
soon to be ratified by the federal, state and territory governments. Moreover, WMC had
staff at Olympic Dam already trained to deal with waste and associated issues including
radiation protection.

A senior WMC executive met the South Australian Premier on 12 March 1992 to discuss the
proposal. The Premier did not rule it out but said he would have to refer it to his Cabinet first
– ibid – 26 August 1992. The company also initiated discussions with the Federal Government.
Canberra did not take long to identify an opportunity to resolve its twin dilemmas with the
Fisherman’s Bend waste and a national repository. The Primary Industries and Energy
Minister wrote to Premier Bannon in early April urging South Australia’s participation in a
study with the Federal Government and WMC of the technical and commercial feasibility of
establishing the national repository at Olympic Dam – Letter from Hon Simon Crean, Minister for
Primary Industries and Energy, to Hon John Bannon, Premier of South Australia – 2 April 1992.

WMC was

told by senior officials in the Department of Primary Industries and Energy in Canberra that
‘it was generally believed to be intuitively obvious that Olympic Dam is the best possible site
in the country’ and that the Federal Government was ‘under great pressure to solve the
waste problem’ – Internal Western Mining Corporation memorandum – 15 April 1992.
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As the discussions about the Olympic Dam option had to be conducted in secret because of
the South Australian Government’s sensitivity to the issue, Minister Crean was forced, on 1
June 1992, to make a public statement expressing disappointment about the lack of
cooperation of all the states with the establishment of a national radioactive waste
repository and warning that the Federal Government may have to compulsorily acquire a
site if the states could not agree – The Australian – 2 June 1992. That always had been an option
open to Canberra if ever it had wanted to give a lead on the issue, but one it would not
pursue for another decade. The Minister’s statement had been forced in part by a
suggestion from the Federal Coalition that there should be a chain of smaller repositories
across the nation – ibid – 26 May 1992. The Primary Industries and Energy Minister immediately
rejected the proposition – ibid. A decade later, with the issue still unresolved and their roles
reversed, it would be a Federal Coalition Government advocating a single national repository
as well as compulsory acquisition of the required site, and Simon Crean, by then Leader of
the Federal Opposition, suggesting the possibility of multiple repositories.

Another pressure point on the Federal Government in mid-1992 was the need to ensure
parliamentary approval for its legislation to clarify the powers of ANSTO to manage
radioactive waste. As a compromise to the Labor backbenchers who had expressed disquiet,
the Government was forced to go through the motions of initiating a scoping study for a
repository site to demonstrate it wanted to remove waste from Lucas Heights as soon as
possible. At the same time however, the Department of Primary Industries and Energy
quietly advised WMC that while the Minister ‘had to be seen to be doing something,’ the
intention was to stall the study’s finalisation until after the assessment of the Olympic Dam
option had been completed – Internal Western Mining Corporation Memorandum – 26 August 1992. As
it was, the company had some promising news. It had set target dates that could have a
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repository completed at Olympic Dam by the beginning of 1994 and able to take in the
existing backlog of Australia’s waste within the following 12 months. This would mean that
the deadline imposed by the New South Wales court for removal of the Fisherman’s Bend
waste from Lucas Heights by February 1995 could be met, if only just – ibid.

During July and August 1992, discussions intensified between Canberra and WMC to
advance issues including environmental approvals for the repository, operating procedures
and charges to be imposed on producers of the waste for its disposal. Plans were put in
place for a public meeting at Olympic Dam to be held on 21 September to unveil the
proposal to the workforce and the local community of about 2,000 people. As this was
happening however, concern emerged about lack of progress in confirming the South
Australian Government’s position – ibid. – 2 July 1992. A meeting was arranged for 27 August at
which the Primary Industries and Energy Minister intended to force the issue if he had to.
According to advice given to WMC by federal officials, Minister Crean planned to tell the
South Australian Premier that if his State did not cooperate with the Olympic Dam option,
the Fisherman’s Bend waste would be moved to South Australia anyway, to Federal
Government controlled land at Woomera – ibid. – 26 August 1992. Such an ultimatum would
have confounded the proposition the Minister had put to the states and territories the
previous September that Canberra did not have land of its own suitable for a radioactive
waste management facility, or the means to establish one without the considerable
involvement of a state or territory government. The meeting with the South Australian
Premier went well enough however, for the Federal Minister not to have to resort to threats
and the Premier asked for a Cabinet submission to be finalised. But a week later, Premier
Bannon resigned, forced from office by continuing revelations about the reasons for the
failure of the State Bank of South Australia. The Olympic Dam strategy began to unravel and
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Minister Crean had to take more seriously, his plan for a scoping study for a repository
somewhere else.

4.29 How now to identify a repository site?

The 1992 Federal budget handed down on the same day as Minister Crean’s meeting with
Premier Bannon, had maintained the pretence that a general site selection for the repository
would progress quickly, by allocating $350,000 for the purpose, to be spent over the
following nine months. The budget also allocated $2 million for the inquiry into the
proposed new reactor at Lucas Heights, forced by the 1991 Labor Federal Conference. It was
to be undertaken by Professor Ken McKinnon, Vice Chancellor of the University of
Wollongong, and consider whether Australia needed a new reactor and if so, where it should
be established. The Federal Industry Minister, Senator John Button, left no doubt what
outcome the Government wanted when he told parliament as the McKinnon Review got
underway that ‘there are very legitimate and important uses of the Lucas Heights reactor,
particularly in terms of production of medical isotopes.....the nuclear medicine industry is
large and growing in Australia and also as an export industry from the Lucas Heights
premises. I think that will be a factor which the inquiry will want to take into account’ –
Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates – 10 September 1992.

To maintain public support for its own

continuing commitment to Lucas Heights, the Government could not afford any further
accusations of dithering on the waste issue and with South Australian support for the
Olympic Dam option thrown into doubt by the Premier’s resignation, Minister Crean was
under renewed pressure to act following another unanticipated turn of events.
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On 7 October 1992, the Minister publicly announced how the final site for the national
waste repository would be chosen. The scoping study he had foreshadowed with reluctance
in June would be extended into a three phase one, having already begun with the
development of technical criteria to be used to identify potentially suitable regions for the
repository. He represented this as the first phase of the study but in fact it amounted to little
more than what the Commonwealth-State Consultative Committee already had produced
seven years earlier. The site selection still struggled to find a forward gear. Minister Crean
explained it would continue with criteria identified in the first phase being applied to the
entire Australian landscape to identify a short list of regions from which one would be
chosen by the end of the second phase. After that, the final phase would comprise field
work in the preferred region to pin-point the repository site. The Minister promised this
iterative approach would be completed in little more than two years even though allowance
would be made for public comment on the outcomes after each phase – Press Statement by the
Honourable Simon Crean, Minister for Primary Industries and energy – 7 October 1992.The length of the

study, and the opportunity for continuing community input, implied an intention of the
Federal Government to do everything possible to demonstrate openness, objectivity and
rigour in the site selection. But the completion of the process would miss the nominated
date by nine years, and be anything but open.

With Minister Crean’s announcement about the repository site selection process, he
released the latest inventory of Australia’s low and short lived intermediate level radioactive
waste suitable for disposal in a near surface repository. It continued to show that more than
3,100 cubic metres, or 95 percent of it, was in storage at Lucas Heights. More than half of
the inventory had become the Fisherman’s Bend waste, with the balance operational waste
generated by Lucas Heights, 60 cubic metres held by the Federal Defence Department and
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100 cubic metres in the states and territories. The contribution to the inventory of the states
and territories had increased following more intensive work by them to identify and
characterise the waste stored within their jurisdictions, but remained relatively insignificant
compared with the waste for which federal agencies were responsible. The inventory also
confirmed that for the future, federal agencies, almost exclusively ANSTO, would account for
90 percent of Australia’s annual generation of waste.

Despite the relativities continuing to show the need for a repository to be overwhelmingly a
federal one, Minister Crean again urged the states and territories to cooperate as he invited
public input to the first phase of the selection process. ‘We need to move beyond
agreement in principle and promote a mature debate based on objective criteria’ – Press
Statement by Hon Simon Crean, Minister for Primary Industries and Energy – 7 October 1992.

The Federal

Government however, did not ensure that state and territory leaders were properly briefed
before the Minister’s announcement. Despite all the years of South Australian cooperation
with the Commonwealth-State Consultative Committee, and the more recent still
confidential discussions about the use of Olympic Dam, the immediate reaction of the
State’s new Premier, Lynn Arnold, was to flatly reject the use of any location in South
Australia for a national repository. He responded to Minister Crean’s announcement by
claiming South Australians would not support the facility in their State, adding, ‘and I can tell
you the Government will not be supporting it’ – The Advertiser – 8 October 1992. But Premier
Arnold had just appointed to his Cabinet as Health Minister Martyn Evans, who was more
circumspect in his initial reaction, saying only that South Australia would look at such
propositions when they were put forward by Canberra – ibid. The new Premier’s position
was ridiculed the next day by his federal colleagues, the Science Minister, Senator Peter
Cook telling parliament: ‘If ever I have heard a NIMBY statement that is clearly the case in
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this circumstance’ - Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates – 8 October 1992. The Adelaide Advertiser
also criticised the Premier’s attitude, urging ‘the need to approach the problem from a
national, not a parochial perspective,’ and that ‘the Federal Government deserves at least a
thorough examination of its alternative proposal rather than an out-of-hand dismissal of the
idea’ – The Advertiser – 10 October 1992. Eventually, the opinion of Adelaide’s morning
newspaper would somersault and become highly influential in generating public opposition
to locating a national repository in South Australia.

When Minister Crean’s advisers followed up with the South Australian Government about
the real position of the new Premier, they quickly discovered that Premier Arnold had not
been briefed on the Olympic Dam option at the time he reacted to Canberra’s renewed
request for the cooperation of the states. The Primary Industries and Energy Minister had a
private meeting with the new South Australian Premier in early December 1992. As a result,
a discussion paper was put to the State Cabinet a fortnight later which led ministers to
decide that environmental groups should be consulted before any further decisions were
made. That effectively ended any possibility of the Olympic Dam option being resurrected
for the time being.

4.30 Time runs out to re-locate Fisherman’s Bend waste

The duration of the site selection Minister Crean had decreed, even if the original timetable
had been met, could not now lead to the construction of a national repository anywhere
before the Fisherman’s Bend waste had to be moved from Lucas Heights. Time had run out.
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What followed to allow Canberra’s compliance with the New South Wales court order
completely undermined the professed rigour and openness of the repository’s site selection.

At the end of 1992, just after Minister Crean’s discussion with the new South Australian
Premier, the Department of Primary Industries and Energy in Canberra told WMC that it still
favoured a South Australian site for the repository, with Woomera remaining as an ultimate
fall back if a location supported by the State Government was unobtainable – Internal Western
Mining Corporation memorandum – 29 December 1992.

What was more, the Minister was prepared

to put the same ultimatum to Premier Arnold that he had readied for Premier Bannon just
before his resignation: ‘Simon Crean either directly has, or is now likely to, offer Premier
Arnold the choice between a South Australian repository regulated by the State (eg Olympic
Dam) or a South Australian repository with no State control (i.e. Woomera)’ - ibid. This was
tantamount to another admission that all along, Canberra could have taken full
responsibility for siting the national repository had it wanted to.

Minister Crean’s choice did not take long to materialise as, from the beginning of 1993, the
Keating Government adopted a strategy it would maintain until its defeat in March 1996, to
want to divorce itself as far as possible from the political consequences of finally deciding
what to do next with Australia’s radioactive waste. As it proceeded the Federal Government
put beyond the realm of possibility, an agreed solution between Canberra and South
Australia.

As 1993 dawned a federal election was imminent in which the Sydney seat of Hughes could
be lost and with it, a federal minister, Robert Tickner as the sitting member. Lucas Heights
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was still in the seat of Hughes and the destiny of the radioactive waste the facility was
storing remained a very live local issue. The Federal Government’s site selection
arrangements offered no apparent quick answer to the questions inevitably to be raised
during the election campaign about when the Fisherman’s Bend waste would go, and where
to? At this point, the Keating Government decided it couldn’t wait for South Australia to
make up its mind. On 15 January 1993 it began to soften up South Australia for at least a
temporary national waste storage facility, regardless of what its State Labor Government or
anyone else thought.

That morning, the Adelaide Advertiser carried a prominent story that Canberra had
earmarked federally controlled land at Woomera as ‘a short-term nuclear rubbish dump.’ It
would take the Fisherman’s Bend waste until a permanent national repository was
established. Martyn Evans could only lament in reaction as State Health Minister: ‘At this
stage, we haven’t been consulted’ – The Advertiser – 15 January 1993. The Federal Government
had run out of patience with the procrastination of its State colleagues in South Australia
over the use of Olympic Dam. The Advertiser immediately saw through Canberra’s preemptive tactic, editorialising: ‘The long term importance of selecting an appropriate national
radioactive waste repository should not be underestimated and therefore any attempts to
fast track the process must not be tolerated’ – ibid. Notably, the newspaper’s story was not
based on any formal announcement by Canberra. No federal minister was quoted as a
pattern was set of deliberately planted but unsourced press speculation. The Keating
Government wanted to disown as much responsibility as it could for creating another de
facto national radioactive waste management site to follow the facilities established over
the years at Maralinga and Derrimut then later at St Mary’s and Lucas Heights in Sydney,
while it sought as much political credit as possible in Sydney’s southern suburbs for the
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waste’s impending removal. But once transferred from Lucas Heights to Woomera, would
more than half of Australia’s low level radioactive waste which already had been moved
once from Melbourne to Sydney, be relocated across state or territory borders a third time
to a permanent repository? Once the waste got to South Australia, it would be extremely
difficult, politically, to send it to yet another location. Within the Federal Government there
was a developing view that South Australia deserved to be the recipient of the waste
anyway, having taken the benefits from the creation of much of it by the CSIRO during the
nation’s first phase of uranium mining in the 1950s. The Federal Department of Industry,
Science and Technology would rationalise just before the transfer of waste to Woomera
began in a reference to research work to assist the development of the Radium Hill mine and
the processing of its ore at Port Pirie: ‘The study of the Radium Hill ore, for example,
resulted in CSIRO developing the chemical process which was used in the plant at Port Pirie
where the ore was processed for export. In today’s terms, the benefit which South Australia
obtained from the Radium Hill project would be in the order of $350 million’ - Transport of
certain radioactive material from Sydney to interim storage at Woomera Rangehead, Department of Industry,
Science and Technology – 9 November 1994. The downside of that transaction, made more than 40

years ago, was about to be returned to South Australia in the form of radioactive waste.

4.31 Long-lived intermediate and high level waste

The first phase of the repository site selection was completed in August 1993, having taken
10 months rather than the originally announced 12 weeks. When explaining the first phase
of the site selection the previous October, Minister Crean had mentioned, although only in
passing, Australia’s long-lived intermediate level waste, also labelled category S waste,
commenting that in amount, it was ‘very small’. The Minister had suggested this waste was
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suitable for temporary surface storage at the national repository until its volume was
sufficient to warrant final disposal in a deep underground structure as stipulated by
international standards. This was the ‘co-location’ strategy the Commonwealth-State
Committee had originally put forward in 1983 and the way the Minister tip-toed around it on
this occasion was consistent with that Committee’s view then that very little, if anything,
should be said publicly about the matter. While the Minister explained that category S waste
was mainly sealed radium sources, he did not include in the inventory any waste from the
re-processing of ANSTO’s spent fuel rods at Lucas Heights because the Government intended
them to be shipped to the United States and Britain from where the uranium fuel had
originated, with the resultant waste to remain there – National Radioactive Waste Repository Site
Selection Study, Phase 1, Methods for Choosing the Right Site – October 1992.

That assumption

overlooked however, what would happen if the spent fuel rods could not be reprocessed, in
which case they would have to be treated in Australia as high level waste, or who would
handle the long-lived waste left after reprocessing, if the United States or Britain would not
keep it. Presumably, it would have to be returned to Australia.

Spent fuel is what remains after nuclear fuel has been used in a reactor for the period of
time for which it was manufactured. It includes a substantial proportion of the original
uranium material and plutonium, which can be used after reprocessing the spent fuel. Such
fuel is highly radioactive and must be treated very carefully. The first stage of treatment
involves some period of storage in water to ensure that the fuel does not overheat and melt.
Subsequently it can be transferred to dry storage. If the fuel is later reprocessed, chemical
reactions are used to separate the uranium and plutonium. The remainder of the fuel is then
treated as long-lived intermediate level, or category S waste.
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Since 1963, all spent fuel rods from the Lucas Heights reactor had been held in storage on
site. This was because of the inability of successive federal governments to finalise a policy
on what to do with the rods, and uncertainty about reprocessing opportunities overseas,
with Australia unwilling to establish its own reprocessing plant. In 1988, ANSTO finally had
signed a contract with the United States Department of Energy for reprocessing 450 rods,
but its implementation was suspended the following year pending an American review of
acceptance of spent fuel from foreign research reactors. By 1992, with this uncertainty
continuing, all the Keating Government had been able to offer as policy was that
‘reprocessing and disposal of the wastes overseas is the preferred option at this stage’ –
Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates – 8 October 1992. But more than half the rods in storage at

Lucas Heights contained nuclear fuel of British origin. Since the mid-1970s, successive British
governments had made it clear that any waste generated by reprocessing in Britain would
be sent back to the country which had used the fuel.

The Reactor Review chaired by Professor McKinnon had taken more than 400 submissions
by August 1993, many of them alleging existing nuclear activities at Lucas Heights were
unsafe. Professor McKinnon did not agree, accepting in his final report that the original
research reactor operated well within international safety standards. But there was not
much comfort for ANSTO and the Federal Government from his other findings.

ANSTO had urged the Review to recommend an immediate go-ahead for a replacement
reactor. The Federal Government’s Nuclear Safety Bureau, established after the dismantling
of the AAEC, had warned that the existing facility required a major upgrade and if this were
not completed by 1995, its continuing operation would not be licensed. Even with such an
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upgrade, the ageing reactor’s remaining life was no more than 10 years but Professor
McKinnon seized on this window of time to avoid his own pronouncement despite ANSTO’s
desire for an immediate decision. His recommendations about a new reactor were
ambivalent. He preferred to leave the final decision to the Government, suggesting it had up
to five years to make it. Instead, his Review had taken much more interest in radioactive
waste management. Having now identified the legacy already at Lucas Heights and that the
waste there was continuing to accumulate without a clear strategy for its ultimate
management, McKinnon called for immediate action and in doing so, made his own criticism
about the inaction of past years. His Review found that ‘relatively large volumes of low level
waste are not such a problem because the radioactivity is low. The waste can be disposed of
safely.’ Like everyone else at this time, Professor McKinnon assumed that this waste would
go to the national repository. Accordingly, it was to the question of higher level waste he
gave most attention, admitting it was a problem that ‘became more and more obvious’
during his Review. He confirmed that ANSTO had accumulated about 1,600 spent fuel rods
since the early 1960s and had come to regard them as assets because the Organisation
assumed they would be reprocessed to allow further use of their residual enriched uranium
and plutonium. But he rejected this strategy as ‘a pretence’, insisting that instead, the rods
must be seen as representing high level radioactive waste by themselves ‘because
reprocessing is now a much less favoured option.’ He went further, to warn that ‘Australia
cannot continue to pretend that it will never have a high level waste disposal problem’ as he
criticised the ‘easy optimism of those who believe Australia does not have and never will
have such a problem.’ The Federal Government’s alternative, of overseas reprocessing and
leaving the waste for other countries to manage, to him was ‘morally dubious.’ Bringing the
need for a resolution of the waste issue into the sharpest possible political focus, Professor
McKinnon declared that the Federal Government should ‘firmly’ identify a site for high level
radioactive waste disposal in Australia and if work had not started on proving the site’s
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suitability within five years, a new reactor should not be built at Lucas Heights or anywhere
else because it would be ‘utterly wrong to decide on a new reactor before progress is made
on the identification of a high level waste repository site’ to deal with the reactor’s waste.
He did not have much confidence there would be government acceptance of such a
responsibility as he also observed that:
A notable gap in the material put to the Review by government agencies was any serious
discussion of the problem of disposal of the ever-growing quantities of high level radioactive
wastes accumulating around the world and the part Australia might seek to play in these
matters. The absence of input raised questions about Australian complacency in the face of
one of the world’s most intractable and dangerous problems – Report of the Research Reactor
Review – August 1993.

For 18 months since the New South Wales court decision requiring the Fisherman’s Bend
waste to be moved from Lucas Heights, the focus of public and political attention had been
on low level waste. With the outcome of the Reactor Review, the Federal Government now
was being asked very publicly what it proposed to do about much higher level waste as well.
The Government quickly agreed that a decision on the new reactor was not needed for five
years, and what to do with the existing fuel rods and the waste their reprocessing would
produce was sent off to an interagency committee for consideration – The Australian – 10
November 1993.

4.32 Preparing to move waste from Sydney to South Australia

At the Federal election in March 1993, the Keating Government had retained office,
including keeping the seat of Hughes helped in that southern Sydney electorate by the
Government’s apparent solutions to the Lucas Heights waste problem. The following
December at the South Australian election, the State Labor Government held only 10 seats
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in the lower house, to the 37 of the Liberals. The outgoing Premier suggested in post-poll
press inquests that the result for Labor would have been even worse if he had not rejected
further overtures from Canberra a month before he called the election, seeking his
Government’s support for the transfer of radioactive waste to South Australia – The Australian
– 29 December 1993.

In fact, during the 11 years of Labor administration in South Australia, the

Victorian, New South Wales and Northern Territory governments had formally and publicly
rejected a national repository within their jurisdictions, but not South Australia. In the 12
months before the 1993 South Australian election, the Labor Cabinet had proceeded to
consider the issue on at least two occasions, in December 1992 and September 1993, as it
did the question of using Olympic Dam to bury the nation’s waste, without ever finally ruling
out either possibility. Most recently, less than three months before the poll, the South
Australian Government had been briefed on ‘developments for the Commonwealth’s
proposals to establish a national radioactive waste repository for the disposal of low level
radioactive waste and for temporary storage of some waste at Woomera.’ Canberra had
advised that ‘because of the time delay in identifying and preparing the final repository site
selected’ it would be necessary to store the waste on ‘a temporary site on Commonwealth
land at Woomera Range head’ as an ‘interim measure’. This would include the ‘immediate
requirement to relocate radioactive waste from the CSIRO facility at Fisherman’s Bend and
presently stored at Lucas Heights’ – South Australian Parliamentary Debates – 23 August 1994. None
of these discussions were revealed publicly at the time. What the election of a South
Australian Liberal administration now did at the end of 1993 was make just a little more
certain what the Federal Labor Government would do with the Fisherman’s Bend waste,
now that it was no longer dealing with a State Labor Government. Coinciding with the
outcome of the State poll, the Federal Government assigned specific responsibility to its
Department of Industry, Science and Technology for moving the Fisherman’s Bend waste,
but would not formally raise the issue with the new South Australian Government for
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another six months while it advanced its plans to the point of their becoming irreversible –
Review of arrangements for the recent transportation of radioactive waste, July 1995 – Paragraph 25.

On 14 February 1994, Western Mining Corporation publicly disclosed a major seepage under
its tailings system at Olympic Dam. The system is an engineered storage facility for
radioactive waste left after the chemical processing of ore containing uranium. The seepage
of some of the waste in solution raised the possibility that groundwater under the facility
could be contaminated, although it already was so highly saline as to be of no use, even as
drinking water for animals. Ignoring that monitoring had demonstrated no adverse public
environmental or radiation impacts, and that it had been told about the emerging problem
three months before its election defeat but had disclosed nothing publicly about it, Labor,
now in parliamentary opposition, saw an early opportunity to embarrass the new Liberal
Government in South Australia. In pursuing the issue through parliamentary questions, it
also asked if the new Government would reject the use of Olympic Dam for a national
radioactive waste repository, claiming that Labor had done so while in office – South Australian
Parliamentary Debates – 15 February 1994. This turn of events foreshadowed the adoption of

political tactics which eventually would sink cooperation between Canberra and all the
states and territories to establish a national radioactive waste management policy, in doing
so exposing the workings of the Australian federation at their very worst.

The tailings seepage had come at a most inopportune time for WMC. The company was
planning a major expansion of the Olympic Dam mine and did not welcome an
environmental incident as a distraction or a possible obstacle to further government
approvals. To have at the same time re-joined any discussions about using Olympic Dam for
a national waste management facility would have offered an additional target to opponents
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of the existing operation. It was not necessary for the new Liberal Government to reject the
proposal, for Olympic Dam to remain out of contention as a national repository, although
the option continued to be pursued privately from another quarter. In July 1994, the CSIRO
approached WMC. It still owned the Fisherman’s Bend waste in storage at Lucas Heights and
the obligation for removing it by the following February to comply with the order of the New
South Wales Land and Environment Court. The CSIRO confidentially asked WMC if it would
be prepared to receive the material at Olympic Dam, either for interim storage or final
disposal, suggesting that this was ‘a critical issue in Canberra’ and that were WMC to offer
storage or disposal facilities ‘it would be viewed very favourably at the highest levels in
Canberra and would offer opportunities for significant quid pro quo’ – Letter from the
Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation to Western Mining Corporation – 15 July 1994.

For at least the time being however, other events had subverted any possibility of such an
arrangement.

4.33 Zoning in on South Australia

Phase two of the Federal Government’s site selection work had advanced sufficiently by
mid-1994 to allow the release of a discussion paper for public comment which identified
eight regions assessed as providing suitable sites for a national repository. Four of the
regions were in South Australia in whole or in part, logically reflecting the State’s very stable
geology and its central position on the Australian continent. The South Australian regions
included the largest in the selection, given the name Billa Kalina after a local pastoral lease,
which took in Woomera, destined to get the Fisherman’s Bend waste, at least ‘temporarily’,
and Olympic Dam.
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With time fast running out before the New South Wales court order had to be complied
with, a decisive step from the Federal Government could be avoided no longer. On 6 June
1994, almost 18 months since the Federal Government had orchestrated leaks to the press
of its intention, representatives of Canberra’s Department of Industry, Science and
Technology met South Australian Government officials ‘to brief them on the proposed
arrangements’ – Review of arrangements for the recent transportation of radioactive waste, July 1995 –
paragraph 35.

But the State wasn’t being given any chance to say ‘no’ to the waste coming its

way. At this briefing it was simply told. In its court-imposed haste, the Federal Government
now needed to cut corners in an assessment of any environmental consequences of
transporting the waste. When Federal Cabinet had considered the matter the previous
December, it had taken the view it would be appropriate for a Public Environment Report to
be prepared – ibid – paragraph 27. This would have meant exposing the proposal to comment
by members of the public and by the South Australian Government. But with the court
deadline fast approaching, the preparation of the Public Environmental Report was
summarily jettisoned – ibid – paragraph 30. In August, the South Australian Premier was
formally advised by letter that the Fisherman’s Bend waste was coming to Woomera and
simultaneously, Canberra publicly confirmed what it had intended all along to do. There was
no further opportunity for the State Government to comment. The decision had been made,
the deed would be done, and soon. In the end, the Federal Government’s timing had been
dictated by imminent public criticism of its overall approach to radioactive waste
management. The letter to the South Australian Premier was sent just as Canberra found
out a feature article was about to appear in the Sydney Morning Herald newspaper exposing
that ‘Australia’s policy on the disposal of radioactive waste is definitely not a shambles. Far
worse. It doesn’t even exist’ – Sydney Morning Herald – 22 August 1994. The article sought to
highlight lax surveillance around spent fuel rods at Lucas Heights, the fact that storage space
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for the rods was ‘almost overflowing’, and that ‘the travels of CSIRO’s waste from
Melbourne to Sydney to an unknown home sometime soon clearly illustrates the knee-jerk
approach taken by governments and ANSTO.’ The article quoted unnamed ‘sources’
confirming Woomera was the ‘front runner’ for the CSIRO waste – ibid.

The next day, the Federal Government continued on its anonymous ways by encouraging the
Adelaide Advertiser to speculate in a front page story that the waste would start coming
Woomera’s way from October – The Advertiser – 23 August 1994. Moreover, there would be a
double whammy for South Australia. In a follow up to its feature the previous day, the
Sydney Morning Herald was able to report that the more highly radioactive St Mary’s waste
was destined for Woomera as well – Sydney Morning Herald – 23 August 1993. Like the first
speculative newspaper reports in January 1993 about the Fisherman’s Bend waste going to
South Australia, no federal minister was quoted about these decisions. State Labor
immediately declared that ‘the Labor Party in South Australia is opposed to any such dump
being created in this State’ – The Advertiser – 23 August 1994. Not so however, at least not every
Labor MP. Frank Blevins, the first Labor parliamentarian in South Australia to have spoken
out against uranium mining as long ago as 1976, now called for reason.

Blevins had been Deputy Premier to Premier Arnold so was in a position to know as he
denied his colleague’s post-election assertion that while in government, Labor had rejected
a national waste repository being established in South Australia. Blevins now revealed that
in fact Canberra had been asked ‘on a couple of occasions’ to ‘put a firm proposal to us and
we will have a look at it’ – South Australian Parliamentary Debates – 23 August 1994. Blevins also said
he rejected the ‘not in my backyard’ syndrome because it lacked integrity and any moral or
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intellectual basis. Referring to CAT scans, X-rays and the treatment of various cancers, he
challenged all those who argued against a waste repository to also advocate an end to the
use of the life-saving radiation technology which produced the waste as an unavoidable
consequence. Blevins saw radioactive waste as a ‘very minor problem’, that Woomera ‘may
well be the best place’ for the repository, and that ‘a decision can be arrived at very quickly’
– ibid.

Knowing that transfer of the Fisherman’s Bend waste to South Australia was imminent, in
mid-October 1994 State Labor demanded that the South Australian Government disclose the
road route the waste would take from Sydney to Woomera – The Advertiser – 20 October 1994. It
did so knowing disclosure of such information would have been an open invitation to
protestors to blockade the trucks carrying the waste at every town on the way. It was not
provided, but that did not stop Labor complaining next that ‘South Australia is being asked
to be the radioactive State again’ after the ‘burden of being the site for some nuclear bomb
testing by the British’ in the 1950s – ibid – 19 November 1994.

4.34 The waste comes to Woomera

The Fisherman’s Bend waste started to roll in to South Australia on 17 November 1994. Four
trucks came daily until the following 7 January, 120 in all. The blue-drummed consignments
were stacked in a corrugated iron annexe to an aircraft hangar at Woomera Range Head on
the Prohibited Area, about 50 kilometres north-west of Woomera Village. The drums were
stored from floor to ceiling in the rusting metal building, which had been deserted for many
years. Surely it only could serve as the most temporary of storages, but the Federal
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Government would not say for how long it would be used. That would depend on when the
national repository was established. When the South Australian Liberal Government
demanded an assurance that Woomera would not become a permanent repository, State
Labor criticised the Liberals for protesting too late, but not its Federal Labor colleagues for
refusing to give the assurance sought – ibid – 22 November 1994. As the political argument
intensified, The Advertiser published a front page report under the headline, ‘Roxby N-waste
plan’ and quoted an un-named Federal Government scientist saying the option of using
Olympic Dam for the permanent national repository remained under consideration – Minutes
of meeting held at Woomera on 6 October 1994.

November 2014 marked the twentieth anniversary

of the waste’s arrival at Woomera, and it was still there in so-called ‘temporary’ storage.

The latest disclosure by The Advertiser in 1994 of what Canberra may ultimately intend for
the waste was interpreted by the South Australian Government and Western Mining
Corporation as more covert pressure from the Federal Government for Olympic Dam to be
volunteered as a solution to the increasingly troubled search for a national repository site
and somewhere to dispose of rather than just store the Fisherman’s Bend waste. Only six
weeks before, during a private meeting at Woomera to tell Aboriginal representatives what
was planned for the Fisherman’s Bend waste, a senior federal official had said that the waste
could be in temporary storage for about 18 months and that Olympic Dam might be suitable
for its final disposal – The Advertiser – 22 November 1994.

Drawn back in to the controversy, Western Mining Corporation said the Olympic Dam option
was a ‘sensible and pragmatic thing to look at’ but it first wanted consensus from those who
had a political interest in the decision – South Australian Parliamentary Debates – 22 November 1994.
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The unusually long life of the Olympic Dam mine meant that the company faced the
inevitability of having to deal over time with governments of both major persuasions in
maintaining support for a continuation of its operations, and it did not want to burn any
political bridges. The Premier attempted to contact the Federal Science Minister, Senator
Peter Cook, who now had ministerial responsibility for transfer of the waste. The Premier
wanted to put the proposition that the South Australian Government would support the
relocation of the Fisherman’s Bend and St Mary’s waste to Woomera for temporary storage
and a national repository in South Australia if that was the ultimate result of the site
selection, provided Labor in South Australia took a bi-partisan approach. But Minister Cook
had been anonymous in the public debate and press reports, and made himself just as
elusive to Brown, refusing to take the Premier’s telephone call – Events known to the submitter
because of his position at the time as Chief of Staff to the South Australian Premier.

4.35 Some lessons to learn

Two incidents during the movement of the waste to South Australia played in to the hands
of those wanting to maximise the discomfort of the South Australian Government, which
became totally wrong-footed politically by Labor’s tactics and the willingness of the press
and media to play along with them. Until the waste had started moving, the Premier and his
ministers had not been briefed to any detailed extent about the issue. Officials advising
them had assumed because South Australia had a long history of radioactive waste
management through its central role in Australia’s first phase of uranium mining and the
more recent development of the Olympic Dam mine, that the waste now in question,
virtually all of it much less radioactive than that associated with uranium mining, could be
handled with few if any political waves. They had reckoned however, without ineptitude and
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press and media overkill. On the evening of 8 December 1994, a truck driver conducting a
routine inspection of his consignment about 2 km north of Port Augusta, discovered an
apparent leak from one of the waste drums which he reported to the police, as required by
his procedures. In the event, no radioactive contamination was found, (Review of arrangements
for the recent transportation of radioactive waste, July 1995 – paragraph 86) but this was established

only after two fire brigade units and a South Australian Health Commission radiation team
had rushed to the scene and a flurry of press releases had been issued by the police, the
South Australian Government and the CSIRO – ibid – paragraphs 85-86. The reaction had been
out of all proportion to the incident, serving only to heighten the perception that this was a
dangerous exercise in which South Australia should have no part. Less than a month later,
on 4 January 1995, a motorist stopped another truck as it was leaving Sydney for South
Australia because it was carrying the radiation symbol and appeared to be releasing water –
ibid – paragraphs 97-98. There was extensive media reporting of this incident as well but very

little coverage of the outcome, which again was no release of radioactivity above normal
background values because on this occasion, the truck had simply accumulated rainwater
during a downpour while being loaded – ibid – paragraphs 97-104. A later official review of both
incidents concluded that the press and media reaction ‘was generally over-dramatic and
displayed a lack of knowledge of the nature of the material being transported and the safety
precautions in place,’ but that this was ‘not surprising’ because of ‘the limited amount of
public information made available in advance of the transfer’ – ibid. There had been failures
at both levels of government. The Federal Government had failed to properly inform South
Australia about its intentions and the South Australian Government had failed to prepare
itself adequately to deal with the consequences of any alleged mishap. The review of the
incidents had been commissioned by the Federal Government and was therefore
unsurprisingly much less censorious than it should have been about the lack of discussion at
a high level between both governments before any decisions were finalised about the
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movement of the waste. It conceded however, that ‘the initial approach from the
Commonwealth should have been a high level consultative meeting at ministerial level, at
which detailed information on the nature of the material should have been conveyed, and
coordination arrangements for future contact agreed’ – ibid – paragraph 115. The review also
accepted that ‘an appropriate public information program should have been agreed early in
the planning process, including the respective roles of the Commonwealth and the relevant
State’ – ibid – paragraph 206. The whole exercise had been extremely instructive in identifying
what was needed in cooperation between Canberra and the states, politically and
administratively, in managing radioactive waste, but all of the lessons would be immediately
ignored.

4.36 Woomera gets the St Mary’s waste as well

The Federal Government began 1995 by accelerating arrangements for the St Mary’s waste
to be sent to Woomera as well. The volume of the Fisherman’s Bend waste was almost 2,000
cubic metres. The more highly radioactive St. Mary’s waste amounted to 30 cubic metres
when conditioned and packaged in 205 litre drums so that it required only eight trucks for its
western journey from Sydney. It contained some long lived intermediate level waste which
needed additional shielding and had to be stored in a thick walled concrete bunker, seven
kilometres from the aircraft hangar annexe used for the Fisherman’s Bend waste. The South
Australian Government asked the Prime Minister to ensure State Labor did not seek to
politically derail the St Mary’s consignment as well – Letter from Hon Dean Brown, Premier of South
Australia, to Hon Paul Keating, Prime Minister – 28 February 1995.
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It was another futile plea.

It had been a long standing practice when Canberra wanted to make contact with the South
Australian Government about such matters, to do so through the Premier’s Department. In
early January 1995 however, Federal Government advice about the St Mary’s waste was
sent instead to the South Australian Department of Housing and Urban Development, then a
relative outpost in the administration. A facsimile had a covering note from its sender
stating: ‘Defence were unable to give me the name of who in the South Australian
Government they have been liaising with. I have not given up and will try again’ – Review of
arrangements for the recent transportation of radioactive waste, July 1995 – paragraph 143. This was

hardly satisfactory communication about what already was an extremely sensitive and
controversial political issue attracting national attention. There then followed a 22 page
document which, on one page, made a brief mention of the traces of plutonium within the
waste. Unused to getting a document like this in such an offhand way, the receiving South
Australian department did not circulate the information to other agencies. Consequently,
the Premier and his ministers were taken by complete surprise when they first heard about
the content of the St Mary’s waste through information leaked to the Melbourne Age
newspaper in mid-March, yet again anonymously by Federal Government sources. The Age
naturally headlined the traces of plutonium in the waste – The Age – 18 March 1995. When the
South Australian Parliament sat the following week, Labor members were able to ask the
Government a series of questions based on information obviously fed to them by their
Canberra colleagues, which sought to exploit the apparent communication breakdown
within the State Government – South Australian Parliamentary Debates – 21 and 22 March 1995. It had
not always been the case that Federal Labor was so keen to have the public know about this
plutonium. It was the same plutonium which had been concealed from the Blacktown
Council when it had been stored in that jurisdiction.
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4.37 The importance of transparency

The review of the movement of the Fisherman’s Bend and St Mary’s waste commissioned by
the Federal Government in mid-1995 also observed that some of the press and media
coverage provided ‘an apt illustration of the importance of transparency – of providing by
way of public information a full and balanced description of the material being transported’
– Review of arrangements for the recent transportation of radioactive waste, July 1995 – paragraph 192.
Subsequently however, in their dealings with radioactive waste management this lesson
continued to be ignored by successive federal ministers and their officials with
consequences devastating to the effective and timely implementation of national
radioactive waste management measures, not to mention a wider nuclear policy.

4.38 A Senate Committee of Inquiry

It was unlikely, to say the least, given what had happened to get the waste from Fisherman’s
Bend and St Mary’s to South Australia in the first place, that a future federal government
would relish trying to move it again to a permanent national repository or a national store, if
eventually they were to be established in another state or territory. The Keating
Government had done all it could by early 1995 to ensure that South Australia would get the
repository and the store, barring the unexpected.

The political wrangling over the Fisherman’s Bend and St Mary’s waste prompted the
Coalition majority in the Senate to establish a committee of inquiry into the management of
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Australia’s radioactive waste in early 1995. Even though it opposed the inquiry, in response
the Government announced it would put on hold the repository site selection, insisting it
needed to await the Committee’s recommendations before taking that process any further.
At the officials’ level within the Federal Government however, work would continue
unannounced to the point where the key decision about the region in which Canberra
wanted the repository located had been pre-empted by the time the public site selection
process resumed in early 1998.

4.39 Time now runs out for the spent fuel rods at Lucas Heights

There was one issue the Keating Government was not able to completely evade while it
remained in office. Storage space for the spent fuel rods at Lucas Heights was almost
exhausted. ANSTO had capacity in an in-ground facility for only 1,100 of the rods. The
remaining 500 were being held in storage flasks designed as the most temporary of
measures at best. If a decision was not taken soon to send a good number of the rods
overseas for reprocessing or disposal, another serious consequence of the long years of
Australia’s nuclear policy inertia would be exposed. Accordingly, in October 1995 the Federal
Government announced that it had authorised ANSTO to negotiate terms for shipment of
some of the spent fuel rods to Britain – Press Release by Senator Peter Cook, Minister for Industry,
Science and Technology and Senator Bob Collins, Minister for Primary Industries and Energy – 27 October 1995.

The announcement made no reference, however, to what would happen to the waste left
from any reprocessing of the rods. The decision to despatch the spent fuel rods had been
made possible by the British Government’s policy to accept for reprocessing spent fuel of
British origin stored in overseas locations. But that policy also continued to stipulate that
Britain would not keep the long-lived intermediate level radioactive waste created by re123

processing, and the Federal Government had not been able to persuade British authorities
to change their mind. Inevitably, the waste would have to be returned to Australia
eventually.

This decision had significant implications for radioactive waste management policy in
Australia. The spent fuel management strategy envisaged by the Research Reactor Review,
in its 1993 report, had assumed the spent fuel would not be reprocessed and instead, would
be categorised as high level waste requiring direct disposal in Australia in a deep
underground geological formation. Reprocessing the spent fuel avoided Australia having to
deal with high level radioactive waste. The material remaining after reprocessing emitted
less decay heat and accordingly, its categorisation was lowered to long-lived intermediate
level waste. Australia already had a relatively small volume of long-lived intermediate level
waste from other sources. While the required treatment for its final disposal underground
was the same as for high level waste, international practice dictated that until it was in
sufficient volumes to justify the establishment of a disposal facility it could be temporarily
stored on the surface at the same site as the national low level waste repository. This is
what had been contemplated by the ‘co-location’ plan proposed originally within the
Commonwealth-State Consultative Committee more than a decade ago now, to manage
long-lived waste. But the Keating Government’s decision on reprocessing the spent fuel rods
raised the likelihood of much more such waste being co-located at the repository than
previously assumed. It was one thing to plan to co-locate Australia’s existing insignificant
inventory of the higher level waste, quite another also to have to store the reprocessing
waste. Reprocessing had long jangled the nerves of national governments, including
Australia’s, because of its association with the production of plutonium and increasing the
risk of weapons proliferation. To have to justify the use of the national repository site to
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store the reprocessing waste as well would present a much greater challenge to achieve
public acceptability of the Government’s overall national radioactive waste management
policy. The Federal Government already had been warned to take nothing for granted.

In June 1995 a senior Federal Government official had told the Senate Committee in the
early stages of its inquiry into radioactive waste management that it would be improper to
‘spring on the community’ storage of long-lived intermediate level waste at the same
location as the repository – Evidence to the Senate Committee of Inquiry into the Dangers of Radioactive
Waste by P Daveron, Department of Primary Industries and Energy – 23 June 1995.

But this is precisely

what Canberra would proceed to do.

4.40 Exaggerating the issue – elevating the perception of risk

If the Federal Government believed co-location was readily achievable, it had another think
coming. Canberra also was warned in 1995 that it already was mismanaging its attempt to
secure public acceptance of the low level waste repository on its own. ANSTO had taken the
opportunity provided by phase two of the site selection to comment to the Government
about how the proposal was being presented to the public. It believed the Government’s
communications and the ‘sheer remoteness’ of sites being considered for a repository
‘implied a level of hazard out of proportion to the actual hazard of low and short-lived
intermediate level radioactive waste’ – National Radioactive Waste Repository Site Selection Study,
Phase 2, a report on public comment – November 1995. By unnecessarily elevating the precautions to

be taken in establishing the repository, the Government was playing into the hands of those
who insisted it would be a highly dangerous facility. A mountain was being created when
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only a molehill was needed. ANSTO was a party with a direct interest. If selection of a site for
the national repository continued to falter, its new reactor could be delayed or even blocked
altogether by public opposition if the operational waste still stored at Lucas Heights could
not be moved. That possibility grew as minds turned increasingly to the question of what to
do with the more radioactive long-lived intermediate level waste.

4.41 The Commonwealth-State Consultative Committee re-convenes

While it had failed to state a policy to deal with the reprocessing waste, the Keating
Government privately signalled that its approval of sending the spent fuel to Britain
introduced a new urgency to national radioactive waste management. A week before the
decision was publicly announced, Canberra had written confidentially to the state and
territory governments proposing that their Consultative Committee reconvene. It had been
in abeyance since agreeing that Australia should have a single national repository for low
level radioactive waste. The Committee met in Canberra on 20 February 1996, almost 10
years to the day since it last assembled. Immediately the meeting was underway, federal
officials admitted the reason for calling it by pushing for the Committee to have wider terms
of reference because the Government ‘had to demonstrate action’ on long-lived
intermediate level waste – Record of the meeting of the Commonwealth-State Consultative committee on
the management of radioactive waste – 20 February 1996.

Once again, as had happened when the

Committee originally was established by the Fraser Government in 1980, Canberra saw the
need to meaningfully engage the state and territory governments on radioactive waste
management only when it was itself under pressure. The Federal Government’s
representatives on the reconvened Committee suggested that the third phase of the

126

repository site selection could also include seeking public views on co-location of the
repository with a higher level waste store. Canberra’s revival of this proposal provoked
immediate warnings from some states about the importance of being open and honest with
the public. The Western Australian representative commented that there was ‘a need to
avoid a public perception developing that the national repository proposal is just the ‘thin
edge of the wedge,’’ while South Australia urged wider community consultation and more
information being made available to the public. At the same time, the meeting record
showed that South Australia was the most enthusiastic proponent of co-location of the
repository and store: ‘South Australia suggested that there could be a link between the
processes of establishing a national repository and a central interim Category S store. The
selection of a category S store could follow in the stream of establishing the low level waste
facility.’ At this, the Federal Government representatives quickly reminded the meeting that
‘phases one and two of the present siting study leave open the option of co-location.’ That
may have been true, even if it had been done very quietly. The federal officials now
advocated that co-location would be ‘practically efficient’ and could be ‘politically
favourable’ such that ‘the Commonwealth should ensure there is enough flexibility for this
to be able to happen’ – ibid. While the Canberra officials concluded from this meeting that
they could readily secure acceptance by the states and territories of their co-location
strategy, subsequent events would highlight the great risk inherent in leaving officials to
make assumptions about how to manage issues with a major political dimension.

The concern expressed at this meeting about the need for transparency was not something
successive federal governments would recognise in pursuing the co-location option. To the
end, the Keating Government had seemed to hope that a solution to national radioactive
waste management would emerge as miraculously as the application of nuclear technology
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can cure cancer, without the Government having to take very much public responsibility at
all, as it urged the state and territory administrations and local communities to volunteer a
repository site – National Radioactive Waste Repository Site Selection Study, Phase 2, a report on public
comment – November 1995.

At the end of 1995, Canberra had even invited Olympic Dam again,

openly this time, to take all of Australia’s radioactive waste. The Government’s response to
community comment on phase two of the site selection suggested that ‘were Olympic Dam
mine to be offered as a national repository, it could offer a technically superior alternative to
a near-surface repository.....category S waste could also be disposed of in a purposedesigned part of such a facility’ – ibid. The proposition remained unacceptable, however, to
Western Mining Corporation.

If the Keating Government had not been open with the public about why Australia needed
to manage its radioactive waste and how and where this could be done, its successor would
adopt the same approach in its dealings with the state and territory governments as events
finally moved towards a decision on the site for a national repository.

4.42 The Senate Committee of Inquiry reports

The Senate Committee inquiring into radioactive waste management completed its work in
April 1996, just after the federal election had returned the Coalition led by John Howard to
office after 13 years in opposition. Spelling out the full implications of the decision to send
Lucas Heights spent fuel rods to Britain for reprocessing, the Liberal dominated Committee
shone a light on the fact that storage of the long-lived intermediate level waste the rods
would bequeath remained a problem devoid of a solution. The Committee accordingly
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recommended one - a ‘national above ground storage facility with the capacity to take all
types of waste, low, intermediate and high level’ – Report of the Senate Select Committee on the
Dangers of Radioactive Waste – April 1996.

Both Liberal and Labor members of the Committee

endorsed this approach to management of all categories of radioactive waste, but all that
would have been achieved from their suggestion to keep all the waste in indefinite storage
was further delay in deciding how and where Australia finally disposed of all its radioactive
waste. It was an impractical reaction to a problem that had become apparent to the
Committee very late in its deliberations after the announcement of the Federal
Government’s decision to send some of the fuel rods in storage at Lucas Heights to Britain
for reprocessing. Once again, the consequence of a government not being open about
radioactive waste was evident in how long it had taken this Senate inquiry to come to grips
with all of the relevant issues and even after it had, to completely misjudge how to resolve
them.

One of the many Labor casualties at the election was the Aboriginal Affairs Minister, Robert
Tickner, who suffered a swing of more than 11 percent despite his strong personal campaign
against a new Lucas Heights reactor in his seat of Hughes, and his promise that Labor also
had a solution to remove the waste. Was there, after all, much advantage to be had from
continuing to play politics with nuclear issues?

4.43 ANSTO’S plea for policy direction

ANSTO used the transition from Labor to Liberal in Canberra to criticise the performance of
both the major parties while they had been in office. In its 1995/96 annual report to
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parliament, the Organisation referred to 25 years of drift, warning that there was no
‘articulated policy on Australia’s role in nuclear science,’ citing as examples how decisions
about a new reactor and disposal of spent fuel had been constantly deferred – Annual Report
of the Australian Nuclear Science and Technology Organisation – 1995/96. To support its contentions,

ANSTO had undertaken an environmental review of its waste management at Lucas Heights
and the results provided more pressure for government action. The review warned that ‘in
the absence of a repository for nuclear wastes in Australia and guidelines for waste
conditioning, the waste inventory had been growing steadily’ and that ‘some of ANSTO’s
waste storage facilities are approaching capacity.’ While the review assumed that ‘most of
ANSTO’s solid radioactive wastes would be suitable for disposal in the proposed national
repository for low level and short-lived intermediate level radioactive wastes,’ it expressed
concern that options for managing long-lived intermediate level waste produced at Lucas
Heights were ‘constrained’ because the reactor’s spent fuel contained highly enriched
uranium which could not be stored indefinitely or disposed of without reprocessing. To deal
with this last problem, which the Senate inquiry had not come to grips with, ANSTO’s review
suggested that a facility could be built in Australia to reprocess the spent fuel at a cost
comparable with that of sending it overseas – Australian Nuclear Science and Technology
Organisation Environmental Review – 1996.

ANSTO’s predecessor, the Atomic Energy Commission,

had advanced the same proposition to the Menzies Government almost 40 years earlier.

Just a month after the Howard Government took office, a shipment of 114 fuel rods left
Lucas Heights for the Dounreay reprocessing plant in Scotland. The cost to ANSTO would be
almost seven million dollars for this one consignment. That meant the bill for overseas
reprocessing of all the rods the Organisation still had in storage would be almost $90 million.
Cost had been one of the reasons successive federal governments had withheld approval for
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removal of the rods from Lucas Heights. The new administration however, did not
immediately commit to further overseas reprocessing. It started to seriously consider,
instead, ANSTO’s preference for domestic reprocessing.

4.44 The waste to remain at Woomera

As it began to explore the associated waste issue, at the same time the new Government
showed no inclination to want to move the material already at Woomera. Federal
Parliament was told in August 1996 that ‘the storage of Category S wastes at Woomera has
demonstrated that it is possible to safely store this category of radioactive waste in existing
structures’ – Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates – 21 August 1996. For waste already in storage,
the Howard Government seemed to be maintaining what had been the strategy of its
predecessor to force by pre-emptive action, acceptance of South Australia as the State
which would keep it. Why would the new administration bring on another fight with a state
or territory by moving the waste again, when, so it maintained, the waste was being safely
stored in South Australia? When in November, the Government announced its formal
response to the report of the Senate inquiry into radioactive waste management it
continued the policy line of the Keating administration by rejecting the Committee’s
recommendation that all waste be stored indefinitely. Instead, the repository site selection
started in 1992 was to continue, increasing the likelihood that South Australia would end up
with the national radioactive waste management facility. In this response the Howard
Government formalised what had been loosely assumed since the Commonwealth-State
Consultative Committee first had embraced the idea in 1983, when it indicated that the site
selection would include consideration of whether, with the repository, an above ground
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storage for long-lived intermediate level waste should be established at the same place ‘in
order to secure the benefits of shared infrastructure’ – Response of the Government to the Report of
the Senate Select Committee on the Dangers of Radioactive Waste – 21 November 1996.

4.45 An Australian re-processing plant using Synroc?

The initial consignment of spent fuel rods to Scotland would result in the return to Australia,
in about 20 years, of 17 cubic metres of cemented, long-lived intermediate level waste.
Since 1978 however, Australian scientists, with significant financial support from the Federal
Government, had been working to develop a synthetic rock (Synroc) in which to encapsulate
and compact higher level radioactive waste so it was in a form more suitable for disposal
deep underground. Synroc was an advanced ceramic composed of minerals chosen for their
stability and capacity to immobilise waste. A further advantage it offered was a significant
reduction in the final volume of waste to be handled. It was estimated the use of Synroc
would result in only two cubic metres of long-lived intermediate level waste from local
reprocessing of all the fuel rods of British origin stored at Lucas Heights, compared with 250
cubic metres if they all were sent to Dounreay first – Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates – 5
March 1997. This was one of the reasons ANSTO was urging the Howard Government to

establish a domestic spent fuel reprocessing program. Another was to prove the Synroc
technology for wider commercial application in the nuclear industry overseas.

News of the possibility of a reprocessing plant being added to the nuclear facilities at Lucas
Heights broke prematurely in March 1997. The immediate public and political reaction
effectively ruled it out from the start. The Federal Opposition argued that such a plant ‘could
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expose thousands of suburban residents of Sutherland Shire.....to serious risk arising from
the transport of nuclear material through their suburbs.’ The Science Minister, Peter
McGauran, initially countered by accusing Labor of having done ‘absolutely nothing’ during
its 13 years of government to deal with the spent fuel rods at Lucas Heights, with the result
that ‘the point of storage exhaustion’ would be reached in 1998. ‘Why wouldn’t we consider
the Synroc option?’ McGauran demanded to know. ‘We spent $40 million of taxpayers’
funds and suddenly we are not meant to consider it as an option in the best interests of the
Australian community to dispose of this problem of spent fuel rods.’ Martyn Evans, the
former South Australian Health Minister who had transferred to the Federal Parliament in
1994, had become Labor’s shadow Science Minister and he conceded Minister McGauran’s
point about past inaction: ‘We do have an issue about the storage of the fuel rods from
Lucas Heights. They continue to mount up. Governments for the last 38 years have known
that they would.....we have now reached a point where that needs further serious
consideration’ – ibid.

As it was however, the newly elected Liberal member for the seat of Hughes, Danna Vale,
quickly weighed up the local reaction and insisted, as mayors of councils across south
Sydney threatened mass community protests, that the Government reject the domestic
reprocessing option – Sydney Morning Herald – 6 March 1997.

4.46. The nuclear issues facing the Howard Government

Only a year into its term, the Howard Government had a political window to be able to hold
out against the apparent uproar over possible domestic reprocessing while a sensible policy
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discussion ensued, and for six months it did, putting squarely to parliament in May 1997 the
issues that had to be addressed: ‘The nature of the spent fuel is such that it cannot be stored
indefinitely because the aluminium cladding may corrode and fission products could then be
released. To avoid this, the fuel should be chemically processed, separating out the unused
uranium from the radioactive waste. The waste products would then be conditioned into a
form suitable for disposal. If in the form of intermediate level waste, this waste could be
permanently stored in Australia.....at considerably lower cost than for high level waste’ –
Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates – 29 May 1997.

A trio of challenging nuclear decisions had been left to the Howard Government: the
identification of a national site for low and short-lived intermediate level waste disposal and
where to store long-lived intermediate level waste prior to its final disposal; whether to
build a new reactor at Lucas Heights; and whether to undertake reprocessing of spent fuel
rods in Australia.

The Howard Government was confident the repository site could be identified relatively
quickly. Its 1997 budget allocated just over five-million dollars during the following four
years to complete the repository project, including construction of the facility, with the
forecast that ‘on the basis of field investigations and public consultation, a site within the
preferred region is expected to be identified by the end of 1998 for detailed environmental
and safety assessment’ – ibid – 25 August 1997. Like previous targets and future ones however,
this one would be missed as continuing mismanagement of the public consultation ensured
the selection of a site became entangled with the question of what to do with the Lucas
Heights spent fuel rods.
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4.47 The secret repository siting group

Just as the Keating Government had done, the Howard administration treated the state and
territory governments with contempt by keeping them in the dark about its real intentions.
When their Consultative Committee had reconvened in February 1996, just weeks before
the Federal election, Canberra had advised the states and territories that ‘the site selection
process has been suspended pending the report of the Senate Select Committee’ – Record of
the meeting of the Commonwealth-State Consultative committee on the Management of Radioactive Waste –
20 February 1996. At the next meeting of the Consultative Committee, in November 1996, the

Federal Government withdrew from the agenda discussion of the repository site ‘because
the study was still under suspension’, even though the Senate inquiry had been completed –
ibid – 8 November 1996.

But while the state and territory governments were lulled into a belief

that the site selection had stood still since early 1995, within some federal agencies the work
had not been suspended, far from it. This was evident when senior representatives of five
agencies, the Department of Primary Industries and Energy, ANSTO, the Australian
Geoscience Office, the Bureau of Resource Sciences and the Australian Radiation Laboratory,
met in Canberra on 21 March 1997.

The confidential minutes of this meeting recorded that the purpose of this group was to act
as ‘a high level expert group to advise the Government on scientific aspects of the repository
siting process.’ Behind a facade of undertaking technical work however, this group
proceeded to give consideration of where the repository would be located a direction and
conclusion that had been absent from such deliberations for more than 30 years. As the
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group continued to meet through 1997 to prepare the Federal Government’s justification for
establishing a national radioactive waste management facility in South Australia, its
existence was not revealed to the South Australian Government or to any other state or
territory administration. While the Commonwealth-State Consultative Committee continued
to meet, Canberra did not disclose to that Committee either, the work its own group was
undertaking in parallel, in private. Even five years later, when the Federal Government
published its Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) for the repository and purported to
explain the process it had followed to select the site, no reference was made to the
existence of this group or the outcomes of its work. It was one thing to finally accept some
responsibility in the matter, quite another for the Federal Government to lull the states and
territories into an entirely false sense of belief that they were continuing to be genuinely
consulted.

From early 1997, this federal group proceeded on the assumption that a national radioactive
waste management facility would be located in South Australia, even though it would be
almost a year before the South Australian Government was formally told. A region within
the State already had been chosen. The group recorded that ‘there was agreement that
identification of the Billa Kalina region as the preferred region seems sound in terms of
technical merit.’ Clearly, the site selection work had not been asleep since early 1995. Billa
Kalina, so-called, in northern South Australia, was a region defined by the federal officials as
covering 67,000 square kilometres, with a northern boundary extending from 20 kilometres
east of Coober Pedy to 10 kilometres west of Marree, and a southern boundary from 50
kilometres north west of Tarcoola to 40 kilometres west of Hawker. Within the region’s
sparseness were the towns of Andamooka, Roxby Downs and Woomera, some pastoral
leases and the Olympic Dam mine, but little else. The group assessed this region as broadly
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similar to arid environments in the United States and South Africa where for many years
near-surface disposal in trenches of low level and short-lived intermediate level radioactive
waste had been undertaken successfully with very little associated engineering work. The
selection work was sufficiently advanced to enable the officials to even consider the draft of
a report intended to eventually justify to the public, choosing the Billa Kalina region for the
repository.

The pretence that its work would be limited to technical issues was discarded by the group
as it proceeded to acknowledge instead, towards the close of its March 1997 meeting, that
the real reason for its existence was ‘the likely political sensitivity of the project.’ Its
appointed chair, Rob Rawson, an Acting First Assistant Secretary in the Department of
Primary Industries and Energy, told the meeting: ‘While siting and construction of the facility
are not technically complex, complex presentational issues will be involved. Constructing the
facility will be relatively straight forward. The most time consuming factor will be getting the
system, administration and politics right.’

This was a reality which, so far, successive federal governments had attempted to ignore in
all of their dealings with the states and territories over almost 20 years now. What was
more, the officials anticipated that ‘Adelaide, rather than the selected region, could be the
focus of opposition to the project,’ a political inevitability the Federal Government, as it
proceeded, would show an extraordinary inability to recognise and manage.

From its inception in fact, the real focus of the secret federal group was political
management, not technical advice. As the minutes of its discussions recorded, it also
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debated the need to approach the South Australian Government ‘immediately following the
SA election, which some regarded as imminent.’ In the event, the South Australian poll was
not held for another six months. Whenever it was to be held however, the group anticipated
political problems: ‘The Commonwealth will be expected to bear entire responsibility for the
siting decision and can expect no assistance from the host State/Territory.’ If Canberra had
openly accepted such a responsibility from the start of its long discourse with the states and
territories about national radioactive waste management, instead of attempting to
manipulate the other jurisdictions to evade its own obligations, the Federal Government
may have avoided the political dead-end ahead. As it was, a serious problem associated with
inter-departmental responsibility already was brewing within the Federal Government’s own
ranks. The Billa Kalina region included much of what remained of the Woomera Prohibited
Area over which the Defence Department insisted that it retain full control of to the
exclusion of anything else, including a radioactive waste management facility. The meeting
‘noted Defence objections to siting a repository’ within the Prohibited Area but maintained
that ‘the Commonwealth cannot be the first NIMBY (not in my backyard) in the repository
siting process’ – Record of the meeting of the National Radioactive Waste Repository Siting Study – 21
March 1997.

Ultimately however, the Defence Department would muster sufficient

ammunition to blast the repository out of the vastness of its Prohibited Area and into the
backyard of a small, politically defenceless pastoralist.

4.48 A new Lucas Heights reactor but no reprocessing plant

Whether or not to build a new research reactor and reprocessing plant had not been the
only decisions inherited by the Howard Government which had the potential to provoke
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strong community backlash in the southern suburbs of Sydney in the vicinity of Lucas
Heights. For some time, it also had been mooted that the city’s second airport could be built
at nearby Holsworthy. The prospect of constant noise from arriving and departing domestic
and international jets was not an enticing one for the considerable number of suburbs to be
affected. A new reactor, a reprocessing plant and a busy airport offered high potential for
strong public re-action across Sydney’s south. Something had to give.

The Howard Government announced on 3 September 1997 that Lucas Heights would get a
new reactor, but there would be no reprocessing plant, nor would Holsworthy get the
second airport. The simultaneous announcements represented clever political management
of community concerns in Sydney’s south, with local councils expressing instant relief that
only the reactor would go ahead. To make its decisions even more palatable, the
Government also gave a commitment that all the spent fuel rods still in storage at Lucas
Heights would be removed, although it did not fully explain what would happen to the waste
generated by their reprocessing overseas. The political handling of that question in South
Australia wasn’t to be as astute as the massaging of community concerns in the southern
suburbs of Australia’s largest city.

In making its announcement about the new reactor, the Government had anticipated that
there still would be some opposition to confirming a new lease of life for nuclear activities at
Lucas Heights. Australia’s major environmental groups already had made clear their
intentions, arguing that it was unsafe to build the reactor anywhere, but especially in a
residential area, and that anyway Australia could import all the medical radioisotopes it
needed rather than continue to produce them at Lucas Heights. In anticipation of such an
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argument, the first paragraph of the Government’s announcement referred to the new
reactor at Lucas Heights building on ‘Australia’s life-saving nuclear medicine capabilities’
(Press Release by Hon Peter McGauran, Minister for Science and Technology – 3 September 1997) in a direct

challenge to those who insisted Australia should not be in any aspect of the nuclear
business, even one that was a proven aid to public health. Each year there are about
560,000 nuclear medicine procedures in Australia, with well over 80 percent of them using
reactor isotopes in safe, effective procedures avoiding anaesthetics in a range of specialities
from paediatrics to cardiology and psychiatry – World Nuclear Association – Radioisotopes in
Medicine. The form of its announcement signalled how the Howard Government’s campaign

to secure public acceptance of the reactor would be waged from now on, with the emphasis
to be on the health benefits in the hope that environmental, safety and waste issues would
become very much secondary considerations. What the Government would very quickly
discover however, was that its new communications strategy was far too little, far too late.

The new reactor was to cost $286 million in the largest single investment in science and
technology by any Australian government, and be commissioned in 2005. Its prime purpose
would be to manufacture radiopharmaceuticals from uranium, operating on the same
principle as power producing reactors by using enriched uranium undergoing a fission
reaction. The Government also announced it would spend $88 million to remove the spent
fuel rods from Lucas Heights already in storage or to be used during the remaining eight year
life of the existing reactor. Almost 700 of the rods were of United States origin, and their
shipment was to begin within 12 months, with no waste to be returned to Australia. The
balance, now numbering about 1,300 rods, was to go to Dounreay in Scotland, with the
waste to be ‘encapsulated in cement and returned in about 10 to 20 years’ – Press Release by
Hon Peter McGauran, Minister for Science and Technology – 3 September 1997.
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But soon after the

Government’s announcement that the new reactor would proceed, a decision by the British
Government to stop reprocessing at Dounreay forced ANSTO to negotiate alternative
arrangements to have the rods sent to France instead with the waste to be returned to
Australia encased in borosilicate glass and stainless steel containers. The Howard
Government claimed that because return of this waste would not begin until about 2015,
there was no need to make immediate decisions about its management back in Australia.
Instead, ‘a decision towards the end of this time and based on the technologies available
then, would be appropriate’ – Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates – 4 September 1997. This
approach ignored the recommendation of the 1993 McKinnon Review that Australia should
have a full waste storage and disposal strategy in place before any decision to build the new
reactor.

4.49 Continuing opposition to a new reactor

The Federal Labor Party broke with the position it had taken consistently in government
when its parliamentary leader, Kim Beazley, joined the Democrats and the Greens in
opposing the decision to build the new reactor in suburban Sydney. Federal Labor wasn’t
against a new reactor, at least not yet, but maintained that it should be ‘outside of
metropolitan areas, probably outside of being immediately adjacent to country towns as
well’ – Sydney Morning Herald – 4 September 1997. This was despite the fact that most of the work
by ANSTO on options for the new reactor had been undertaken while Labor was in
government, when green field locations had been considered in Western Australia, South
Australia, Queensland and the Northern Territory. That assessment had concluded that
starting from scratch would have more than doubled the capital cost. As well, ready access
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to a major airport, as Lucas Heights had in Sydney, would continue to be required to permit
the speedy distribution of radiopharmaceuticals from the new reactor, as many of them had
to be used within a very short time of their manufacture. Eventually, Federal Labor would
come to reject everything it had supported or made inevitable during its time in
government.

4.50 The remaining gap in Australia’s waste management strategy

With arrangements for reprocessing the Lucas Heights fuel rods in place, finally having been
forced by the Government’s need to remove as many impediments as possible to local
community acceptance of building the replacement reactor there, the question of what to
do with the long-lived intermediate level waste on its return to Australia remained the
glaring gap in a national radioactive waste management strategy. It was to this issue that the
Commonwealth-State Consultative Committee further turned its mind in late 1997 at the
behest of its federal representatives who, in the privacy of the Committee’s deliberations,
started to show an anxiety in stark contrast to the public stance of the Government that
there was no pressing need for a solution. At their November 1997 meeting, the state and
territory representatives agreed with a recommendation from their federal counterparts
that co-location of a storage facility for long-lived intermediate level waste with the low level
repository should be a ‘first option,’ provided this did not delay the establishment of the
repository. In putting the proposal, the Canberra officials admitted, contrary to what the
Prime Minister recently had said about no urgency being attached to the issue, that ‘the
possible early return of reprocessed spent fuel had accelerated the need for a national
management strategy for category S waste.’ They proposed that ‘co-location as a first siting
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option would allow the issue of a store to be addressed in tandem with the repository.’ The
agreement of the states and territories to this process enshrined a highly significant
refinement of the co-location option. Until now, consideration of co-locating the store had
been intended after a site for the repository had been identified and publicly announced.
With this decision, the two facilities were to be proposed, planned and put in place together,
so that once the repository site was selected, the Federal Government would not be further
delayed in proceeding with the store as well. Automatically, one would be established with
the other at the same site, at the same time. This entirely suited the need and convenience
of the Federal Government, which was beginning to run out of time to get its full waste
management strategy in place before the new reactor went into operation. But by indicating
their agreement with this approach, the South Australian Government’s representatives at
the meeting of the Consultative Committee did not know that the decision automatically
destined the higher level waste store, as well as the repository, for their State. Unbeknown
to them as well was the fact that five of the Federal Government’s representatives on the
Consultative Committee also were members of Canberra’s own siting group which had been
working since March on the assumption the repository and the store would be built side by
side in South Australia’s Billa Kalina region. Those federal officials had continued to withhold
from the Commonwealth-State Consultative Committee, any acknowledgement of their own
group’s existence, its work or the assumed outcomes on which they already were acting.

4.51 Communicating with the public – a fatal flaw

The November 1997 meeting of the Consultative Committee canvassed at some length the
possibility that public opposition to co-locating the repository with the store could delay
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establishment of any national facility for radioactive waste management, but the Federal
Government representatives dismissed these concerns – Record of the meeting of the
Commonwealth-State Committee on the Management of Radioactive Waste – 25 November 1997. The

secret federal group had discussed, just three weeks previously, how the co-location option
should be presented publicly. ANSTO had argued that the Government’s statements about
the site selection needed to give ‘greater emphasis’ to co-location of the store with the
repository to avoid any accusation the public was being misled. The Department of Primary
Industries and Energy rejected ANSTO’s view however, maintaining that it was not necessary
‘to strengthen’ references to co-location in a public discussion paper to be released to start
the final phase of the site selection. The formal minutes of their meeting recorded that the
majority of the federal officials present finally agreed the possibility of co-location ‘should be
handled openly and raised at the outset, as it would be much more difficult to introduce the
issue of a store after the process for siting the repository had begun’ – Record of the meeting of
the National Repository Advisory Committee – 14 October 1997. But the Department of Primary

Industries and Energy then used its ultimate control of the site selection to ignore this
decision. In doing so, it consigned the rest of the process to a long and slow political death.
The public discussion paper for phase three of the site selection finalised by the Department
after this meeting, far from addressing the issue of co-location openly, again tried to
completely understate it. Of the many mistakes Canberra made over the 11 years the formal
site selection eventually lasted, this would be the crucial one which compounded the impact
of all the others. The failure to be open about co-location would play directly into the hands
of anti-nuclear activists, giving them the opportunity to allege government cover-up and
deception as an additional and critical weapon in their campaign, destroying public trust in
the Government’s communications. The credibility of the entire process to establish the
repository and the store together was completely undermined from this point. Having not
been open with the states and territories, and particularly South Australia, about what it had
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been up to with the site selection, the Federal Government would now attempt to deceive
the public as well.

Before finalising its report, the Senate Committee which had inquired into Australia’s
radioactive waste management practices had complained about the behaviour of officials as
well as their ministers. It had criticised the departmental representatives managing the site
selection for agreeing to give evidence only after the Committee had insisted they do so, of
withholding correspondence from Committee members and specifically of delaying a
response to concerns expressed by the Port Augusta Council in South Australia ‘until a
convenient time after the transport of radioactive waste to Woomera had been completed.’
The Committee warned that ‘this approach is not conducive to developing a professional
relationship in which to undertake community consultations for the siting of future national
facilities’ because of the resentment expressed by the South Australian Government, local
councils and the aboriginal community – Report of the Senate Select Committee on the Dangers of
Radioactive Waste – April 1996. Trust in the process already was a scarce commodity. Under both

the Keating and Howard governments, the performance and behaviour of some officials
advising them and engaging with other jurisdictions fell far short of any reasonable
expectation. That dye had been cast well and truly by early 1998 when it became time to
announce in which region Canberra wanted to co-locate the national repository and store.

4.52 South Australia announced as location for repository and store

In February 1998, the Howard Government embarked upon the final phase of the site
selection ordained in the last days of the Hawke Government and maintained by the Keating
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Government. In publicly announcing the secret held by Canberra for 12 months that Billa
Kalina was the anointed region, the Federal Resources and Energy Minister, Senator
Warwick Parer, explained that a piece of land just over two square kilometres in area within
this vast region now had to be pin-pointed. Minister Parer thought this final step ‘could take
up to a year’ – Press Statement by Senator Warwick Parer, Minister for Resources and Energy – 18 February
1998.

If this timetable had been met, it would have meant a four year delay in the original

process formally launched in 1992, but the site selection was to take even longer, much
longer, and in the end, fail ignominiously.

A close reading of the departmental discussion paper released by Minister Parer to justify
the South Australian region chosen, suggested that it was as much a matter of cost and
convenience as anything else. Throw in as well, the fact that more than half of Australia’s
low-level radioactive waste already was stored in the Billa Kalina region, and the inevitability
did not lessen that this decision had been pre-empted by the Keating Government’s dispatch
of the Fisherman’s Bend and St Mary’s waste to Woomera and the Howard Government’s
willingness to leave it there. The discussion paper explained that all eight regions assessed in
phase two of the selection had contained acceptable sites, but some had larger areas of
potential suitability than others. Because of the high cost if field surveys had to be
conducted in every region, a single preferred region had been chosen for this purpose – Site
Selection Study, Phase 3, Regional Assessment, a Public Discussion Paper. While it had come down to

Billa Kalina because it had the largest land mass of suitability, the Olary area, taking in
western New South Wales including Broken Hill, as well as a part of South Australia, also
matched Billa Kalina on all the site selection criteria. Given the vastness of both areas,
Olary’s land mass, at 48,000 square kilometres, was relatively smaller, but this was
inconsequential to the task at hand. Against this, Olary had the distinct advantages of much
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more extensive road infrastructure and was closer to the Lucas Heights site from which most
of the waste would continue to come. To have chosen Olary however, would have meant reigniting the dispute about the ultimate destination of the waste already stored at Woomera.
The South Australian Government did not immediately object to the choice of Billa Kalina
but since 1995, the New South Wales Government had insisted that it could not be Olary –
National Radioactive Waste Repository, Site Selection Study, Phase 2, a report on public comment – November
1995. While Billa Kalina did stand up on technical grounds, in the end the political

manoeuvring that already had forced the movement of radioactive waste around the
eastern seaboard before its journey to South Australia, was pivotal to Canberra’s decision to
want to keep it in that State.

4.53 By the way, there’s long-lived intermediate level waste as well

Senator Parer’s announcement was 15 paragraphs long with a focus almost entirely on the
low level repository. In the thirteenth paragraph was slipped in the statement that the
‘Commonwealth, States and Territories agree that co-location of a repository and an above
ground storage facility at a single national site would provide a comprehensive strategy for
Australia’s small inventory of radioactive waste’ – Press Statement by Senator Warwick Parer,
Minister for Resources and Energy – 18 February 1998. With this, Canberra was trying to be very

economical with its words about the storage of higher level radioactive waste. By reverting
to the tactic originally discussed by the Commonwealth-State Consultative Committee in
1983 that publicly, recognition of a nexus between low level waste disposal and higher level
waste storage at the same site should be downplayed as much as possible, the Federal
Government had decided to ignore all the subsequent warnings that such an approach could
jeopardise public acceptance of a comprehensive national strategy for radioactive waste
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management. The Minister’s statement did not mention that the storage facility would take
higher level waste, including that from reprocessing of spent nuclear fuel from Lucas
Heights. Initially however, the tactic worked. Senator Parer’s announcement attracted no
immediate adverse public reaction. What response there was, proved positive. For example,
the Adelaide Advertiser had been instantly convinced Billa Kalina was the right choice: ‘The
area is largely unpopulated, isolated from water tables, has low rainfall and no known
natural resources of significance. It is accessible but as close to inert as encountered
anywhere in Australia, indeed on the planet’ – The Advertiser – 19 February 1998.

The Federal Government immediately assumed the lack of any negative reaction to
confirmation that the repository and store would be established together in South Australia
meant its latest timetable for site selection was achievable to allow construction during
1999. In a review of the public reaction by the still secret group of federal officials, it was
concluded that co-location had been raised ‘openly and up front with all the stakeholders’ –
Record of the meeting of the National Repository Advisory Committee – 19 May 1998.

Because such

thinking was so far divorced from reality, in the month after the public announcement of
Billa Kalina as the region to host the nation’s radioactive waste management facility the
South Australian Premier did not receive a single letter from members of the public about
co-location – Minutes of the National Radioactive Waste Repository Project, State Consultative Committee
meeting number two – 17 April 1998.

But over the following six years, this initial public ignorance

and apathy would transform into such an apparent crescendo of opposition that the Howard
Government would come to see this issue alone as a threat to its very survival. The cause of
such an astonishing transformation in the political climate and public mood can be traced to
the way in which the Federal Government proceeded to manipulate and mismanage the colocation issue.
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4.54 Justifying co-location of repository and store

Canberra’s discussion paper justifying the choice of region explained that:
Current temporary storage arrangements for radioactive waste are not ideal, as there is a
potential risk to the health of present and future generations and to the environment. The
waste is potentially subject to vandalism, accidents, the vagaries of climate and degradation
of packaging. Workers responsible for the continued monitoring and maintenance of
temporary waste storages may also be exposed to radiation. Many small generators of
radioactive waste such as hospitals and universities are not equipped to manage its longterm storage in a satisfactory manner – Site Selection Study, Phase 3, regional assessment, a public
discussion paper.

The discussion paper set out objectives for the low-level waste repository that were equally
unexceptional, proposing that it would:
promote the safe and environmentally sound management of radioactive waste by enabling
control of radioactive waste to be coordinated nationally, encouraging waste minimisation
through charging for disposal services and by providing for safe containment of the waste –
ibid.

Achievement of these objectives would end the current practice under which low level
waste destined for the repository was randomly stored in locations around Australia now
estimated to number more than 100. The paper could have given some practical examples
of the problems which would be avoided by establishment of the repository. In one recent
case, when a hospital was being demolished, two workers had taken a safe from the
basement unaware that it contained radioactive sources which had not been used for some
years. A blowtorch was used to cut open the safe in a domestic backyard and luckily, no-one
was exposed to radiation. In another case, a room in an Australian university used to store
radioactive waste was flooded. Although there was no leakage of radioactive material, the
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incident demonstrated the difficulty of storing waste in facilities not built for that purpose –
National Radioactive Waste Repository, Draft Environmental Impact Statement, main report – May 2002.

The Federal Government’s justification for what it proposed was sensible, but no attempt
was made to widely promote it. It would have served the Government’s purpose more if it
had been prepared, at the same time, to give as much public justification for co-location of
the store with the repository, and to shout about it, rather than barely whisper. The
justification was available. ANSTO had prepared a paper on co-location for the secret federal
group in January 1998 but its contents were never made public. The paper explained:
Co-location of the category S storage facility and the national low-level waste repository
would be advantageous because it would be a single destination for all types of radioactive
wastes and a single site would allow common receipt, operations, infrastructure and security
facilities. Co-location would also allow expertise on nuclear waste issues and waste handling
facilities to be concentrated at one site with a common management and staffing structure.
This integration of storage and disposal operations would provide a greater depth of
expertise and ensure uniformity of approach to managing radioactive waste. Coordination of
storage and disposal activities would allow improved efficiency, operational arrangements
and accountability. A single radioactive waste management organisation, if it was
established, would provide more effective communication with governments and the public –
A report to the Department of Primary Industries and Energy on Category S Storage Facility for Australia –
January 1998.

How could it be that such unarguable logic came to be turned on its head to the
extraordinary extent of threatening the Howard Government’s hold on office?

Canberra quickly convinced itself that the lack of immediate public and political reaction to
the Billa Kalina decision proved its wide acceptability. Accordingly, the officials managing the
process decided the selection of the repository site and co-location of the higher level waste
store with it did not need any further justification beyond the northern region of South
Australia. From the start of the site selection, Canberra ducked the challenge of undertaking
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wide public engagement about the issues well in advance of a specific site decision. When
the Commonwealth-State Consultative Committee had re-convened in February 1996, South
Australia had warned the Committee that ‘consultation would also need to occur at the
wider community level’ as ‘greater opposition to the proposal is more likely to come from
the broader community level than local communities’ – Record of the meeting of the
Commonwealth-State Consultative Committee on the Management of Radioactive Waste – 20 February 1996.

This was polite code for the inevitability that greater opposition was likely to come from
residents in the far-off capital cities than in the immediate area where the facility would be
established. By the time the Federal Government confirmed it wanted to establish the
repository and co-locate the store in northern South Australia however, it had invested no
time or effort in explaining the need for centralised management of radioactive waste apart
from the discussion papers published to initiate each phase of the site selection. These
papers had gone to very limited audiences with the minimum of public notice. As phase
three began, it quickly was apparent that those in Canberra steering the site selection had
adopted an ‘out of sight, out of mind’ attitude to getting the repository established in the
remote outback and also believed that they could quietly lob the store for higher level waste
onto South Australia into the bargain. This cloistered, careless, complacent thinking that an
isolated site would prompt little public concern already had been exposed in the adoption of
the name ‘Billa Kalina’ to designate the region, but the Federal Government did not learn
from this mistake. Billa Kalina also was the name of a pastoral lease just north of Woomera,
and the lease holder quickly complained that its use in association with radioactive waste
threatened his ability to market his cattle. The region was re-named ‘central-north South
Australia’ for the remainder of the site study work, but such an elementary oversight would
have been avoided if Canberra’s approach had not been one of taking almost everything for
granted.
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Another assumption made by the Federal Government when it began the third and final
phase of the site selection in early 1998 was that the repository would be operating by 2000.
This timetable implied the Government did not intend to publish a full environmental impact
statement for the repository, as that would have taken much more time than was available
for its preparation, public exhibition and government assessment and approval. The
repository was sufficiently insignificant in a technical and environmental sense for that to
have been a valid assumption in normal circumstances, but mishandling of the question of
co-locating higher level waste with the repository would defeat Canberra’s plan to bring a
quick end to the already long process of deciding how and where to manage the nation’s
radioactive waste. Instead, a facility as small and as relatively risk-free as a low level
radioactive waste repository eventually would have imposed on it, all the assessment,
approval and regulatory requirements usually applied only to something with much greater
environmental impact, such as a new uranium mine. This was another example of how
public perceptions of risk can be unnecessarily elevated by overkill in managing the task at
hand.

4.55 Managing controversy

Consultants retained by companies and governments to advise them on how to manage
information likely to provoke controversy, invariably warn that such information generates
much more public outrage if it is kept secret and someone else blows the whistle first. This
was a lesson which remained lost on the Federal Government as it set out to achieve colocation of its radioactive waste repository and store in the central-north of South Australia.
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Canberra did not keep all its intentions secret. Nor however, did it make them plain in the
right places at the right time, exposing itself to the accusation of deliberately deceiving
those with the most interest in the matter. Senator Parer’s announcement that the
repository would come to South Australia bore all the hallmarks of that with its failure to
make any mention until near its end of the intention to store higher levels of waste at the
same site. Even then, the reference was so oblique, so ‘by the way’, that its full implications
continued to be missed by many for some time.

By 1998 Australia had about 500 cubic metres of long-lived intermediate level waste, mainly
sealed radium sources, residues from mineral sands processing and some of the waste from
the production of radiopharmaceuticals and various research activities at Lucas Heights. It
had accumulated over the five decades Australia had been applying radioactive substances
for medical, scientific and industrial purposes. The Keating Government’s decision to have
Lucas Heights spent fuel rods reprocessed in Britain meant that in time the inventory would
swell considerably, as waste from that source was returned for storage and ultimate disposal
in Australia. The discussion paper released to trigger phase three of the site selection made
explicit for the first time, if only in a very matter of fact way, what had been implicit since
the 1995 decision to send spent fuel to Britain for reprocessing. While Senator Parer’s press
announcement had camouflaged the intention, the relatively few who read the discussion
paper released with it discovered that additional long-lived intermediate level waste ‘is
expected from the treatment of Australia’s used research reactor fuel,’ that it would amount
to about 250 cubic metres and that such a ‘small’ quantity ‘cannot presently justify the cost
of constructing a geological disposal facility,’ requiring instead its temporary storage until
such a facility was merited – Site Selection Study, Phase 3, regional assessment, a public discussion paper
– February 1998. The discussion paper went on to explain that the reprocessing waste, on its
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return to Australia, would be added to Australia’s existing inventory of so-called category S
or long-lived intermediate level waste destined for the co-located store. In addition, a 20
page information folder was prepared by the Federal Government for distribution to
communities in northern South Australia, but it also made only the briefest of mentions of
the reprocessing waste, describing category S material as consisting of ‘mainly sealed radium
sources and concreted waste from the reprocessing of spent fuel rods from Australia’s
research reactor’. Its reference to the possibility of co-locating low and higher level wastes
was similarly brief - Proposed National Radioactive Waste Repository, Federal Government – February
1998. It was hardly surprising therefore, that the initial public response was so

underwhelming. Just over 2,400 phase three discussion papers and information folders were
distributed to invite public comment, and they prompted 69 responses. Only two of them
mentioned co-location of the store for higher level waste, and both supported it. The
Government’s information folder also stated that the low level waste repository would
require a 2.25 square kilometre site. Within it, the Canberra planners believed a building
covering an area about the size of an average house block could be accommodated very
easily to store the nation’s long-lived intermediate level waste as well, until a permanent
disposal facility was established – National Radioactive Waste Repository Site Selection Study, Phase 3, a
report on public comment – June 1999.

At the same time as its public announcement of the selection of the central-north region,
the Howard Government formally advised South Australia in a letter from the Prime Minister
to the Premier, John Olsen, which explained that ‘the community consultation process for
the national repository will include discussion of co-location of the store for long-lived
intermediate level waste with the repository’ – Letter from Hon John Howard, Prime Minister, to Hon
John Olsen, Premier of South Australia – 23 February 1998.
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The Premier’s response sought full

consultation on the issue with the South Australian Government - South Australian Parliamentary
Debates – 14 June 2000 In the community consultation promised by the Prime Minister

however, co-location would not to be mentioned if at all possible.

4.56 Public consultation

The strictly limited public consultation Canberra planned began on 12 March 1998, only
three weeks after the public learnt for the first time the central-north of South Australia was
the chosen region, with the first meeting of a committee convened by the Federal
Government to represent regional and local communities and commercial interests. About
30 people attended. It was held in the tiny settlement of Glendambo in the middle of the
region to be studied for the repository site. Apart from two very brief references by a
government official, there was no discussion encouraged at this meeting about storing the
higher level waste. The emphasis instead was on what would be buried in the repository –
National Radioactive Waste Repository Site Selection Study, Regional Consultative Committee Number 1,
minutes of meeting held on 12 March 1998.

4.57 The strategy of the anti-nuclear activists

The Federal Government’s intentions had been assisted so far by the activities of antinuclear groups which, to a large extent recently, had tended to ignore the waste issue. Led
by the Australian Conservation Foundation, the non-government organisations had
concentrated their efforts on the Lucas Heights area in a bid to increase local community
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opposition to the new reactor being built on wider safety grounds, not because of the
radioactive waste its operation would generate. On 8 March 1998 the first major
demonstration against the new reactor attracted 400 people to the gates of Lucas Heights.
Soon afterwards, the Federal Labor Opposition told ANSTO: ‘I am afraid that the realities of
politics in an election year, and in particular our need to win Hughes, have led us to a
position opposing a new reactor at the Lucas Heights site – as difficult as that may be to
justify in objective safety-focused terms’ – Letter from Hon. Gareth Evans, Deputy Leader of the
Federal Opposition, to the Chief Executive, Australian Nuclear Science and Technology Organisation – 11 May
1998. Despite this, three days later Federal Labor conceded in parliament that the existing

reactor at Lucas Heights had been operated ‘very safely over a long period of time’ –
Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates – 14 May 1998

4.58 The site selection narrows

In June 1998, following consideration of factors such as rock type, rainfall, water flows above
and below the ground and population density, the Federal Government announced that it
had identified 18 specific sites in the central-north of South Australia for further intensive
assessment. The Government maintained that the process remained on track with ‘a
preferred site to be identified at the end of 1998 or early 1999’ – Press Statement by Senator
Warwick Parer, Minister for Resources and Energy – 19 June 1998. All but two of the sites were within

50 kilometres of where the Fisherman’s Bend and St Mary’s waste already was stored.
Martyn Evans, as Federal Labor’s spokesman for Science and Resources, offered continuing
support for the site selection initiated by his party in 1992, saying the only factors which
should influence it were ‘the safety of the public and the scientific assessment of geological
stability and isolation from the surrounding environment’ - Press Statement by Martyn Evans MP,
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Federal Shadow Minister for Science and Resources – 19 June 1998. By this time however, his former

colleagues in the South Australian Parliament had begun to see a further political
opportunity and on 2 July, almost six months after the site selection had been narrowed to
South Australia and more than three years since its last parliamentary question about
radioactive waste, Labor asked the State Liberal Government about its attitude to the
repository, raising the possibility of ‘high level nuclear waste such as plutonium’ also coming
to South Australia – South Australian Parliamentary Debates – 2 July 1998.

The response to Labor’s questions showed that at the most senior level of the South
Australian Government, the full implications of Canberra’s intention to co-locate higher level
waste storage with the repository still had not been grasped. The Deputy Premier, Rob
Kerin, told parliament that despite ‘very extensive misrepresentation of what the Federal
Government is actually looking at putting there, it is low level radioactive waste’ – ibid. The
Deputy Premier, at the same time, put a moral case for its acceptance: ‘We have to do
something about it and not leave it for the next generation to contend with’ – ibid.

4.59 Managing Lucas Heights waste – an assumption

As a Federal election approached in the second half of 1998, Labor invested considerable
effort in trying to re-gain the seat of Hughes, attempting to make its recent conversion to
opposing a new reactor at Lucas Heights in the electorate the key issue of the local
campaign. But the Liberal Party held the seat even though the election campaign was
dominated nationally by the Howard Government’s proposal for a Goods and Services Tax.
Danna Vale, the member for Hughes, was the only Government member anywhere in
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Australia to record a swing to the Liberals. Her vote in the booth closest to the Lucas Heights
reactor was 61 percent as total Labor support in Hughes slipped a further three percent on
its 1996 losing result. An important factor in her success was Vale’s ability to claim the
Howard Government had an answer to the continuing presence of radioactive waste within
her electorate. The result fuelled Canberra’s thinking it was on a winner with its waste
management strategy. While community attitudes around Lucas Heights may have settled
however, such complacency increased the Government’s vulnerability elsewhere.

Just before the election, ANSTO published its Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) to start
the process of securing government approvals to construct its new reactor. The Statement’s
explanation of ANSTO’s waste management strategy rested heavily on the assumption that
all of the waste its Lucas Heights operations already held and would produce from now on
would go to a repository and store at the same location. ‘There would be no long term
storage of any radioactive waste’ at Lucas Heights, the EIS promised. Instead, it would go to
‘the repository and store’ described as a single ‘facility’ that was ‘scheduled to be operating
well before the replacement reactor commences operation’ in 2005 – Environmental Impact
Statement, Australian Nuclear Science and Technology Organisation – August 1998. The local community

consultation about co-location in the central-north of South Australia, then barely
underway, already seemed to have been entirely pre-empted.

4.60 Further requests to WMC

ANSTO’s confidence that the siting questions could be resolved that quickly and easily was
not universally shared. The CSIRO remained nervous about the Fisherman’s Bend waste that,
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by late 1998, had been at its Woomera annexe for almost four years, already more than
twice as long as the Keating Government had promised to Aboriginal groups in the region.
The CSIRO asked WMC again if it was interested in managing the waste at Olympic Dam. An
unpublished environmental audit had found that ‘a number of drums were showing signs of
starting to rust.’ The condition of the annexe’s roof was ‘unsatisfactory’ and in need of
maintenance to minimise the rusting. There also was concern that rabbits had gained access
to the storage area, raising the possibility of traces of the waste getting in to the human
food chain. The audit called for eradication of the rabbits – Audit Report of the Australian
Radiation Laboratory – 6 March 1997.

Immediately after the 1998 election the Federal Government also renewed its discussions
with WMC about the use of Olympic Dam for a national repository. This had been directly
foreshadowed by a statement in the Government’s discussion paper released earlier in the
year to start phase three of the site selection, that low and intermediate level waste could
be disposed of together ‘if an existing facility and infrastructure such as an abandoned mine
site or worked out areas of an active mine could be used’ – Site Selection Study, Phase 3, regional
assessment, a public discussion paper – November 1997.

Canberra still saw Olympic Dam as the

quickest, most natural and convenient answer to its travails over national radioactive waste
management. In response to these latest overtures, WMC offered to re-activate
consideration of the proposal it first had developed in 1992 to establish a waste
management facility above the deep mining operations at Olympic Dam. There was to be,
however, one important condition insisted upon by the company. WMC wanted ‘the
Government and the major opposition party, at both the federal and state levels, agreeing in
a bi-partisan manner that it was necessary in the national interest’ to establish the
repository. The company also was concerned that insufficient was being done publicly to
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explain the need for centralised radioactive waste management. In a letter to the Federal
Government the company advised:

In WMC’s view, as a means of achieving bi-partisanship, government needs to be more
proactive in explaining to the public why it is necessary to establish a national repository and
the measures that will be taken to ensure public health and safety and environmental
protection – Letter from Western Mining Corporation to the Federal Government – 20 August 1998.

Soon after WMC’s conditional offer to look again at the Olympic Dam option however, any
prospect of restoring political bi-partisanship evaporated as the focus of the anti-nuclear
campaign shifted from Sydney, where opposition to the new reactor had failed to help Labor
at the federal election, to South Australia and the question raised again of whether the
proposed national waste facility would become an international one as well.

4.61 Pangea – sword of Damocles

Ever since scientists, in the early 1950s, had begun to give detailed consideration to
technology for safe disposal of high level radioactive waste produced from nuclear reactors
generating electricity, Australia’s potential role in an international solution has been
canvassed. More than anywhere else in the world, Australia has remote, extremely dry and
very stable geological regions suited to deep underground disposal of such waste in a way
that would guarantee its safe isolation from the environment and people for the thousands
of years some of it remains radioactive. From time to time, the proposition has been given
serious technical consideration in Australia as well as having been the source of periodic
campaigns by anti-nuclear activists.
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The Fox inquiry into uranium mining had recognised in 1976 the fact that ‘areas of very old,
crystalline rock in central Australia were perhaps the most suitable sites in the world for
disposing of high level waste.’ As Fox noted, such areas had a history of ‘well over a million
years of geological stability’ – Final Report of the Ranger Uranium Environmental Inquiry – October 1976.
But the Fraser Government had ruled out any prospect of Australia going further in to the
nuclear cycle by disposing of high level radioactive waste from other countries. In 1984 the
report of the Australian Science and Technology Council, commissioned by Prime Minister
Hawke to make recommendations on Australia’s role in the nuclear cycle, had proposed
continuing Australian involvement in international waste disposal research and development
- Report of the Australian Science and Technology Council on Australia’s role in the nuclear fuel cycle – May
1984. More recently, in 1996, the Senate committee which inquired into radioactive waste

management had warned the Howard Government:
The Committee is concerned that the current international trend requiring the producer to
take back the waste may require that Australia take back uranium waste if it wishes to
continue uranium exports in the future. It is therefore essential that this be taken into
account in the consideration of a national repository and storage facility – Report of the Senate
Committee of Inquiry into the Dangers of Radioactive Waste – April 1996.

That is precisely what one international group had been doing.

By late 1998, Pangea Resources, a joint venture of American, British, Swiss and Australian
interests, had carried out a global survey to identify broad regions with geological
characteristics suitable for an international underground repository. Based on this work
Pangea was in a position to propose Australia as the host country for such a facility. The
region it identified for more intensive study of the proposal was a sedimentary basin which
spanned northern South Australia and central Western Australia. It took in most of the eight
regions Australia had assessed for its own national waste facility. While Pangea had
161

considered other regions in Argentina, Africa and China, its preference for Australia had
come down to the nation’s greater political stability and the superior technological
background of its extensive mining industry.

With the world estimated to have 450,000 tonnes of high level waste requiring disposal by
2015, the establishment of an international repository raised the potential for a major new
Australian industry. Pangea estimated that construction of the repository would generate up
to 8,000 jobs and in the operational phase there would be long term employment for 1,500.

Pangea had undertaken its investigations in a discreet way but just before it was ready to
unfold a proposal to the Federal Government, the Australian Conservation Foundation came
upon and publicly released a promotional video prepared by the company which extolled
Australia as the ideal country to take some of the world’s high level nuclear waste. The
Federal Government, sensing immediately that this revelation could further undermine its
strategy to manage Australia’s own radioactive waste, ruled out the possibility, re-affirming
the policy set by the Fraser Government 20 years earlier – Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates –
1 December 1998. This turn of events however, offered a new lease of life for Australia’s anti-

nuclear activists. Now they could wield Pangea’s proposal as a sword of Damocles against
the Government’s strategy, threatening that if Australia established a national repository
that may not be the end of its acquaintance with radioactive waste management. Soon the
Sydney Morning Herald was reporting uncritically that ‘there’s a good chance’ one of the
sites being assessed near Woomera for a repository for Australia’s waste would be chosen as
the location ‘of the world’s nuclear waste dump’ – Sydney Morning Herald – 22 December 1998. The
fact that the engineering of the national repository would render it entirely incapable of
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taking high level waste was completely ignored by the paper while the state and territory
governments rushed to legislate a ban on any radioactive waste from overseas coming into
their jurisdictions.

4.62 Environmental approval for new reactor

At the end of March 1999, the Federal Government approved ANSTO’s Environmental
Impact Statement. It had been assessed by the Government’s main environmental policy
and regulatory agency, Environment Australia. In recommending the Government approve
the EIS, Environment Australia adopted ANSTO’s assumption that all of the waste from the
new reactor as well as that to return from overseas reprocessing of spent fuel rods from the
existing Lucas Heights operation, would go to the one national facility that would be ready
before the new reactor was completed:

The returned wastes are expected to be stored in the national storage facility which is to be
co-located with the national radioactive waste repository. The current timing is for the store
to be in operation by the time the replacement reactor is commissioned in 2005 – Lucas Heights
Reactor, Environmental Assessment Report – February 1999

Federal agencies were attempting to uphold the intent of the 1993 Reactor Review
stipulation that waste management policy needed to be resolved with a strategy being
implemented before the new reactor went into operation. Was such a scenario, however,
any longer politically feasible?
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The Federal Environment Minister, Robert Hill, announced on 30 March 1999 that there
were ‘no environmental reasons preventing the granting of Commonwealth approval for the
replacement nuclear reactor at Lucas Heights.’ His approval was made conditional on
arrangements for the management of spent fuel rods being demonstrated to the satisfaction
of Australia’s nuclear regulator, ARPANSA, following its recent establishment to provide
greater independence in the regulatory process from the operations of ANSTO and to be the
Government’s licensing agency for nuclear and radioactive waste storage and disposal
facilities. Until ARPANSA was satisfied about how the waste from re-processing of the fuel
rods was to be managed, it was not to authorise the reactor’s construction according to the
Minister’s decision. The terms of the approval also required the Government’s Science and
Health ministers to give ‘timely’ consideration to strategies for long term management and
eventual permanent disposal of all of Australia’s long-lived intermediate level nuclear
wastes, although not necessarily to have any facility operational before the reactor’s
commissioning – Press Statement by Senator Robert Hill, Minister for Environment – 30 March 1999.
Accordingly, contrary to his Department’s advice, the Minister’s conditions did not represent
a full embrace of the recommendations of the 1993 Research Reactor Review. They were
instead, a silent recognition that a site the Review had recommended be identified to
manage the waste before the new reactor went into operation, may not be.

These conditions of approval nevertheless provided a further opportunity for those
continuing to oppose the establishment of the new reactor. If they could delay or defeat
plans to manage waste from reprocessing of the spent fuel rods, ARPANSA would come
under great pressure not to licence the reactor’s construction. This opportunity illustrated
both the interdependence of the nuclear cycle and its vulnerability to challenge at each
stage as the reactor’s opponents initiated a decisive change in their strategy. From now on,
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their attention would turn much more to frustrating the Government’s national radioactive
waste management policy as a means of securing their ultimate goal of stopping the new
reactor. The focus of the activists switched from Lucas Heights to South Australia as they
attempted to elevate the waste issue into something much more than it had featured in
their campaign so far.

4.63 ANSTO’s assumption

ANSTO, as the reactor’s proponent, did not immediately apprehend any serious problem.
Within a month of the reactor’s environmental approval, ANSTO’s Chief Executive, Professor
Helen Garnett, appeared before a Senate Economic References Committee where she was
questioned about management of reactor waste. It was put to her by a Labor member of the
Committee: ‘The intention would be that, where the waste repository is located, there
would be an adjoining facility to handle that (long-term intermediate level waste)’. Professor
Garnett replied: ‘That is right’ – Official Committee Hansard – 22 April 1999. The Committee
members did not demur from the proposition she confirmed. At the same time, Professor
Garnett did betray some sensitivity to the emerging claims of the anti-nuclear activists that
Lucas Heights alone presented Australia with a radioactive waste problem:
There is sometimes a perception that this longer lived intermediate level waste is only stuff
that comes from reprocessing spent fuel. That is not the case. There are something like 500
cubic metres of long-lived intermediate level waste in the country and that comes from a
variety of sources – ibid.

True, but what Professor Garnett did not add was that ANSTO’s other operations at Lucas
Heights already were responsible for almost half the inventory she referred to. Nor did
Professor Garnett mention that another 165 cubic metres of thorium and uranium residues
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from mineral sands processing by industry, also classified as long-lived intermediate level
waste, had been in storage at Lucas Heights since 1970 waiting for a final resting place.
ANSTO in fact held almost 70 percent of Australia’s long-lived intermediate level waste in
storage at Lucas Heights as well as having had 95 percent of the nation’s low level waste
before the Fisherman’s Bend material had been moved to Woomera. Professor Garnett’s
remarks signalled the beginning of an orchestrated attempt by ANSTO to deflect its own
responsibility and undermine the argument of the activists that if operations at Lucas
Heights stopped, Australia would not need a national repository and store for radioactive
waste. Another to demonstrate some sensitivity at the same hearing of the Senate
Committee was Jeff Harris, an official of the Department of Industry, Science and Resources
which had taken over management of the repository site selection from the Primary
Industries and Energy portfolio. When the Chairman of the Committee observed: ‘As I
understand it you have a strategy for a low level waste dump,’ Harris responded: ‘We prefer
‘managed repository’’ – ibid.

These sensitivities reflected early signs that the Howard Government was starting to lose the
battle to secure public and political acceptance of its radioactive waste management
strategy, with the activists now moving quickly to focus on the waste issue, seeking the
support of the Labor Party as they did, for it would only be if one of the major political
parties joined their cause that they could have significant influence. There was further
evidence of growing concern within the Government when in May 1999 Senator Nick
Minchin, promoted to Cabinet as Minister for Industry, Science and Resources after the
previous year’s election, warned that ‘South Australia will go into senile backwardness’ if
there was strong public opposition to the location of the repository because it would be just
a ‘pinprick’ in the outback – The Advertiser – 8 May 1999. The Minister’s statement suggested

166

Canberra remained locked in to its ‘out of sight, out of mind’ approach to the consigning of
the nation’s radioactive waste to northern South Australia. The Federal Government failed
to heed the portent in a statement made at the same time by Labor’s shadow Environment
Minister in South Australia, John Hill, when he complained that his State had been told
almost nothing about the storage of long-lived intermediate level waste. While he said Labor
was ‘relatively happy’ with the proposal for a low level repository, he understood Lucas
Heights already had the capacity to store the higher level waste and he wanted it to stay
there – ibid.

4.64 Further delay in the site selection

As well as the potential for growing political opposition, by mid 1999 the site selection work
also had run into complications with Aboriginal groups required to give a clearance that
drilling of potential locations for the repository and store to test their suitability would not
affect archaeological or ethnographic sites in the region. The Federal Government had failed
to allow sufficient time for consultation with them before the planned field work and a start
to the drilling was delayed. Some of the locations on the short list were then changed
because of Aboriginal heritage concerns. Eventually, only 11 of the originally selected 18
locations could be drilled. A final decision on where to site the repository and store had
fallen further behind schedule even though the political battle was still to be joined in
earnest.
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4.65 Appeals for bi-partisanship

Labor in the South Australian Parliament had become determined by mid 1999 to stop any
more long-lived intermediate level waste coming to the State and it insisted that the State
Government rule out further cooperation with Canberra on this score – South Australian
Parliamentary Debates – 29 June 1999 and 7 July 1999.

In tandem, but all too late, the State and

Federal governments appealed for bi-partisanship. On the same July day, South Australia’s
Deputy Premier, Rob Kerin, and the Federal Science Minister, Nick Minchin, attempted to
remind Labor of what it had done while having to exercise the responsibility of being in
government.

To a Labor parliamentary question about whether the South Australian Government had
agreed ‘to locating a nuclear waste dump in South Australia that would make the State the
repository for all the nation’s low level and medium level radioactive waste,’ the Deputy
Premier recalled the deliberations and actions of the Bannon and Arnold governments on
the same question and urged Labor to ‘continue down a bi-partisan path of supporting the
Federal Government and having a good look at where the most responsible site is for this
storage’ – ibid. – 7 July 1999. Minister Minchin, in announcing that the site assessment had
resumed following the resolution of Aboriginal heritage issues, noted that ‘Australia has
enjoyed a rational, bi-partisan approach to managing our radioactive wastes’ – Press Statement
by Senator Nick Minchin, Minister for Industry, Science and Resources – 7 July 1999.
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A window for resuming bi-partisanship had opened after the 1998 federal election. It would
be three years before the next national and South Australian polls, but the opportunity was
not taken.

4.66 A growing alliance

The resolution of Aboriginal heritage issues had put back finalisation of a repository site by
another year, to ‘late in 1999’ – Press Statement by Senator Nick Minchin, Minister for Industry, Science
and Resources – 7 July 1999. The Australian Conservation Foundation responded to the

announcement by claiming Canberra’s real purpose was to create an international
repository in South Australia – The Advertiser – 8 July 1999. Labor’s shadow Environment Minister
in the South Australian Parliament alleged the same thing at the same time: ‘If we don’t say
no to this and say it very loudly, we’ll end up a storage place from all over Australia of all
types of waste, and then maybe even the world’ – ibid.

Alliances were forming. Through their claims about the possibility of the national low level
repository morphing into an international high level ‘dump’, the anti-nuclear activists had
enlisted South Australian Labor to their cause, but Labor in Canberra wasn’t fully on board,
at least not yet. In August 1999, Federal Parliament’s Public Works Committee, on which
Labor had three members, completed a report on the proposed new reactor at Lucas
Heights. The Committee was unanimous in its endorsement of the removal of radioactive
waste from Sydney and co-location of a national waste management repository and store:
‘Removal of all radioactive wastes from Lucas Heights for disposal or storage at a national
repository must be a high priority’ – Report of the Parliamentary Standing Committee on Public Works
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on the proposed replacement nuclear research reactor – August 1999. Federally at least, if only for a

little longer, there was unanimity about the sense of co-locating management of the waste.
The Federal Shadow Science Minister, Martyn Evans, attempted to cement this point in his
reaction to the report of the Public Works Committee. He told parliament: ‘We know that
we cannot always argue on the grounds of ‘not in my backyard’’ and noting that like Senator
Minchin, he was a South Australian, he added, ‘we are prepared to look at this in a rational
way’ – Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates – 29 August 1999. But as the activists continued to
build their campaign to focus on the radioactive waste issue during 1999, they gradually
brought Federal Labor on board as well. In September, the Senate Economics References
Committee made a further report on the proposed new reactor. This Committee had a
majority of Labor and Democrat Senators who now complained that ‘the issue of where the
spent fuel rods and other waste at Lucas Heights should be stored has remained unresolved
for too long.’ Echoing recommendations of the 1993 Research Reactor Review, they wanted
it ‘resolved before any further decisions are made or any work is commenced on a new
reactor’ because ‘the continuing use of Lucas Heights as a storage facility for high-level or
intermediate level nuclear waste should cease’ – Report of the Senate Economic References
Committee on a new reactor at Lucas Heights – 1 September 1999. The complaining Senators did not,

however, propose a solution or even a site.

4.67 ARPANSA authorises ANSTO to prepare the reactor site

Soon after the two Senate reports, a starting date for construction of the new reactor at
Lucas Heights advanced an important step when ARPANSA authorised ANSTO to prepare the
site. In its decision, Australia’s nuclear regulator did indicate some measure of continuing
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agreement with the Senate committees about the Government’s need to finalise a waste
management strategy, warning that ‘the management of spent fuel and waste from reactor
operations is a serious consideration that Australia must grapple with.’ After ANSTO and
Environment Australia, ARPANSA now became the third federal agency to make an
assumption that the nation’s low and intermediate level waste would be managed at the
same site in South Australia, and that such arrangements would be at least agreed and well
set out in plans, if not implemented, before the new reactor went into operation. In granting
ANSTO authorisation to prepare the reactor site, ARPANSA expressed some satisfaction that
‘there is clear progress on the siting of a low level waste repository and a government
commitment to examine co-locating a store for long lived intermediate level waste in
association with the repository’ and therefore ‘a framework existed to tackle the waste
issues’ – Statement by the Chief Executive Officer of the Australian Radiation Protection and Nuclear Safety
Agency on issue of a licence to the Australian Nuclear Science and Technology Organisation to prepare a site
for a replacement reactor facility – 22 September 1999.

But how robust was this framework?

4.68 A South Australian parliamentary motion

If construction of the new reactor now appeared inevitable, its opponents still held to the
hope that they could use the Labor Party to frustrate the pre-requisite waste management
arrangements. In October 1999, State Labor in South Australia formalised its opposition to
the storage of long-lived intermediate level waste in South Australia by putting a motion to
parliament. The motion also purported to outlaw any international repository as this
undercurrent to the campaign persisted. In putting its position, Labor criticised the Federal
Government’s failure to have ‘thoroughly canvassed’ with the public the option of storing
the higher level waste at the repository. In what would become a recurring theme as the
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campaign against co-location intensified, Labor claimed that it had not been until June 1999
that the possibility of co-locating low and intermediate level waste had been raised by the
Federal Government. It was wrong about that, but Canberra only had itself to blame for
such criticism taking hold because of the low key way it had communicated the issue since
the beginning of the public site selection process initiated in 1992. If wrong in fact, Labor
was correct in the sentiment that Canberra had gone about the public consultation in such a
way that it hoped co-location would not receive due attention and quietly slip under
everyone’s radar. The Federal Government was about to reap the consequences of its
reluctance to much more clearly signal its intentions. Labor signed off its argument by
asserting that in addition to ‘this horrifying prospect’ of the intermediate level store coming
to South Australia there was the ‘genuine and logical possibility of South Australia becoming
the international site for radioactive waste’ – South Australian Parliamentary Debates – 21 October
1999.

4.69 The Federal Government begins to blink

The Federal Government announced on 22 October 1999 that it had reduced to six, the
number of possible sites for the repository. All were relatively close to the 80 kilometre road
between Woomera and Olympic Dam. One was 20 kilometres south of the opal mining town
of Andamooka. At a meeting of the Regional Consultative Committee just after the Federal
Government’s announcement, Andamooka’s representatives insisted that a site close to
their town would cause an ‘uproar,’ claiming there was a repository in Nevada, 50
kilometres from an Indian reservation, ‘and they are all sick’ – Minutes of the Regional Consultative
Committee meeting number 3 – 22 October 1999. The site closest to Andamooka was withdrawn
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from further consideration less than a month later. The Howard Government was beginning
to blink.

4.70 The Advertiser makes a decisive intervention

The Andamooka community, numbering about 600, had been able to get its concerns
reported by The Advertiser. A full-page feature article on 6 November 1999, the paper’s first
critical analysis of the waste issue, made extensive comment about the prospect of a
repository for low level waste coming to northern South Australia. The same article carried
only a passing reference, in two paragraphs close to the end, to what it called a ‘secondary
plan’ to establish the store for higher level waste – The Advertiser – 6 November 1999. Thirteen
days later however, the same plan was on the paper’s front page under the headline,
‘Coming to a dump near you.’ The paper’s story began with the assertion that ‘South
Australia is emerging as the likely dumping ground for medium level radioactive waste from
the reprocessing of spent fuel rods used to power the Lucas Heights research reactor.’ This
was nothing new. The compass to that outcome had been set by the 1995 decision of the
Keating Government to have the fuel rods reprocessed in Britain, and maintained by the
1998 decision of the Howard Government to narrow the site selection for a national waste
repository and store to South Australia. What was asserted next exposed that The Advertiser
was headlining not a new or news story, but the propaganda of the Australian Conservation
Foundation. The story stated that because, in the previous week, ‘Australia signed an
agreement with the French Government to reprocess the rods and eventually send the
waste back to Australia, scientific and environmental groups are now convinced the waste
will be stored in outback SA, where a national low level waste dump is already planned.’ The
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reprocessing agreement in fact had been signed 10 months earlier, in January 1999. But
what had just occurred was a visit to Adelaide by the President of the Australian
Conservation Foundation, Peter Garrett. Garrett was featured prominently in The Advertiser
report alleging that ‘if a medium level dump was allowed it would open the door for other
countries to send their waste to South Australia’ – The Advertiser – 19 November 1999. Garrett’s
visit to Adelaide had secured, for the first time, prominent publicity about what the Federal
Government had been trying to keep quiet – co-location of low and intermediate level
radioactive waste management in South Australia. Moreover, the campaigning style of the
paper’s headline and story lay-out foreshadowed that The Advertiser had decided to do
what it could to galvanize public opinion against Canberra’s scheme.

4.71 The South Australian Government rejects a waste store

The Advertiser’s intervention had immediate influence and impact. Within hours the South
Australian Government announced that it did not want the higher level waste in the State,
insisting: ‘The storage of long-lived intermediate level waste, such as reprocessed fuel rods
from Lucas Heights, is an entirely separate issue to the argument for a low level repository’ –
South Australian Parliamentary Debates – 19 November 1999.

The Government also claimed: ‘there

has been no consultation with the State Government by our federal counterparts’ – South
Australian Parliamentary Debates – 19 November 1999. The Advertiser suggested it also had been

caught napping. Its editorial in support of its story asserted that like the South Australian
Government, ‘we have not been told facts or intentions’ (The Advertiser – 29 November 1999) even though the feature article the paper had published less than a fortnight earlier about
the concerns of the Andamooka community had acknowledged that co-location had been
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identified in the public consultation documents. It seemed both the Government and the
press had failed to grasp the nuances of Canberra’s communications about co-location but
the Federal Government was hoisted on its own petard as the anti-nuclear activists moved
to entrench the perception that there had been no consultation at all, and that therefore the
public had been deceived.

4.72 Policy not sustainable

The campaign of the Australian Conservation Foundation against the establishment of a
national radioactive waste management facility in South Australia had corralled the State
Labor Party, The Advertiser and finally the South Australian Government. Now the antinuclear activists planned a ‘Peoples’ Conference’ with the Lord Mayor of Adelaide and the
Anglican Archbishop of Adelaide to participate. The Federal Government’s radioactive waste
management policy was being comprehensively destabilised, derailed and perhaps faced
complete demolition. It was only now that Canberra began to undertake research to
measure the level of understanding of people in Adelaide and regional South Australia about
the management of radioactive waste. In the first half of 2000, the Department of Industry,
Science and Resources spent almost $40,000 on the research. Already however, the
Minister responsible for implementation of the policy had concluded it was not sustainable.
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4.73 A public meeting at Andamooka

On March 1 2000, the Federal Minister for Industry, Science and Resources, Senator
Minchin, faced a hostile audience of more than 50 people in Andamooka unconvinced by the
his recent decision to withdraw from further consideration, the repository and storage site
closest to the town, but entirely convinced that high level nuclear waste from all over the
world eventually would be buried on their doorstep. Andamooka was in a federal electorate
historically marginal, and currently held by the Liberals. The Minister did not ignore the
views he was hearing. As he spoke to his officials on their journey back to Adelaide, he
concluded that automatic co-location of the intermediate level store would have to be taken
off the agenda if ever the Government was going to achieve some semblance of acceptance
of the low level repository by itself – the submitter was an observer of this discussion.

4.74 The People’s Conference and a change of policy

Four days after his Andamooka visit, Senator Minchin faced the Peoples’ Conference. In
maintaining the case for the repository, he told the gathering:
I think there’s a view at the officials’ level, both in the Environment Department and some
other departments and ANSTO, which drives the reactor, that the best thing is co-location.
But they don’t make the decision, the Government makes the decision. I’m not ruling out colocation but I’m determined we have a separate, independent process – The Advertiser – 6 March
2000.
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ANSTO, Environment Australia and ARPANSA all had assumed in official statements and
decisions over the previous two years that co-location was the Government’s policy. None of
their statements or decisions had been challenged or contradicted by Government ministers
at the time they were made or until now. Indeed, Environment Australia and ARPANSA had
used their understanding of the Government’s policy for managing radioactive waste to
justify approvals they had recommended for the new reactor at Lucas Heights. The new
position articulated by the Minister also conflicted with the advice given by the Prime
Minister to the South Australian Government in February 1998 that public consultation
about the repository would cover co-location. In fact, the independent process the Minister
now proposed was being forced on Canberra by its failure to properly implement the form of
consultation previously promised by the Prime Minister.

4.75 Still some support for ‘co-location’

‘Co-location’ still had some support in the Federal Parliament. Shortly before his visit to
Andamooka, Senator Minchin had appeared before the Senate Economics Committee where
he faced argument from Labor members that there should not be a separate process to
identify the site for a store. One Labor Senator put it to Senator Minchin: ‘I would have
thought, Minister, that the best site for a store would ipso facto be the best site for a
repository, given the nature of the waste that is to be stored there.’ Another backed his
Labor colleague in demanding to know ‘how is it in the public’s interest to do them
separately and not do them jointly?’ – Official Transcript, Senate Economics Committee – 7 February
2000.

It would not be long, however, before all in Federal Labor would be insisting that the

higher level waste store not be co-located with a national repository in South Australia.
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4.76 A bill comes before the South Australian Parliament

The Peoples’ Conference in Adelaide attracted extensive press and media coverage and
provided an opportunity to more widely promote opposition to transferring any more
radioactive waste to South Australia. The Labor Opposition in the South Australian
Parliament now decided to take its opposition one step further by introducing a private
member’s bill to prohibit the storage in South Australia of long-lived intermediate and high
level waste. As well, it signalled for the first time that State Labor wanted to oppose the
national low level waste repository being established in South Australia. This additional
measure was not however, immediately included in the legislation because Labor thought
that would provide a reason for the Liberal Government to vote against the whole bill.
During the 11 years Labor last had governed South Australia up to 1993, the State had been
the most active and cooperative participant in the work between the federal, state and
territory governments to have a national waste storage and disposal facility planned and
sited. In its subsequent six years of opposition it had worked up to a position of demanding
the rejection of everything previously it had endorsed, everything the Howard Government
now wanted to implement. In introducing its legislation, Labor acknowledged the hand
behind it when it thanked the Australian Conservation Foundation for having done ‘a mighty
job to bring to our notice the dangers inherent in the Federal Government’s covert
operations to make this State Australia’s nuclear waste dump’ – South Australian Parliamentary
Debates – 13 April 2000.
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4.77 The Federal Government’s hand is forced

The growing opposition to storing long-lived intermediate level waste in South Australia
forced the Federal Government’s hand in May 2000. Building work on the new reactor was
due to begin within two years and if there was to be timely approval of the construction
licence, Canberra was under strictures from ARPANSA to demonstrate answers to the waste
issues. But the growing opposition to ‘co-location’ threatened to knock on. Public
acceptance of the low level repository was now in jeopardy as well. If the repository and the
store were delayed, the reactor risked the same fate if ARPANSA maintained a strict line on
the waste issues. These factors forced the Federal Government to announce, on 17 May,
that the search for a storage site for long-lived intermediate level waste ‘has not yet
commenced’ and that when it did, ‘it will involve a nationwide search and further public
consultation.’ This must have been news to ANSTO, Environment Australia and ARPANSA
following the assumption they had shared that the search for a storage site had been
confined to South Australia for the past two years following the Federal Government’s
decision to establish the repository there and to simultaneously pursue co-location of the
store.

In signalling this new strategy, the Federal Government also embarked upon what it should
have done long ago. It began to explain publicly in easily understandable terms, why it was
necessary to deal with the higher level waste as well:
We have around 500 cubic metres of intermediate waste stored at 50 sites around Australia,
including at several sites in South Australia. For instance, intermediate waste is currently
stored on North Terrace at both the Royal Adelaide Hospital and the University of Adelaide. It
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is more sensible to move all this waste to one central store somewhere in Australia – Press
Statement by Senator Nick Minchin, Minister for Industry, Science and Resources – 17 May 2000.

The examples were ones to which the public could relate readily but they had been
conspicuously absent from the debate so far.

4.78 The South Australian Government legislates

The Federal Government’s attempt to explain and rationalise the issue came too late for its
Liberal colleagues in South Australia who decided to introduce their own legislation to ban
higher level waste storage. In response, Senator Minchin said South Australia had been
‘misguided in responding to anti-nuclear scaremongering by proposing this legislation’ and
claimed that instead, it should have ‘explained to South Australians the benefits they receive
from radioactivity’ – Press Statement by Senator Nick Minchin, Minister for Industry, Science and Resources
– 17 May 2000.

But while the Federal Government had been politically deft in creating the

climate in Sydney for public acceptance of the new reactor, its mismanagement of the site
selection for a national waste facility had left a void in South Australia which the anti-nuclear
activists continued to exploit.

The South Australian Liberal Government’s legislation to ban higher level radioactive waste
produced elsewhere being disposed of or stored in the State was introduced on 31 May
2000. It imposed fines of up to five million dollars and 10 years gaol for breaches – Nuclear
Waste Storage Facility (Prohibition) Bill 2000.

In support of its move, the Government argued that

‘with the legacy and clean-up of the Maralinga atomic tests and the siting of the low level
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radioactive waste repository in this State, we have the view that South Australia is carrying
its share of the national nuclear burden’ – South Australian Parliamentary Debates – 31 May 2000. A
week later, the Labor Opposition foreshadowed an amendment. It wanted any decision by
the Federal Government to locate a higher level waste storage in South Australia to
immediately trigger a referendum to ask the question: ‘Do you approve of the establishment
of a facility in South Australia to store category S waste generated interstate or overseas,’
(ibid. – 14 June 2000) claiming ‘it would make it very difficult indeed for a commonwealth

government of whatever colour to contemplate putting radioactive waste in this State if it
knew that it had to fight a State-wide referendum on the issue’ – ibid. – 5 July 2000. It was said
in support that South Australia ‘will not be able to sell ourselves and market ourselves
internationally with confidence if we are tagged and badged as the nuclear waste dump
state’ – ibid. In fact, South Australia’s exports go to many countries which already have
radioactive waste disposal and storage facilities, invariably on a much larger scale, and so
understand both the need for them and that they would not have the impacts threatened.
Moreover, a rapidly growing application of radiation in South Australia has been in the use
of neutron meters to monitor soil moisture in vineyards and enable the production of better
quality wines for export. The neutron sources in the meters became radioactive waste at the
end of their operational lives. Against the rising opposition to the establishment of a
national radioactive waste management facility in South Australia, another member of
parliament argued:
if there is a likelihood of any death or injury arising from the storing of radioactive waste,
then the sensible place to store it is the safest place to store it. The safest place on this
continent – certainly there is no place any safer – would be somewhere in outback South
Australia – ibid. – 13 July 2000.
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4.79 Public opinion

On 31 July 2000, the page one headline in The Advertiser proclaimed -– ‘NO – we don’t want
a nuclear dump’. It was based on a survey the newspaper had commissioned which showed
87 percent of respondents against a low level repository, and 95 percent against a higher
level store – The Advertiser – 31 July 2000. Such a result wasn’t surprising from a bald question
about whether such facilities should be located in South Australia, when it didn’t balance the
proposition with reference to the medical and other benefits from the use of radioactive
substances which would be lost if the resultant waste couldn’t be safely managed
somewhere. Editorialising on the poll result, the paper claimed that the Federal Industry,
Science and Resources Minister, Senator Minchin, ‘has completely misread the public mood
and, as a representative of the people, should change tack’ – ibid. On the same day The
Advertiser published its poll results, Labor’s Federal Conference decreed that a Federal Labor
government would not force any state or territory to accept long-lived intermediate level
waste. At the same time, the Conference declared that ‘Labor is committed to confirming
science as an accepted arbiter in questions related to sustainability, environmental
assessment, hazards and quarantine’ – 2000 Platform and Constitution – Australian Labor Party.

4.80 Opposition to store does not abate

In August 2000, the number of possible national low level waste repository sites in the
Woomera area was reduced to three for further technical assessment, with the Federal
Government now believing a preferred site could be identified by the end of the year. At the
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same time, the separate ‘nationwide’ search was announced for a site to store Australia’s
intermediate level waste – Press Releases by Senator Nick Minchin, Minister for Industry, Science and
Resources – 11 August and 14 August 2000. The public backlash ‘co-location’ had generated forced

the Federal Government to construct a much more elaborate process than the task justified,
inevitably again elevating public perceptions of risk and environmental impact, as already
had occurred with the repository site search. The Federal Government now promised an
‘expert, independent high level scientific committee’ to oversight this site selection when
the technical requirements for the store, which would hold waste temporarily on the
surface, were nothing like as complex as those for the repository, where waste would be
buried permanently. ARPANSA offered the opinion to a Senate Committee that all that was
needed for the store was something ‘away from the environment and people, physically
secure from any disturbance and seismically secure’ – Official Transcript, Senate Select Committee
on the contract for a new Lucas Heights Reactor – 26 October 2000. The requirements were so relatively

rudimentary that in 1985, the Commonwealth-State Consultative Committee had agreed
that if the store were to be established on its own, and not co-located with the repository, it
should be sited within 150 kilometres of a capital city for ease of access – Record of the meeting
of the Commonwealth-State Consultative Committee on the Management of Radioactive Waste – 24 October
1985.

The Federal Government would not, for the time being, pre-empt the outcome of the new
site selection. It still refused to rule out eventual co-location of a repository and store or that
the store would be established somewhere else in South Australia, if not in the Woomera
region with the repository – Press Release by Senator Nick Minchin, Minister for Industry, Science and
Resources – 11 August 2000. These outcomes became even less likely however, when on 16

August 2000, 1,500 people attended a rally on the steps of Parliament House in Adelaide to
protest against radioactive waste disposal and storage in South Australia. The rally was
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organised by the Channel 7 ‘Today-Tonight’ current affairs television program and during it,
the Leader of the State Opposition was presented with a 125,000 signature petition to
present to parliament. The rally almost turned ugly, with Police Star Group officers having to
intercept two people who tried to attack Senator Nick Minchin while he addressed the
gathering. The Minister blamed the media for the charged atmosphere, declaring that South
Australians had not been given the facts – The Advertiser – 17 August 2000. While The Advertiser
and Channel 7 had not been, at least recently, impartial reporters of the waste issue, their
attempts to influence public opinion had been made much easier by the much greater
failure of the Federal Government to maintain any sort of communications strategy likely to
encourage a more balanced public debate.

4.81 State Labor opposes repository as well as store

Labor’s South Australian State Conference, in October 2000, formally adopted a policy of
strong opposition to any national radioactive waste management repository being
established in South Australia, as well as a store. The Conference also asked the federal
party to ‘take a stronger stance against the nuclear industry, to oppose the proposed reactor
and to ensure that no dump is established in northern South Australia’ – Australian Labor Party
South Australian Conference decisions – October 2000.
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4.82 A preferred repository site but not a final site

A preferred site for the national low level waste repository was announced at last by the
Federal Government in January 2001. It was on a flat, raised plateau in stony desert country
with sparse saltbush at a place called Evetts Field West, about 50 kilometres north-west of
the Woomera town ship. It was the closest of the three sites still in contention to the low
and intermediate level waste already stored nearby. The Government’s technical advisers
had concluded that all three sites were similar and met the scientific criteria for acceptability
– Minutes of Regional Consultative Committee meeting number 6 - 8 November 2000.

It seemed

therefore, that a clinching factor for the preferred site was its presence on the Woomera
Prohibited Area, which the Federal Government controlled, and its proximity to the
Fisherman’s Bend waste, stored 10 kilometres away. The Federal Government admitted the
influence of these factors when it published its Environmental Impact Statement for the
repository in May 2002. The Statement explained that ‘matters relevant to the siting of the
national repository at the preferred site’ had included that it was ‘the closest of the three
sites to the building in which more than half of the national holding of low level and short
lived intermediate level radioactive waste is now stored. Thus the use of Site 52a would
minimise the transport risks associated with moving the national holdings of waste to the
facility’ – National Radioactive Waste Repository Draft Environmental Impact Statement, main report, p. 231.
Just seven months later however, in a formal response to public comments about the
Environmental Impact Statement critical that the earlier transfer of waste from Sydney to
Woomera had pre-empted the site selection, the Federal Government completely
contradicted itself, arguing this time that the location of the existing waste at Woomera had
not been ‘of relevance to the repository site selection exercise’ – National Radioactive Waste
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Repository Supplement to Draft Environmental Impact Statement, p. 40.

The Federal Government’s

communication of its national radioactive waste management policy and strategy continued
to leave much to be desired.

The Federal Government indicated in announcing the preferred site that ‘the earliest the
repository could commence operations would be during 2002’ – Press Statement by Senator Nick
Minchin, Minister for Industry, Science and Resources – 24 January 2001. By the time this latest deadline

came and went however, the repository would have another site and yet another schedule
for its construction and operation.

4.83 Each to their own

In its reaction to the siting decision, South Australian Labor now called for each state and
territory to have its own low level waste repository – The Advertiser – 24 January 2001. Fifteen
years earlier, when the Federal Government and most of the states were Labor, this
proposition had been formally ruled out by all jurisdictions because the relatively small
quantity of low level waste in Australia did not justify the cost and administrative duplication
inherent in establishing the eight separate facilities needed if each state and territory were
to have its own. The Keating Labor Government had confirmed this decision when it initiated
the public site selection in 1992. State Labor admitted: ‘you might say it is not scientific, that
it is an emotional thing, but so be it’ – The Advertiser – 25 January 2001. This didn’t add up either
for Labor Senator George Campbell, a member of a Committee inquiring into the contract to
build the replacement reactor at Lucas Heights. Campbell observed to the Committee at a
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hearing in Adelaide in February 2001 shortly after his State colleagues had decided each
jurisdiction should go its own way:
There is a certain inevitability about the logic of what is said – that if you are going to go to
the expense of establishing a site with transport facilities, security facilities, monitoring
facilities and so forth, then there is a logic that would say that you ought to put all of those
products on that one site where you can effectively monitor them rather than multiplying the
problem around the states by having one site, two sites or multiple sites – Official transcript,
Senate Select Committee on the contract for a new Lucas Heights reactor – 2 February 2001.

4.84 ‘Co-location’ abandoned

In early February 2001, the Federal Government announced a further change to its national
radioactive waste management strategy. The national repository and the higher level waste
store would not be established at the same site. Instead of ‘co-location’, the Federal
Government would build the store for long-lived intermediate level waste at a separate, as
yet unidentified site on land Canberra already owned, and it would be up to the states and
territories to build their own storages or negotiate access to the national facility. The
decision ended more than 20 years of pretence by successive federal governments that only
a state or territory government could deliver a national site for managing radioactive waste.
The Federal Government said its decision ‘put an end to the deliberate scare campaign by
extremist groups’ – Press Statement by Senator Nick Minchin, Minister for Industry, Science and Resources.
What was exercising the Government’s mind much more, however, was the need to satisfy
ARPANSA’s requirement for continuing progress to be demonstrated in dealing with waste
issues. ARPANSA was due to receive, within three months, an application from ANSTO to
begin construction of its new reactor and would not be in a position to give approval if
ARPANSA consistently applied its previous conditions about resolving the waste issues. The
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Government now suggested that with its decision not to pursue co-location, ‘the earliest the
national store could be announced would be late 2002’ – ibid.

The Government’s confidence that a site for the store could be identified in less than two
years when it had been more than 20 years since the federal and state governments first
had formally discussed the issue, was not immediately shared by ARPANSA. The day after
Senator Minchin’s announcement, the Agency’s Chief Executive appeared before a Senate
Committee and declared that finding a site for the store ‘will be a hell of a problem.’
ARPANSA was reluctant however, to be any more specific about what the agency would now
require of government waste management policy before it would allow the new reactor to
be built at Lucas Heights. It had advised the Senate Committee in an earlier written
submission that before granting the licence to construct the reactor ‘there would need to be
progress on the strategy to establish a store for intermediate level waste,’ but when asked
during ARPANSA’s appearance before the Committee what it would regard as ‘progress’ the
agency was non-committal: ‘You are asking me to decide something now that I will have to
decide later’ – Official transcript, Senate Select Committee on the contract for a new Lucas Heights reactor –
9 February 2001.

Just two months before, in comments to a Sydney suburban newspaper,

ARPANSA had not been as reticent: ‘Spent fuel arrangements would want to be written in
blood and be able to be implemented and the store would need to be pretty well on track so
we would have confidence that it would be located and built by the time it was needed’ – St
George and Sutherland Leader – 3 December 2000. Whatever ARPANSA’s current position, the

condition demanded by the 1993 Research Reactor Review for waste issues to be resolved
and a strategy being implemented before the reactor could be built, continued to be diluted.
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4.85 Approving the reactor – but what about the waste?

ANSTO submitted its request for approval to build its new reactor in May 2001. In doing so,
the Organisation told ARPANSA that the new strategy put in place by the Federal
Government to find a higher level waste storage site separate from the establishment of the
national repository, ensured ‘the necessary facilities will be available in ample time to
accommodate the small volume of wastes to be returned to Australia around 2025 from the
reprocessing of research reactor spent fuel from the replacement reactor’ – Application for a
facility licence and construction authorisation, Australian Nuclear Science and Technology Organisation – May
2001.

ANSTO was fighting to secure new and maximum flexibility in the interpretation and

implementation of a national radioactive waste management policy. This latest schedule for
the development of a storage facility marked a massive slippage in the timetable given by
ANSTO in its Environmental Impact Statement for the reactor published in 1998. Then,
ANSTO had forecast that the store would be operational ‘well before’ the reactor was
completed in 2005 as the 1993 Reactor Review had stipulated should happen. In its latest
reference to the volume of waste in question, ANSTO also was attempting again to
understate the task and the link between the reactor and the need for a waste storage and
disposal facility, because its public advice to ARPANSA took no account of the almost 400
cubic metres of long-lived intermediate level waste already in storage at Lucas Heights
awaiting transfer to the national store when it was finally established, or the waste that
would be returned to Australia from 2015 following reprocessing of spent fuel from the
existing reactor.
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4.86 No store, no repository and no reactor

A federal election was due by the end of 2001 and Labor’s nuclear policy continued to
evolve. With the calling of the poll imminent, Labor announced in late September that if
elected, it would not establish a national repository or store in South Australia. Effectively,
this would mean rejecting the conclusion of the site selection Federal Labor had initiated in
1992 when previously in office.

In November, with the federal election campaign in full swing, Labor announced that in
government it also would stop construction of the new reactor at Lucas Heights pending a
further public inquiry. During the previous 10 years, whether or not to build the reactor had
been the subject of six separate inquiries which had lasted, in total, 80 months.

4.87 Influence of nuclear issues on federal election results

Labor did not pick up any South Australian seats at the 2001 Federal election. In Grey, the
electorate in which it was still proposed to establish the national repository, the sitting
Liberal secured almost 60 percent of the vote. Like Labor, in Grey the Democrats and Greens
ran strongly on the waste issue but won barely seven percent of the vote between them.
The sitting Liberal member thought the result reward for his honesty about the location of a
waste facility in his electorate. He had told parliament just before the election that ‘my
electorate is not happy about it but it will endeavour to understand the issue because it
accepts that this material must be dealt with effectively’ – Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates –
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3 October 2000.

The outcome in Grey mirrored that in the Sydney electorate of Hughes at the

previous election in 1998. Strong anti-nuclear campaigns against a new reactor in the seat
of Hughes and a national repository in Grey had failed to unseat the sitting Liberal members.
In the two federal seats most directly affected by the Howard Government’s decisions about
the new reactor and the waste repository, the Liberal sitting members had improved their
support after the Government’s intentions had been revealed. Could it be that there was
less in these nuclear issues, politically, than had been suggested by the recent decisions of
the South Australian Government to oppose the establishment of the national intermediate
level waste store in South Australia and of the Federal Government to promise the
repository and the store would not be established together? Would the 2001 Federal
election result signal the last of the political retreats?

4.88 The 2002 South Australian election

At the South Australian election in February 2002, Labor sought to make its opposition to a
national repository and store being established in the State a major issue in key
metropolitan marginal seats. Just before the campaign began, Labor had said that if elected
it would do all it could to block the facilities – The Advertiser – 12 December 2001. The Howard
Government, on the other hand, believed the support it had just received in South Australia
in its third successive election victory, vindicated its intention to have the repository at
Woomera. The State Liberals won barely 40 percent of the primary vote and Labor secured
only 37 percent. With neither major party able to govern in its own right, an Independent
recently expelled from the Liberal Party decided to give Labor the numbers to be able to
form a minority government.
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Facing the prospect of having to deal with a South Australian Labor Government, the Federal
Government was asked whether it would force the repository on South Australia. The
Minister responsible, now Peter McGauran again, gave a one word, ‘yes’ reply – transcript of
interview, ABC Radio National – 23 February 2002.

In his first public statement after being sworn in

to office, the new South Australian Premier, Mike Rann, announced that his first act as
Premier would be to write to the Prime Minister about a matter ‘of great concern to the
overwhelming majority of South Australians’ – Press Statement by Hon Mike Rann, Premier of South
Australia – 6 March 2002.

His letter advised the Prime Minister that South Australia’s new

Government was ‘opposed to any national radioactive or nuclear waste dumps’ being
established in South Australia, that it would legislate to prevent such facilities or the
transport of waste from other states and countries to South Australia, and that a
referendum would be initiated if the Federal Government attempted to override state laws
and establish a national store for higher level waste – ibid. The relatively brief letter referred
to a ‘dump’ or ‘dumps’ seven times. The issue was also was the subject of the new Premier’s
first statement to Parliament and the first piece of legislation introduced by his
Government, which sought to extend to the low level repository, the bi-partisan ban on
other nuclear waste facilities adopted by the Parliament the year before through the former
Liberal Government’s legislation. The new Government’s bill proposed that the referendum
would be held the weekend before the next federal poll in the belief of the Premier that ‘any
federal government trying to override state laws would be likely to be devastated in the
election following the clear vote of the vast majority of South Australians against any nuclear
waste dump being established in this State’ – South Australian Parliamentary Debates – 8 May 2002.
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4.89 A major expansion of Olympic Dam

Soon after his election, the South Australian Premier was visited by Hugh Morgan, Chief
Executive Officer of WMC, who confirmed confidentially plans for a massive expansion of
the Olympic Dam copper-uranium mine. The Premier immediately established a
Government Task Force to facilitate the project – the submitter attended the meeting between the
Premier and Mr Morgan.

The Premier would support the Olympic Dam Expansion with as much

vigour as he would oppose a national radioactive waste management facility.

4.90 Construction of reactor approved

ANSTO’s application to construct the new reactor at Lucas Heights was approved by
ARPANSA in April 2002. In his written reasons for the approval, ARPANSA’s Chief Executive
accepted that progress was being made in finding a storage site for long-lived intermediate
level waste following the Government’s new, separate site selection. At the same time, he
described as ‘foolish’, the Government’s intention to design the store for an operational life
of only 50 years because ‘the issue of a final repository may take a considerable amount of
time and I consider there is no difficulty with safe storage beyond 100 years’ – Decision by the
Chief Executive of the Australian Radiation Protection and Nuclear Safety Agency on an application to
construct a replacement research reactor at Lucas Heights – reasons for decisions – 4 April 2002.

ARPANSA

noted in its decision that ‘the single biggest area of concern raised in the public submissions
was the management of spent fuel and the waste arising from the operation of the
replacement research reactor’ – ibid. The reactor’s next hurdle would come in 2005 when
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ARPANSA’s approval to commission the facility would be needed. By that time, ARPANSA
warned that ‘continued progress on the intermediate-level waste store will be important’ –
ibid.

4.91 The Advertiser’s opposition becomes more strident

Just before ARPANSA’s decision, the Federal Government had provided the Agency with a
schedule of its latest deadlines for the establishment of a national waste management
repository and store. ARPANSA was told that the low level repository would be in operation
in 2003 at the earliest, while construction of the store was expected to begin in 2004 –
Regulatory assessment of the application to construct a replacement research reactor, Australian Radiation
Protection and Nuclear Safety Agency – April 2002. The likelihood increased however, of public

opposition in South Australia continuing to blow-out Canberra’s timetables when The
Advertiser became even more strident in its opposition to any facility coming to South
Australia. Ten years earlier, at the start of the site selection, the paper’s editorial position
had been cautious in warning that South Australia could not ignore that radioactive waste
constituted a national problem and the State needed to be part of the solution - The Advertiser
– 10 October 1992. Now, The Advertiser

editorialised that South Australia should not be ‘a

radioactive rubbish bin for others’ and urged: ‘Let the message be heard, we are not the
Nuclear State’ as the paper claimed ‘South Australians were not consulted initially’ - ibid. – 16
May 2002.
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4.92 Opposition to the South Australian Government’s legislation

The State Government’s bill seeking to prevent the establishment of the national repository
and store in South Australia proposed for the referendum question: ‘Do you approve of the
establishment in South Australia of a facility for the storage or disposal of long-lived
intermediate or high level nuclear waste generated outside South Australia?’ In the
Legislative Council however, where the Government did not have a majority, it was unable
to secure support for this provision of the bill and reference to the referendum had to be
split from the rest of the legislation. One question begged by the Government’s opposition
to a national radioactive waste management facility was whether South Australia would use
the facility for its own waste if one ultimately were built. At first, the Government tried to
dismiss that question as hypothetical, but eventually said that it would be ‘practical’ for
South Australia to use a national facility if it went ahead (The Advertiser – 13 November 2002) and
that ‘we would look silly if we ruled it out’ – South Australian Parliamentary Debates – 19 November
2002.

4.93 South Australia’s own radioactive waste

South Australia’s own need for a waste management facility was demonstrated by an
interim audit conducted during 2002 by the Government’s radiation protection officers.
They reported that low and intermediate level radioactive waste was stored in at least 27
locations in Adelaide and non-metropolitan areas of South Australia. The officers also
explained that they could not ‘provide accurate details of the volume, type and location of
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all radioactive waste stored in South Australia’ – ibid. – 14 August 2002. The State Environment
Minister responded to the revelation by saying: ‘We really don’t know, I’ve got to say,
exactly where it is and in what condition it’s being kept’. The Minister agreed that the
‘presence of this waste highlights the need for South Australia to deal with our own waste’ –
Radio 5 AA – 15 August 2003.

To consider how that could be done, the Government announced

its Environmental Protection Authority would conduct a further, much more extensive audit
of radioactive waste stored in South Australia to identify its location, nature and quantity
and evaluate whether it was being safely and securely managed. The Commonwealth-State
Consultative Committee had reported, 20 years ago at the outset of its work, that ad hoc
storage of radioactive waste around Australia made it extremely difficult to estimate just
how much material required long term management and where such material was located.
The South Australian Government’s action confirmed that the situation had not improved
since the early 1980s.

4.94 South Australian health officials support waste repository

The same officials who had conducted the interim audit had advised their Minister in a
briefing note about his new ministerial responsibilities that ‘the establishment of a low level
radioactive waste repository is recommended by the Department of Human Services in the
interest of radiation safety due to the number and diversity of sources and owners’ – South
Australian Parliamentary Debates – 27 March 2003. It transpired however, that the Minister did not

read the briefing note until 27 March 2003, a year and three weeks after it was sent to his
office and after he had, on several occasions in the meantime, denied to Parliament that any
government agency had recommended support for a repository – ibid. 22 August 2002; 19
November 2002; 20 February 2003; 24 March 2003.
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4.95 South Australia would use a national repository after all

As debate continued in the South Australian Legislative Council about the Government’s
legislation to outlaw establishment of a national radioactive waste management facility, the
Opposition moved an amendment seeking to prevent the State Government using any
national repository if ultimately one were established in South Australia. The Government
members of the Council opposed the move and it was not successful – ibid. – 19 March 2003.
This underlined the need to establish such a facility somewhere.

4.96 The EIS for the national repository.

The Environmental Impact Statement for the national repository had been published in July
2002. It included the latest inventory of Australia’s radioactive waste which confirmed, yet
again, the extent to which the facility was needed principally to relieve federal agencies of
their radioactive waste burdens. Less than five percent of the low level waste to be managed
at the repository was currently under the control of the states and territories. More than
one-third of it was operational waste at Lucas Heights, more than half was accounted for by
the Fisherman’s Bend waste which had been at Lucas Heights and remained at Woomera in
‘temporary storage’, and almost six percent was held by the Federal Defence Department.
For the future, Australia’s total annual generation of low and short lived intermediate level
waste requiring burial at a repository was estimated at 40 cubic metres, with three quarters
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of that coming from Lucas Heights – National Radioactive Waste Repository Draft Environmental
Impact Statement, Main Report, pp. 69-71 – May 2002.

In releasing the EIS for public comment, the

Federal Government predicted it would lead to a final decision on a site ‘by late 2002 or
early 2003’ – Media Release by Hon Peter McGauran, Minister for Science – 26 July 2002. Soon that
slipped further because of yet another complication.

4.97 The Defence Department’s continuing resistance

Within the Federal Government, the Defence Department had remained adamant that the
repository should not be located within the Woomera Prohibited Area. Throughout, the site
selection had been beset by differences between Canberra and the state and territory
governments. As it drew to a close, continuing conflict between federal agencies added to
the imbroglio.

From the time northern South Australia had been nominated as the region in which the
repository would be located, the Defence Department had made clear privately to the
officials of other federal agencies managing the site selection, its concern that the presence
of the facility would compromise Defence’s ability to develop new commercial opportunities
from continuing use of the Woomera Prohibited Area for weapons and space research. This
was another reason why the Olary region in New South Wales could have been chosen
instead. The federal agency directly responsible for the final stages of the site selection
however, initially the Department of Industry, Science and Resources and from 2002, the
Department of Education, Science and Training, had been equally adamant that the
Woomera Prohibited Area should not be ruled out because it offered the advantages of
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immediate Federal Government control of the land and existing sealed road and other
infrastructure, not to mention that since late 1994, it had been host to most of the nation’s
radioactive waste.

The Woomera Prohibited Area was a much less active place than it had been under the
British in the 1950s and 1960s when there had been up to nine live firing ranges. Only one
was left, and its major function was to provide the Australian Defence Department with a
secure environment for the safe development, testing and assessment of experimental and
operational ordnance and delivery systems and associated resources and materials. The
main user of the range was the Royal Australian Air Force, which usually conducted two
exercises a year, each of up to three weeks duration, using ballistic, air to air and stand-off
weapons. As well the Defence Department offered the range to scientific and commercial
organisations and international military and non-defence users. The Defence Department
had been determined to maintain full control of the Area, remaining most reluctant to
cooperate with not only those proposing to establish a national radioactive waste
management facility, but also companies wishing to explore its vastness for minerals.

In late 1999, one potential site for the repository on the Woomera Prohibited Area had been
withdrawn because the Defence Department insisted it ‘could interfere with the operations
of a nearby target range’ – Press Statement by Senator Nick Minchin, Minister for Science, Industry and
Resources – 18 November 1999.

In May 2000, another location was identified within the

Prohibited Area and this was the preferred site announced the following January along with
two alternatives. All three had been included in the EIS for public assessment. The preferred
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site, at Evetts Field West, was only three kilometres from the remaining range on the
Woomera Prohibited Area.

The EIS explained that detailed evaluation had shown any impacts of the preferred site on
defence related activities ‘can be managed’ – National Radioactive Waste Repository Draft
Environmental Impact Statement, Main Report, p. 332 – May 2002.

Of the two alternative sites, the EIS

stated that one on Andamooka pastoral lease, held by WMC as a buffer for its nearby
Olympic Dam mine, was in turn preferred over the other on a family-run pastoral lease,
Arcoona, closer to Woomera – ibid. – p. 333. In the end however, the site the EIS put third in
preference came through as the one selected, after the Federal Government’s consideration
of responses to the EIS.

4.98 A failure to secure public acceptability

WMC had expressed concern in its formal public comment on the EIS that the use of its
pastoral lease for a repository could exacerbate problems the company was having with
protestors against uranium mining who had been regularly vandalizing company
infrastructure in the Olympic Dam region.

The originally preferred site on the Woomera Prohibited Area had, in close proximity, the
Fisherman’s Bend and St Mary’s waste that had been stored there for almost eight years
now without, apparently, jeopardising defence activities in the vicinity. When behind the
scenes lobbying by the Defence Department to shift the repository location intensified in
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early 2003, the Science Minister, Peter McGauran, defended his Department’s preferred site
by asserting that ‘all issues relating to Defence use of the Woomera Prohibited Area have
been fully examined by independent scientific consultants who believe.....the risk to the
repository from Defence activities is low, and within acceptable operational parameters’ –
Media Release by the Hon. Peter McGauran, Minister for Science – 3 February 2003.

The Federal

Environment Minister, David Kemp, who had to make the final decision based on
information provided in the EIS and responses to it, sought further advice from the
Government’s Supervising Scientist and an external consultant, URS Australia.

The Supervising Scientist found that the EIS had underestimated by a factor of between 25
and 500, the probability of a missile strike breaching the repository – Review of risk assessments
associated with the proposal to establish a national waste repository, Supervising Scientist – 21 March 2003.

The Supervising Scientist assessed this probability as ‘unacceptably high’ (ibid), whereas the
EIS had concluded that the risk of the repository being hit by a test missile was ‘remote and
if it were hit, the environmental consequences would be minimal’ – National Radioactive Waste
Repository, Supplement to the Draft Environmental Impact Statement, p. 80 – January 2003.

The

Supervising Scientist also criticised the Department of Education, Science and Training for
having been ‘dismissive and unjustified’ in its rejection of questioning of the Department’s
probability estimates raised in a number of public submissions on the EIS – Review of risk
assessments associated with the proposal to establish a national waste repository, Supervising Scientist – 21
March 2003. It was a continuing failure to secure public acceptability which most concerned

the Environment Minister’s external adviser. URS warned that while the preferred site may
meet environmental requirements, ‘it may not meet public expectations in relation to the
compatibility of the proposed waste disposal activities and the current and future purpose’
of the Woomera Prohibited Area. To URS, ‘insufficient attention and importance has been
given to the need to satisfy public opinion’ – Independent Technical Review of the Environmental
201

Impact Statement for the national low-level radioactive waste repository, URS Australian Pty Ltd – March
2003. As has been seen, this had been a failure of successive federal governments and their

officials which had undermined the site selection since it began in 1992.

This additional advice meant the Environment Minister would have to make his final decision
on grounds that had little to do with the environment, but were instead based on public
perceptions about the possibility of a missile from weapons testing striking the repository.

4.99 Environmental decision on repository location

On 9 May 2003, the Federal Environment Minister announced he had rejected the preferred
site ‘because of the risk associated with its close proximity to a proposed commercial
satellite launch facility and an existing weapons testing facility’ – Press Statement by Hon David
Kemp, Minister for the Environment – 9 May 2003. The Minister’s official explanation did not canvass

why such a risk had suddenly become so critical, when radioactive waste had been stored in
the very same area since late 1994 under conditions much less secure than an engineered,
fit for purpose repository would guarantee. In the Minister’s assessment, the two alternative
sites were equally suitable, and he left the final choice to the Federal Science Minister. In
doing so, the Environment Minister’s approval to use either site was to be effective for 250
years – the time it was anticipated to take for the radioactivity of the waste to be buried, to
return to a natural background level.
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4.100 A much delayed decision

The Science Minister’s subsequent announcement that the repository would go on Arcoona
pastoral lease, about 20 kilometres north-east of Woomera, was seen by the Federal
Government to bring finality to a site selection during which 11 firm deadlines had been
given for making the decision, only for each to have been missed for one reason or another.
When the starter’s flag had been dropped in 1992 it was with the intention that the site
selection would be completed by the end of 1994. When the already much delayed selection
process had been confined to South Australia by early 1998, it had been with the indication
from Canberra that a final site would be identified by the end of that year. As Aboriginal
heritage, Defence Department and public and political acceptability questions then
intervened, the deadline stretched a further four and a half years. The site selection had cost
five million dollars so far when that had been the Federal Government’s original estimate for
building the repository as well as all the siting studies and associated community
consultation. From start to finish of the site selection, it had taken almost 11 years rather
than the originally assumed two, while it had been just short of 40 years since a group of
senior federal officials first had concluded it would be sensible, for safety reasons, to
centrally manage Australia’s radioactive waste.

If it had taken so long to plan for the disposal of low level waste, the least hazardous, how
long would it be before the store and then the underground repository for long-lived
intermediate level waste were established to complete Australia’s radioactive waste
management loop and ensure that the new reactor at Lucas Heights could meet ARPANSA’s
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original requirement for certification that all of the waste to be produced would be properly
managed over the reactor’s 60 year operational life and beyond? When the Federal
Government decided, finally, where it wanted to site the low level repository, it announced
at the same time that the national store would not be built in South Australia because no
sites in that State had been identified as highly suitable for the facility – Press Statement by
Honourable Peter McGauran, Minister for Science – 9 May 2003.

The main site requirements for the

store, however, for the store were suitable transport infrastructure, effective security and
seismic stability. In now splitting the repository and store by jurisdiction as well as physical
proximity, Canberra’s retreat was almost complete and obviously made for political rather
than technical reasons.

4.101 South Australia to continue fight against repository

The South Australian Government responded to the Federal Government’s decision by
stating that the back down on locating the store in South Australia ‘has inspired us to push
on with the campaign against the repository.’ It promised ‘the battle has only just begun’ –
South Australian Parliamentary Debates – 12 May 2003.

The Advertiser demanded that the

Government ‘must be given total and unequivocal support in its anti-dump fight’ – The
Advertiser – 12 May 2003.

The threat of High Court action was mentioned by the Government

but in the end, South Australia’s challenge would be mounted in the Federal Court.
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4.102 A crucial delay

Having at last cleared all environmental hurdles to the finalisation of the repository site, the
Federal Government, even now, did not move immediately to secure a hold over the small
parcel of land it needed for the facility. Canberra’s entitlement to the site was by no means
certain in the event of a legal challenge. It was on South Australian crown land, overlaid by
the Arcoona pastoral lease, land tenure the State Government also controlled. The Federal
Government already had given South Australia more than a year’s notice, through
publication of its intention in the EIS, that it would, if necessary, use overriding federal
acquisition powers to secure land from the State Government. The EIS pointed out that ‘the
Lands Acquisition Act allows acquisition by agreement or compulsory process following a
well-defined series of steps’ – National Radioactive Waste Repository Draft Environmental Impact
Statement, Main Report, p. 8 – May 2002.

If it had followed this due process carefully and

competently, Canberra could have run the normal land acquisition procedures in parallel
with the EIS, to negotiate a hold over the three sites being finally assessed so that
acquisition could have been completed quickly after the EIS approval. But it didn’t and a vital
opportunity was lost.
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4.103 South Australia prepares for a legal challenge

After the announcement that the repository would go on the Arcoona pastoral lease, the
South Australian Government immediately sought a formal assurance from Canberra that it
would follow procedural fairness and give the State ‘reasonable opportunity’ to make
submissions on the matter – Letters from the Crown Solicitor of South Australia to the Federal Minister
for Finance and Administration – 26 May 2003 and 2 June 2003. As it did so, legislation was introduced

in the State Parliament to create a public park over the Arcoona site. This was a device to
prevent any compulsory acquisition of the land. On establishment of the public park, the
federal legislation enabling acquisition of the land required Canberra to seek the consent of
the South Australian Government before it could proceed. The public park was to be
established many kilometres from any beaten track at a location devoid of fauna, flora and
any vegetation of note whatsoever, although the South Australian Government reasoned
that the park would have the capacity to ‘instigate conservation programs in the Stony Plains
Bioregion’ – Public Park Bill 2003 introduced to the South Australian Parliament – 3 July 2003. The concept
of conserving a minute section of a vast arid area of the most mundane sameness was a
novel one, to say the least.

Five days after South Australia introduced its blocking device, the Federal Government
responded with an official declaration that it was immediately compulsorily acquiring the
chosen repository site. The legal process normally followed however, involving public
notification and review procedures, would not be in this case because the Federal
Government said South Australia’s public park proposal could prevent the national
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repository ever being established, with ‘wide-reaching’ consequences for national health
and safety – Declaration in Special Commonwealth Government Gazette – 8 July 2003. If the need for
the facility was so critical to health and safety, why had it taken Canberra so long to get this
far and even now, not ensure that what it attempted to do was legally water tight? The
Federal Government wanted to use urgency provisions of its land acquisition legislation to
seize the site before it became a public park, to avoid the requirement to get South
Australia’s consent. These procedures had not been used before and were being invoked
despite the EIS commitment the Federal Government had given only six months earlier that
it would follow the ‘standard process’ for acquiring the land – National Radioactive Waste
Repository, Supplement to Draft Environmental Impact Statement, p. 36 – January 2003.

Ultimately, South

Australia’s public park legislation did not pass the Legislative Council but the mere threat of
it and Canberra’s response, achieved much more than its implementation ever could have.

4.104 Another court decision against Canberra

The South Australian Government and a native title claimant group sought a judicial review
of Canberra’s compulsory acquisition move in the Federal Court, initially unsuccessfully. On
8 December 2003, in a single judge decision, the Court upheld the process followed for
compulsory acquisition on the ground the Federal Government had taken urgent action in
the public interest. With the element of urgency subsequently removed by the defeat of the
State legislation however, South Australia lodged an appeal and on 24 June 2004, a full
bench of three Federal Court judges unanimously overturned the previous ruling. In doing
so, the Court was strong in its criticism of what Canberra had done, calling its actions
‘startling’ and ‘unfair’ because the only justification given for the procedure followed was ‘to
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avoid the application of a restriction placed on the minister’s power of acquisition by the
parliament.’ In an attempt to by-pass the requirement of its own laws to consult with
parties affected by compulsory land acquisition, the Federal Government had used the
urgency provisions of its legislation for ‘an improper purpose.....without apparently giving
any regard to whether it was appropriate in the circumstances.’ The Court believed the
Federal Government had jumped at the political shadow of South Australia’s public park
legislation when it should have waited to see whether the legislation was likely to be
approved, and in the meantime followed due process. Pressure from the South Australian
Government had caused Canberra to panic and as it did, to act illegally.

This judgment demolished the repository site selection process which had begun twelve
years earlier forced by a decision of the New South Wales Land and Environment Court. In
both cases, the Federal Government had lost because it had acted under the pressure of
needing to be seen to have an answer to the question of where Australia could dispose of its
low level radioactive waste, but had proceeded without due regard for how to secure the
necessary support for what it proposed. In the end, as it had been with the first court
proceedings, public health and safety was not the issue. As the Full Federal Court stated in
this latest judgment: ‘The merits of the decision to locate a national repository in the
central-north region of South Australia are not open to be reviewed by the Federal Court.
Nothing contained in these reasons for judgment should be understood as reflecting in any
way on the merits of that decision’ – State of South Australia v Hon Peter Slipper MP (2004), FCAFC 164
– 24 June 2004. It was the process again, not the policy, just as it had been when Canberra had

attempted to ignore New South Wales planning laws in moving radioactive waste to Lucas
Heights from Fisherman’s Bend.
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There had been alternatives open to the Federal Government to avoid this latest court
judgment. The insistence of the Defence Department that the Woomera Prohibited Area not
be used had been the basic cause and should have been over-ruled by ministers. Only twothirds of the Woomera Prohibited Area was South Australian Crown Land – National Radioactive
Waste Repository Draft Environmental Impact Statement, Main Report, p. 226 – May 2002. The Federal

Government already owned some of the balance. In such a vast area, still occupying almost
130,000 square kilometres, surely it should have been possible to find a small parcel
required for the repository, just 2.25 square kilometres, on the land Canberra already
controlled. That would have avoided the need to use land acquisition procedures against
South Australia in the first place. But having decided to move to compulsory acquisition, the
Federal Government still had some weeks between introduction of the South Australian
public park legislation and the earliest possible time for a decision on it by the State
Parliament, to consult those relatively few people directly affected by its move. As the
Federal Court found:
This is not a case in which procedural fairness could be reduced to nothingness.....the
importance of acting fairly, if only in a truncated way because of time constraints, becomes
the more apparent once it is recognised that persons other than the State would be, and
were, affected directly by the compulsory acquisition decision. They had important interests
at stake – Federal Court of Australia, State of South Australia v Hon Peter Slipper MP (2004) FCAFC 164.

4.105 The Federal Government ponders an appeal

The Federal Government initially indicated it would consider appealing to the High Court
against the decision of the Federal Court, saying it remained committed to the
establishment of the repository at the preferred site and there was ‘no possibility’ the South
Australian site would be dropped in favour of another location – Media Release by Senator Nick
Minchin, Minister for Finance and Administration – 24 June 2004; The Advertiser – 25 June 2004. But The
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Advertiser encapsulated Canberra’s predicament in a one-word front page headline –
‘Nuked’ – The Advertiser – 25 June 2004. The South Australian Government said that Canberra had
been ‘boxed around the ears’ and should immediately withdraw its plan for a national
repository anywhere else in the State as well – ibid. The Advertiser editorialised that ‘the
disposal of low level nuclear waste is a major problem facing Australia’ and that ‘firm action
must be taken,’ but ‘this does not give the Federal Government licence to establish a
repository for the nuclear waste of the nation in South Australia’ – ibid. The editorial
mirrored the view of each state and territory – ‘not in my backyard.’ But this wasn’t an
option available to Canberra, because its backyard could not be limited by the artifice of a
state or territory border. The Federal Government had only 28 days in which to decide
whether to lodge an appeal. Adding to the pressure on Canberra was the fact that the
Federal Court’s decision had ensured the issue would remain controversial in South Australia
at the imminent federal election, unless there was no appeal and the Federal Government
walked away from a South Australian site for the repository.

4.106 The influence of the 2004 Federal election

The Federal Court’s decision coincided with mounting concern within the Federal
Government that South Australia could be pivotal to the election outcome, with the
possibility that up to five Liberal seats in the State could be lost to Labor. If that happened,
the Howard Government almost certainly would be out of office as it had an overall majority
of only eight in the House of Representatives and its current level of support was no higher
in most of the other states as well. There was a belief in both the Liberal and Labor parties
that despite the limited national political impact of the radioactive waste issue so far, the
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outcome in the Federal Court could now make it a dominant one in South Australia, with
national repercussions.

The Prime Minister flew to Adelaide on 7 July to campaign in the Government’s marginal
seats, revealing as he did so that Cabinet would consider the Federal Court’s decision the
following week – Transcript of doorstop interview with the Hon John Howard, Prime Minister – 7 July 2004.

As the Prime Minister’s visit to Adelaide continued on 8 and 9 July he picked up a local
mood. It was reflected in his continuing media interviews. On 8 July he said ‘I understand
that nobody much in South Australia wants it’ – Transcript of interview between Hon John Howard,
Prime Minister, and Jeremy Cordeaux, Radio 5DN – 8 July 2004.

The Federal Government had never

been prepared to admit that before. The following day, the Prime Minister lamented that
‘this is one of these no win situations for the Government’ – Transcript of interview between Hon
John Howard, Prime Minister, and Leon Byner, Radio 5AA – 9 July 2004.

For a long time, Canberra had

been confident it could put the national radioactive waste repository in South Australia
without much political fallout, if any, but not now.

4.107 ‘Federalism at its worst’

The Government’s legal advisers told the Prime Minister the chances of a successful appeal
in the High Court were not strong – Transcript of interview between Hon John Howard, Prime Minister,
and Jon Faine, ABC Radio – 14 July 2004. On the morning of the Federal Cabinet meeting, the South

Australian Premier said: ‘I am sure the Federal Howard Government does not want this
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coming election to be a referendum on the national radioactive waste dump’ – Media Release
by Hon Mike Rann, Premier of South Australia – 12 July 2004.

The Cabinet meeting ended without a

decision. The matter was left to the Prime Minister to decide – a so-called ‘captain’s pick’.
He decided the repository would not proceed in South Australia. The Federal Government
announced on 14 July 2004 that it had abandoned ‘for all time’ any proposal to transfer
radioactive waste from other states for management in South Australia and that the states
and territories would now have responsibility for managing the waste in their jurisdictions –
The Advertiser – 15 July 2004; Media Release by Hon John Howard, Prime Minister – 14 July 2004.

It had been just over four decades since federal officials first had met in Canberra to begin
discussing how to avoid such a scenario. The continuing impasse was the outcome of the
refusal of all the states and territories to host a national repository, a position all of their
leaders immediately maintained in response to the Federal Government’s decision – The
Advertiser – 15 July 2004. Their common position remained that there should be a single

national repository, as long as it wasn’t in their jurisdiction. All of the other states and
territories had been happy to see it go to South Australia. South Australia had resisted the
national repository against not only the wishes of the Federal Government, but of all the
other states and territories as well. In the annals of the Australian Federation and the
outcome of disputes between Canberra and the other governments, there had been nothing
to rival this. The Prime Minister lamented that the outcome was ‘federalism at its worst’ –
Transcript of interview between Hon John Howard, Prime Minister, and Jon Faine, ABC Radio – 14 July 2004.

The Advertiser editorialised that ‘people’s power won the day’ – The Advertiser – 15 July 2004.

Over half a century now, there had been four major confrontations between Canberra and
South Australia over nuclear policies. In the others, in 1954 Premier Tom Playford lost his bid
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to establish the Australian Atomic Energy Commission in Adelaide when the Menzies
Government located it in Sydney. In the late 1970s, South Australia tried for a time to derail
the determination of the Fraser Government to approve new uranium mines. In the 1980s,
South Australia had to fight Canberra to ensure the Olympic Dam mine could proceed. The
Australian Federation has been unable to deal with the development of a nuclear industry
without serious political disputation. The opportunities the states and territories have to
derail national policy and strategy and reluctance often shown by Canberra to take a lead
suggest that unless political behaviour changes, the nuclear industry in Australia is unlikely
to develop beyond its current limited activities, despite the high potential to do so.

4.108 The national implications of an impasse

The Federal Government’s back down opened up the possibility again of each state and
territory having to establish a radioactive waste management facility. This was counter to
safe as well as efficient practice. As the Government had stated in the EIS it had published
only two years earlier to justify a single national repository:
The Commonwealth Government considers that the establishment of a national repository
represents the safest and most effective option for Australia to manage this type of waste,
particularly as the ongoing generation of waste is expected to be relatively small, and
therefore technically and economically does not justify the establishment of separate
facilities on a state by state basis – National Radioactive Waste Repository Draft Environmental Impact
Statement, Main Report, p. 19 – May 2002.

In 2015, 11 years after the Federal Government’s decision to abandon the site selection
process for a national low level radioactive waste management repository which had lasted
for 12 years only to end in an impasse between Canberra, the states and territories,
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Australia still lacks a facility of the type which has been operating for decades in many other
countries without political controversy.

This means that Australia continues to lack radioactive waste management arrangements
which, as this submission has recorded, its advisory and regulatory agencies have been
proposing since the late 1950s. In particular, radioactive waste continues to accumulate at
Lucas Heights. Soon after the Howard Government abandoned its attempt to establish the
national repository in South Australia, the new reactor at Lucas Heights had been due for
commissioning. ARPANSA, according to its previous rulings, would be unable to approve this
next step in the absence of a site for the store and the repository at least having been
identified. Remarks by ARPANSA’s Chief Executive Officer in October 2004 began to
foreshadow however, that ARPANSA also may be forced into a change of mind. Its Chief
Executive said that the repository site selection had been a ‘debacle’ – Speech by John Loy, Chief
Executive Officer of the Australian Radiation Protection and Nuclear Safety Agency to the Australian Radiation
Protection Society – 29 October 2004.

From it, he counselled ‘it is important to learn some lessons

about how to maintain sufficient political and public confidence to allow disposal options to
proceed, subject to proper and effective safety evaluation’ – ibid. Australia’s most senior
nuclear industry regulator suggested one lesson ‘may mean that we do not find the
technically perfect answer and try to impose it on the community by sheer force of logic; but
rather look for technically acceptable options that can be developed and modified to achieve
a sufficiency of community support’ – ibid. This seemed to be an admission that public health
and safety priorities may have to be compromised because of the political difficulty
associated with finding the optimum technical solution for storage and disposal of
Australia’s radioactive waste. Should this happen, anti-nuclear activists will have the
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outcome they have claimed for so long their campaigning would prevent – the compromise
of nuclear safety by politics.

The comments by ARPANSA about the ‘debacle’ of the site selection were made just after it
received from ANSTO, an application for a facility licence to authorise operation of the new
reactor at Lucas Heights. Far from the certainty and confidence of ANSTO’s previous
applications about how low and intermediate level waste from the reactor was to be
managed, this latest application could only speculate about the future. The application said
of low level waste that ‘it is anticipated that low level waste will be sent to the
Commonwealth low level waste facility once that facility is licensed and in operation’ and
that ‘when details of that facility are available, procedures will be produced to control the
transfer of low level waste from Lucas Heights to it’ – Ultimate proponent for transfer plan,
replacement reactor project, Australian Nuclear Science and Technology Organisation – 9 September 2004.

ANSTO’s language about the store was similarly imprecise: ‘When details of the
Commonwealth store are available, procedures will be produced to control the transfer of
long-lived intermediate level waste from overseas or Lucas Heights to the Commonwealth
store’ – ibid. The environmental approvals for the reactor had been given by the Federal
Government in 1999 on the assumption that establishment of a site for the national
repository and store would be at least well advanced by 2005, to coincide with the
commissioning of the new facility at Lucas Heights. This chain of events represented the final
dismantling of the regulatory framework the 1993 reactor review had insisted on to ensure
the nation’s radioactive waste was safely managed. The new reactor was proceeding at
Lucas Heights without the guarantee that a facility would be available to manage its waste
for the long term.
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4.109 The fate of South Australia’s own waste

South Australia may have won a comprehensive political victory over Canberra on national
radioactive waste management policy, but some practical matters remained outstanding
and unavoidable. The State Government needed to be able to demonstrate it had a solution
to the future management of South Australia’s own waste, now that it had been successful
in keeping everyone else’s out of its jurisdiction. Anticipating this, in late 2003 South
Australia’s Environmental Protection Authority (EPA) had turned again to the Olympic Dam
option.

With the full audit of current radioactive waste management practices in South Australia,
initiated in mid-2002 due to be reported to Parliament, the EPA formally approached WMC.
The audit had now established that low and intermediate level waste was stored at 134
locations around South Australia, many more than previously understood. This had become
a recurring theme in the emergence of an understanding about where radioactive waste
could be found throughout Australia. The more government inquiries looked, the more
waste that was found, sometimes in the most unlikely of places, highlighting just how ad hoc
and haphazard storage practices remained, when they existed at all. While waste storage
was occurring in South Australia ‘safely and securely’ according to the auditors, they
conceded that current practices were not sustainable. Their findings did give some context
and relativity to the problem. In the storage locations identified, the total volume of waste
held was about 22 cubic metres. In contrast, the audit pointed out that at Olympic Dam,
there already was more than 35 million cubic metres of radioactive waste deposited in the
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engineered tailings system during the first 15 years of the mine’s life. It was increasing at the
rate of 10,000 cubic metres a day, about 250 times the volume of low level waste Australia
generates in an entire year from the nation’s use of radioactive materials for research,
medical purposes and industry. What was more, Olympic Dam’s radioactive waste,
essentially the material remaining after most of the uranium and also copper, gold and silver
have been extracted from the ore through chemical processing, emitted radiation which
while still relatively low level, was higher in activity by up to 1,000 times that of the waste to
be buried in the national repository – Recommendations for improvement to storage and management
of radioactive material and for future management, South Australian Environmental Protection Authority,
September 2003; South Australian Parliamentary Debates – 4 December 2003.

In releasing its audit report, the South Australian Government said that it had asked the EPA
to look at the feasibility of using Olympic Dam initially as a storage facility, if not yet for
ultimate waste disposal, vowing that the Government wanted South Australia ‘to have the
world’s best standards for the storage of radioactive material’ – South Australian Parliamentary
Debates – 4 December 2003. The audit had urged that this investigation begin ‘in the near future’
(Recommendations for improvement to storage and management of radioactive material and future
management, South Australian Environmental Protection Authority, September 2003) but seven months

later, when the Prime Minister abandoned Canberra’s efforts to locate the national
repository in South Australia, nothing more had been done by the EPA to follow up its initial
request to WMC. Only minutes after the Prime Minister’s announcement, WMC was
contacted by the South Australian Government. The Government wanted to be able to make
a statement within an hour and a half confirming that in the light of the Prime Minister’s
warning to the states that they would have to find their own repository sites, South
Australia’s could be established at Olympic Dam – the submitter was a participant in discussions
between WMC and the South Australian Government at the time. WMC agreed to a joint statement
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which indicated that a study currently being undertaken at Olympic Dam into the
management of operational waste would be extended ‘to consider the management of the
State’s low level waste’ with any final decision to be ‘subject to further appropriate
government approvals and commercial negotiations’ – Statement by WMC, Hon Mike Rann, Premier
of South Australia and Hon John Hill, Minister for Environment – 14 July 2004.

At the end of 2005, the

South Australian Government received advice from a consultant on how the State’s low and
intermediate level waste could be managed at Olympic Dam. The Government said the
radioactive waste scattered across South Australia would be ‘collected and moved to a
central store,’ demonstrating that South Australia is ‘the first state or territory in Australia to
really tackle the issue’ – Press Statement by Hon John Hill, Minister for Environment – 14 July 2014 2005.
Alas, in 2015 South Australia’s radioactive waste remains scattered around the State at the
locations identified by the audit report completed more than eleven years ago, many of
those locations totally unsuited to such a purpose.

4.110 Looking to the Northern Territory again

In mid-2005, a year after abandoning its bid to establish the national repository in South
Australia, the Howard Government announced an investigation of three sites in the
Northern Territory for its own co-located repository and store. All were on Defence
Department land, with Canberra’s power to secure and use any of the sites also supported
by its ability to override the Northern Territory administration on land use matters –
something it had found it could not do to the states for the same purpose. None of the sites
were in the eight regions across Australia which had been identified by the previous site
selection as suitable on scientific grounds and there had been no prior ‘field assessment’ at
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the three sites – Statement by Hon Brendon Nelson, Minister for Education, Science and Training – 15 July
2005. Nor had there been any consultation with the aboriginal land councils in whose areas

the sites were located – Evidence given by Pat Daveron, Department of Resources, Energy and Tourism, to
the Senate Environment, Communications and the Arts Committee – 28 November 2009.

At the same time, the Howard Government acted to protect itself against further court
action, introducing legislation to strengthen its powers to develop and operate a storage and
disposal facility. This legislation overrode or restricted the application of other laws which
could hinder the facility’s development and operation, including aboriginal land rights and
heritage laws. The Federal Government said the legislation was made necessary ‘by the
attitude of state and territory governments who fully agreed with the need for such facilities
providing they are ‘not in their backyard.’’ Parliament was told the Government now
‘envisaged that the facility will be constructed and become operational in 2011’
(Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates – 13 October 2005) with a preferred site to be nominated in

2006 – ibid. – 1 November 2005.

After complaints from Aboriginal people about lack of consultation, the legislation was soon
amended to embrace the possibility of aboriginal traditional owners, through a land council,
nominating a site for the repository and store rather than having one imposed on them,
reviving the concept of a volunteer host which the Keating Government originally had
proposed without any take up. This was after the Northern Territory’s Northern Land Council
had told Canberra that ‘there may be interest in a volunteer site from one or two
communities within their jurisdiction’ – Evidence given by Pat Daveron, Department of Resources,
Energy and Tourism to the Senate Environment, Communications and the Arts Committee – 28 November 2009.

In May 2007, the Northern Land Council duly nominated a site on Muckaty Pastoral Lease,
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120 kilometres north of Tennant Creek and within a month, the Council had signed a deed
with the Federal Government nominating ‘a schedule of payments totalling $11 million in a
charitable trust plus one million dollars in education scholarships’ – Deed between the Australian
Government, the Northern Land Council and the Muckaty Land Trust – June 2007.

There had been an

incentive to secure this volunteer that had been missing from the previous attempts to
achieve the same outcome. The Federal Labor Opposition suggested the arrangement had
not been made ‘with the full and informed consent of all Traditional Owners and affected
people’ – Decision of the 2009 Northern Territory Conference of the Australian Labor Party – April 2009. This
was despite evidence to a Senate Committee from one of the Traditional Owners of Muckaty
Station that ‘we want to create a future for our children with education, jobs and funds for
our outstation’ (Evidence of Amy Lauder to the Senate Environment, Communications and the Arts
Committee – 28 November 2008) and the submission of the Northern Land Council that ‘there is

substantial support for the waste facility from neighbouring Aboriginal groups on Muckaty
Station with only a few individuals in other groups expressing concern’ – Submission by the
Northern Land Council to the Senate Environment, Communications and the Arts Committee – 2008.

As often

occurs with opposition to uranium mining as well, it seemed attempts were being made to
manipulate the Aboriginal people involved, to divide them and find some, even if a small
minority, who were prepared to join non-Aboriginal people in opposing the establishment of
a national radioactive waste management facility anywhere. The view of the few was then
represented as the demand of the majority, something the press and media invariably
accepted without question, habitually willing to highlight confrontation rather than hail cooperation.

After its election in 2007, the Federal Labor Government received advice that following a
field assessment of the four sites identified by its predecessor, any of them ‘could host a
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near surface repository subject to appropriate engineering’ – Australian Report to the third
meeting of the Joint Convention on Safety of Spent Fuel Management and Safety of Radioactive Waste
Management – 2008.

Despite this, in February 2010 the Government introduced legislation to

repeal the laws its predecessor had established and rule out the three sites on Defence
Department land previously identified. But the ‘volunteer nomination’ on Muckaty Station
was to remain under consideration, the Government conceding that the proposal had ‘the
continuing support’ of the Traditional Owners – Press Statement by the Hon Martin Ferguson,
Minister for Resources, Energy and Tourism – 23 February 2010.

4.111 The mounting cost and waste

In announcing this latest strategy for national radioactive waste management, the Federal
Government estimated that the cost of its implementation over the following three years
would be more than $14 million. This was on top of the $12 million the previous site
selection eventually had cost and the payments to the Traditional Owners of Muckaty
Station – ibid. It brought the total cost to that time for a process yet to guarantee a national
waste management facility ever would be established, to almost eight times the original $5
million estimate of the Howard Government. All the while, the volume of waste requiring
management has continued to mount. More than 4,000 cubic metres of low level and short
lived intermediate level waste, and 465 cubic metres of long-lived intermediate level waste,
now awaits re-location to a national facility – Joint Convention on the Safety of Spent Fuel
Management and on the Safety of Radioactive Waste Management – National Report of the Commonwealth
of Australia – 10 October 2014.
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4.112 Another court action

The matter came back before the Federal Court in 2014 to consider action initiated against
the Northern Land Council and the Australian Government over the nomination of Muckaty
Station, based on a continuing claim not all Traditional Owners had been consulted about
the decision. Eventually, the agitation by outsiders and the legal action proved too much for
the community cohesion of the Aboriginal people involved. In June 2014, the Northern Land
Council reluctantly withdrew the nomination of Muckaty Station ‘out of concern for
relations among the Aboriginal clans’ following ‘outside pressures’ – Statement by Joe Morrison,
Chief Executive Officer of the Northern Land Council – 19 June 2014.

This turn of events forced the

Federal Government to initiate yet another search to find a volunteer community to host a
national radioactive waste storage and disposal facility, the device first attempted more than
20 years earlier – Press Statements by Hon Ian Macfarlane, Minister for Industry – 19 June 2014 and 2
March 2015. The first budget of the Abbott Coalition Government delivered just before the

Northern Land Council withdrew its nomination of Muckaty Station seemed in fact to
anticipate the need to have to do this. It allocated $22.6 million ‘to develop a business case
for the long-term management of Australia’s radioactive waste’ – ibid. 13 May 2014. This was
more than four times the amount the Howard Government had allocated not only to decide
how to manage the nation’s waste, but to construct the necessary facility as well. The
Abbott Government is contemplating offering ‘a substantial sum of money’ to attract a
willing community – Weekend West – 5-6 July 2014; Kalgoorlie Miner – 5 July 2014. This means the cost
of everything associated with Australia’s efforts so far to establish this national facility is
approaching $60 million with still no resolution in sight. The latest Minister to inherit the
issue was Ian Macfarlane, the Industry Minister in the Abbott Government, the eleventh to
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have had that responsibility since the early 1980s. Minister Macfarlane promised it would be
worth ‘millions and millions of dollars’ to be the facility’s willing host as the opportunity was
‘thrown open to all Australia’ to offer ‘a block of land free of dispute and challenge’ – ABC
News – 14 August 2014. It seemed that in the end, Canberra was being forced to resort much

more to financial incentives than to best practice radioactive waste management.

4.113 A reactor with no time to waste

The new reactor at Lucas Heights had gone into full operation in 2006. The Open Pool
Australian Lightwater Reactor, or OPAL as it is known, is a 20 megawatt facility using low
enriched uranium and cooled by water. ARPANSA issued an operating licence for OPAL two
years to the day after the Howard Government abandoned the plan to locate in South
Australia, the national radioactive waste management facility needed to store and dispose
of waste from the new and previous reactors at Lucas Heights.

In a statement of reasons for approving the licence, ARPANSA revealed what it had been
necessary to do to extend the capacity for waste storage at Lucas Heights because of the
unavailability of a national facility. It was estimated there remained space for about another
three years accumulation of low level waste, while clearance of material which already had
decayed below exempt levels and plans for waste compaction would reduce the overall
volume requiring storage. For intermediate level waste, there was ‘substantial capacity to
put further waste in the store’ on-site. In considering the longer term however, the
regulator was unable to deal in certainties, relying instead on what was said to be the
Government’s ‘strong political commitment.’ To ARPANSA, the legislation introduced in
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2005 by the Howard Government had addressed ‘many of the legal and political hurdles that
ultimately frustrated the progress of the national radioactive waste repository in South
Australia,’ and demonstrated that the Government was ‘seriously intent on achieving the
goals of the project.’ While the Agency ‘would have preferred it if the national low level
repository in South Australia had proceeded, that was not to be,’ and it also accepted ‘that it
was not possible for the Government to proceed with planning an intermediate level waste
store on the same basis as the repository proposal.’ Nevertheless, ARPANSA believed ‘there
is a will to achieve a solution,’ and that Australia had ‘a strong plan for the management of
waste and spent fuel.’ But what if the government changed and the new administration
repealed the enabling legislation, as would happen after Labor’s federal victory in 2007?
Allowing even more latitude to Canberra, ARPANSA also suggested that ‘decisions about
siting of radioactive waste management facilities are notoriously difficult in political terms in
all countries, and not only Australia’ – Statement of reasons by the Australian Radiation Protection and
Nuclear Safety Agency – 14 July 2006. If that were so, the regulator did not give examples. In fact,

elsewhere ‘a great number of near surface disposal facilities are in operation,’ while there is
‘major progress in establishing disposal facilities’ for higher level waste – Joint Convention on the
Safety of Spent Fuel Management and the Safety of Radioactive Waste Management – report of fourth
meeting of contracting parties held 14-23 May 2012.

OPAL will produce, each year, up to 30 spent fuel elements. Every six or seven years, they
will be shipped overseas for reprocessing. In the meantime, long lived intermediate level
waste from the reprocessing of used fuel from past operations at Lucas Heights will begin to
return to Australia. Where it and low level waste from Lucas Heights will be managed for the
long term, remains an unresolved question.
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The 2007 Federal Budget had to allocate four million dollars to ANSTO to expand and
upgrade existing waste compaction infrastructure at Lucas Heights, ‘ensuring sufficient
capacity to store low level wastes until the proposed Commonwealth radioactive waste
management facility is established’ – Federal Budget Press Statement – 9 May 2007. The need to
add yet more waste storage capacity at Lucas Heights in 2009 caused ANSTO to complain
that ‘this project has become of critical importance to ANSTO’s waste management plans
due to the ongoing delays in establishing a low level radioactive waste repository in
Australia,’ with the additional capacity offering only ‘some breathing space’ – The Australian –
22 September 2008.

ANSTO by its own admission in fact, is already out of time in being able to

plan normally and properly for the long term management of its intermediate level waste.
Under contracts with the British and the French for reprocessing, it needed, by 2010:
to begin making logistical arrangements for the return of the waste. Until you have at least a
site to which they are going to be returned, and therefore some idea of what ports you need
to go through and what logistical arrangements you would make once the cargo has landed,
it is very difficult to make these logistical arrangements. Even though the waste itself will not
be returned for some years we have a contractual obligation to have a store identified –
evidence by Mr S McIntosh, Senior Adviser, Government Liaison, Australian Nuclear Science and Technology
Organisation, to the Senate Environment, Communications and the Arts Committee – 28 November 2008.

As it faced this situation, ANSTO representatives told Senate Committees in 2010 that their
‘concern is not so much ANSTO, it is the other sites around Australia where radioactive
waste is,’ and that ‘the national radioactive waste management facility is not intended to be
used only for ANSTO’s waste’ – Submission by the Australian Nuclear Science and Technology
Organisation to the Senate Standing Committee on Legal and Constitutional Affairs inquiry into the National
Radioactive Waste Management Bill, 2010.

But of Australia’s current inventory of 4,044 cubic

metres of low level and short lived intermediate level waste accumulated during more than
60 years of research and medical and industrial uses of radioactive materials, the Federal
Government is responsible for 3,820 cubic metres. All but about 200 cubic metres of the
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inventory has been or remains stored at Lucas Heights. ANSTO also continues to hold about
two-thirds of Australia’s inventory of long-lived intermediate level waste.

By 2012, time also had run out for a location removed from Lucas Heights to be identified
for storing the re-processing waste due to start returning from France by 2015. ANSTO was
forced to announce it would build an additional storage facility at Lucas Heights to hold the
waste ‘for up to five years’ while planning continued for the longer term storage – Press
Statement by the Australian Nuclear Science and Technology Organisation – 30 April 2012.

In the 2015-16 federal budget, it was estimated ANSTO would have to spend a further $48.9
million up to mid 2019 on radioactive waste storage and the ‘repatriation’ of intermediate
level waste – Budget 2015-16; Portfolio Budget Statements 2015-16 – Budget Related Paper No 1.12 –
Industry and Science Portfolio. But with finalisation of a site for a national repository and store

remaining unresolved after the latest court action in 2014, this may not be the last spending
by ANSTO to manage radioactive waste which long before now, was supposed to have been
transferred to the national facility.
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5. LESSONS FROM AUSTRALIA’S FAILURE SO FAR TO ESTABLISH A NATIONAL RADIOACTIVE
WASTE MANAGEMENT FACILITY

5.1 A lack of bi-partisanship

The impasse between Canberra, the states and territories over the site for a national
radioactive waste management facility raises fundamental questions about the maturity of
the Australian federation and the nation’s politics.

As the dispute had continued to escalate in 2001, Australia celebrated the centenary of its
federal system of government in a way which suggested the great majority of the principal
practitioners thought the system was in excellent working order. This comfortable
convention is fundamentally challenged however, by the failure of a succession of federal,
state and territory governments to face up to the need for and implementation of a national
radioactive waste management policy, with all the implications this has for public health and
safety, the environment and for the longer term, Australia’s future place in the nuclear
world. Throughout, all jurisdictions had agreed that a single national repository and store at
the one site was the safest, most effective, efficient and economic solution, but all the states
and territories eventually were unwilling to host the facility. It was the sort of impasse that
in earlier times had delivered Australia a multiplicity of railway gauges. It left a potential
solution that turned the clock back more than 100 years – for each state and territory to
have its own facility, just as originally, they got their own, different railway gauges with all
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the inefficiencies and frustration that induced for such a long time. The long-running dispute
over radioactive waste management has perpetuated the long-standing lack of clarity over
respective government responsibilities for uranium mining and nuclear power as well.

In mid-2014, one of Australia’s most successful business leaders, the Darwin-born Chief
Executive of Dow Chemical Company, Andrew Liveris, complained that Australian politics
had become an ‘embarrassment on the world stage,’ with their domination by a ‘yelling at
each other routine’ and the absence of any bi-partisanship – The Australian – 15 August 2014. His
commentary was about Australian politics since the defeat of the Howard Government in
2007, but his opinion neatly fitted what had happened with radioactive waste management
policy and wider nuclear issues as well, only over a very much longer period.

5.2 Who is responsible?

The Federal Government’s attempts, and this is said against administrations of both major
persuasions, to blame the states and territories for the collapse of its national radioactive
waste management plans would have been more plausible if the Federal Government’s own
performance in the development and implementation of the policy had been more
consistent, credible and convincing. Instead, successive administrations in Canberra
attempted to abdicate major responsibilities to state and territory governments which at
times saw parochial political advantage in creating the perception that the repository and
store were ‘dumps’ that were ‘dirty’ and ‘dangerous.’ Intimidated by the possibility of the
radioactive waste issue costing his Government office at the 2004 election, Prime Minister
Howard delivered anti-nuclear activists a resounding political success – one which set back
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even further the possibility of Australian attitudes to this and other much more challenging
nuclear issues aligning with most of the rest of the world. How did this happen?

5.3 Trust in communication

The Federal Government senators who participated in an inquiry into the contract to build
the new reactor at Lucas Heights made some apt and telling comments in their final report
in May 2001:
Liberal and National Government Senators understand that the nuclear industry has been
less than successful in communicating effectively with the broader population. They accept
the view that while the dissemination of accurate information on nuclear issues is essential,
trust in the communication process seems to be more important than specific information on
technical matters – Report of the Senate Committee of Inquiry into the Contract for a New Reactor at Lucas
Heights – May 2001.

That criticism remains true of the nuclear industry in some respects although in more recent
years it has certainly lifted its performance. But in the case of the repository and store for
Australia’s low and intermediate level radioactive waste, it had not been the industry that
had been the communicator, but the Federal Government as the proponent for the policy
and the project, and the opponents eventually were able to convince the press, the media
and some politicians that they could not trust the communication because of the way colocation of the repository and store in South Australia had been attempted, not to mention
the manner of Canberra’s earlier foisting of much of the nation’s radioactive waste on that
State as well.
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Ultimately, the issue about which the anti-nuclear activists were able to make the most
telling criticism was not the safety of the repository and the store, or their environmental
impact, but whether Canberra had been transparent in its attempts to establish them in
South Australia. In this respect, what stand out are the pre-emptive manner in which the
Keating Government transferred low and higher level waste to South Australia and the
Howard Government’s handling of co-location of the repository and store. Even after a
repository site finally was chosen in 2003, the Federal Government continued to claim that
the selection process throughout had been undertaken in full consultation with the state
and territory governments when in fact, since it was started in 1992, Canberra had not kept
the other governments properly informed, quite the opposite. Between 1995 and 1998 in
particular, bridging the Keating and Howard administrations, the states and territories had
been very deliberately excluded as federal officials secretly prepared the vital advice about
their preferred location in South Australia.

5.4 Fact and Fiction

In 1977, while the South Australian Government was considering a ban on uranium mining in
the State, it received advice that ‘at present, the disposal of low and intermediate level
wastes seems to be reasonably satisfactory’ – Memorandum from the Policy Division, Premier’s
Department, to the Hon Don Dunstan, Premier – 25 March 1977.

Nothing has happened since to

change the correctness of that view. Indeed, low and intermediate level radioactive waste
storage and disposal technology has continued to advance as it becomes widely applied in
most parts of the world except Australia. More recently however, it has been argued that
location of waste storage and disposal facilities in South Australia would destroy the State’s
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international ‘green, clean image’ at considerable cost to exports such as wine. But this
argument doesn’t even hold water, let alone be needed by the wine industry to guarantee
its continuing growth. Within the famed champagne district of France, there is a radioactive
waste repository 100 times larger than that which was proposed for South Australia. It is
designed to accept one-million cubic metres of waste over a 40 year period. Moreover, even
though South Australia has provided a de facto national storage for much of Australia’s
radioactive waste since late 1994, the presence of the Fisherman’s Bend and St Mary’s waste
at Woomera in much less secure conditions than a co-located, properly engineered national
repository and store would provide, did not stop the boom in South Australian wine exports
that has occurred during that time.

The second argument regularly made against South Australia taking in radioactive waste
from elsewhere is that the State already has shouldered more than its share of Australia’s
nuclear burden because of the British atomic bomb tests. That view invariably failed to
acknowledge some of the enduring benefits the test programs delivered to the State in jobs
and the development of a technical and scientific base of expertise that enabled South
Australia to pursue later projects such as the massive submarine construction program of
the Australian Navy.

As previously noted, the rehabilitation of the Maralinga land used in the atomic bomb tests
and trials has involved the creation of trenches holding 300,000 cubic metres of radioactive
waste – effectively a waste repository 30 times as large and much more radioactive than the
proposed national facility. That is not to mention the very large volumes of radioactive
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tailings already stored at Olympic Dam in the course of mining there with the full support of
successive South Australian and Australian governments.

A third argument against a national radioactive waste management policy, run outside South
Australia as well, is that its implementation would create dangers through transportation of
the waste from one state to another. This ignores the long record of safe transport of
radioactive substances. More than 20 million packages containing such material are safely
transported throughout the world each year, most of them to aid medical treatments. In
Australia alone, the annual number is 30,000 packages carried by road, rail and air. In South
Australia since the Olympic Dam mine went in to production in 1988, more than 3,000
shipping containers of yellowcake have been trucked, without incident, from the mine to the
port of Adelaide or for rail to Darwin. Over more than 40 years, there have been no
transport accidents anywhere in the world where there has been any significant radiological
release harmful to the environment or public health – Record of the meeting of the CommonwealthState Committee on Radioactive Waste Management – 8 November 1996; Record of the meeting of the
National Repository Site Study – 21 March 1997.

Public and political debate in Australia about radioactive waste management has for too
long lacked a basis of fact because of distrust in the communication.
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5.5 An absence of facts

The absence of facts was admitted by the Howard Government when, in a supplement to
the Environmental Impact Statement for the repository published in January 2003, it
commented about the survey published by The Advertiser which showed 87 percent of
South Australians were opposed to the establishment of the repository in their State (see
paragraph 4.79 of this submission). The rationale provided by the Federal Government for
this result was that ‘the survey was taken without informing respondents about the options
and reasons for having a national repository, the current arrangements for storing waste and
the reasons why the central-north region of South Australia was chosen. It may not have
yielded informed views’ – National Radioactive Waste Repository Draft Environmental Impact Statement,
Main Report, p. 121 – May 2002. That was true but who was responsible? The Advertiser poll

referred to had been taken in July 2000, more than two years after the Federal Government
had announced it wanted to co-locate the repository and store in South Australia, and eight
years after the site selection had begun. The Federal Government’s criticism of the poll
methodology was much more an admission of its own failure, during the entire site
selection, to effectively communicate the case for the national waste facility anywhere
outside the immediate region in which it was to be established. The Government rightly
argued the form of poll question meant that respondents may not have taken into account
the risks being removed by establishing the repository and store or that the facility would
allow Australia to continue to produce radioisotopes for medical purposes, but this was only
because these justifications never were put with any effect in South Australia, or anywhere
else, by the Federal Government. It was only late in 2002 that the Government made any
real attempt to communicate the case for national radioactive waste management in areas
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of South Australia beyond the central-north region. When this happened so that people had
more information about why a national facility was needed, there was some impact on
public opinion as measured by The Advertiser. By May 2003, the 87 percent opposition to
the repository of almost three years earlier had dropped by 15 percent – National Radioactive
Waste Repository Supplement to the Draft Environmental Impact Statement- January 2003.

Even if still

strong, the opposition was at least declining as people became better informed.

5.6 An accurate guide to public opinion?

The Advertiser survey in 2000 had not been the only one suggesting almost universal public
opposition. A Channel 7 poll in the same month registered opposition to the repository at 93
percent. Such results fed into overwhelmingly negative press and media coverage of the
issues, resting on the conclusion that reporting of the issue simply mirrored an
overwhelmingly hostile public mood. An analysis of other information about public attitudes
to the repository and store however, suggested these poll results may have been biased by
the ‘when did you stop beating your wife’ style of the questions put to respondents. Other
information in fact indicated that the facility was not the burning issue inferred by the poll
results, the press and media coverage and the shifting positions of both the major political
parties they induced.

During the three phases of the site selection between 1992 and 1998, 5,500 discussion
papers in all had been distributed by the federal officials managing the process. There were
just under 1,100 responses with the vast majority organised write-ins from environmental
groups expressing opposition by rote. Over the six years between the release of the first and
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last discussion papers, there were just over 180 individual, considered responses, equivalent
to a little more than three percent of the number of discussion papers circulated. Of these
individual responses, those in support of the facility outnumbered those opposed by two to
one. While an analysis of responses to the discussion papers produced no more reliable
barometer of public opinion than the press and media polls, it does at least beg a question
about the depth of real concern, if any, in South Australia and elsewhere, about the
repository and store. The failure of Labor, in the Sydney seat of Hughes at the 1998 Federal
election, and in Grey in northern South Australia 2001, to translate its specifically targeted
opposition to the reactor, and subsequently a waste management facility, into gains in voter
support, was further evidence that political, press and media perceptions of public opinion
may not have been accurate. The issue was seen to be important in the rarefied
atmospheres of parliamentary lobbies and other places where politicians and journalists
mingled, but did their umbilical cords to the real world always circulate the right vibes?
Going back to the origins of Australia’s anti-uranium, anti-nuclear debate in the 1970s, Labor
had tried to make its opposition to all things nuclear a significant issue at the 1977 Federal
election and lost convincingly. At the 1982 South Australian election, the State Liberal
Government had turned a potential landslide loss into a relatively close result with its prouranium, pro-Olympic Dam policies. Where the issue had counted politically was with the
minority who had embraced the anti-uranium, anti-nuclear policies of the Australian
Democrats and more recently, the Greens. The preferential voting system applying at
federal and state elections gives minor parties an influence out of all proportion to support
for them. While it survives, it is a system which will ensure important policies with national
and international implications continue to be judged through the narrowest of political
prisms. It is why the Howard Government feared it could lose office in 2004 after the Federal
Court demolished its national radioactive waste management strategy.
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5.7 Ineffective public consultation

The failure of successive federal governments to develop and implement a strategy to seek
public acceptance for a national radioactive waste management facility before attempting to
foist it on to South Australia, breached the Code of Practice they had sanctioned to have a
repository established. The Code of Practice for a Near Surface Repository, developed by the
National Health and Medical Research Council and accepted by the Federal and all state and
territory governments in 1992, stipulated that ‘site selection shall include a suitable
consultation process to enable public consent to the location of a disposal facility at the
particular site’ – Code of Practice for a Near Surface Repository for the Disposal of Radioactive Waste,
National Health and Medical Research Council – 1992. There had been little genuine public

consultation and no request for public consent, even at the local level, before the key
decisions about the location of the repository had been locked in by Canberra. Beyond the
8,000 people living in the region loosely bounded by the towns of Woomera, Roxby Downs,
Andamooka and Coober Pedy in northern South Australia, no effective attempt whatsoever
was made by the Federal Government to seek acceptance of the repository. Instead, the
Federal Government followed a decide, announce and defend approach which worked in
Sydney to secure public acceptability of the new reactor by trading off removal of the waste
from Lucas Heights and not proceeding with a re-processing plant there or a second Sydney
airport nearby, but failed in South Australia because Canberra attempted to impose on the
State by stealth the store as well as the repository, with no trade off, not even an
opportunity, locally, to say yes or no. Canberra’s consultation was mere tokenism conceived
to sell rather than influence and inform its decisions before they were finalised. It was
undertaken much more with the intention of finding a site that provoked the least
resistance, than of giving a local community some meaningful participation in the decision
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making. The narrowing down process followed by the Government’s technical experts to
find the ‘best’ site on technical grounds ignored the social and political issues that required
much more adept management. Instead it was assumed there would be little, if any
resistance from small communities in northern South Australia which did not have a
common governance structure or habit of working together. That was a safe assumption so
long as there was no external trigger to start a stampede. But co-location and what the antinuclear activists and ultimately the press and media were able to manufacture with that
issue, set the horses running wild across normally quiet, placid country.

As a result of the Federal Government’s flawed strategy to secure public acceptance of
locating the repository and the store together, communities in South Australia which had
lived with atomic bomb tests and more recently, the development of the Olympic Dam
mine, began, perversely, to ask themselves what was in it for them if their region now had to
host a national radioactive waste management facility. While there always was going to be
some opposition to such a facility, a process that openly sought community inclusion would
have been considered much more fair and acceptable. The failure of the political campaign
against the repository in the seat of Grey at the 2001 Federal election showed that even
though many residents of the region may have become irritated by the issue, it was not a
vote-switching one for them. At the same time however, handling of the co-location
question continued to prompt local concerns about being manipulated, taken for granted
and excluded from important decisions.
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5.8 Missing ingredients

Missing from the site selection since it formally began in 1992 had been a process that in
advance communicated the important issues honestly and widely to the public about
whether there was a need for a repository and store and if so, what was the best way to
meet it. If these questions had been posed sequentially to prompt open, ordered and
objective debate and to build up public trust in the development and communication of a
national radioactive waste management policy, the question about where the repository
and store should go would have been much easier to deal with. It eventually became not so
much a failure of policy, but more a failure to create the environment in which a sound
policy could be effectively communicated, accepted and implemented by the nation.

The Howard Government had been able to retain office despite introducing a consumption
tax and having the reasons for its commitment of Australian troops to the war in Iraq widely
questioned and condemned. Explaining the need for a national policy to manage radioactive
waste surely was much less challenging a task. Yet having spent well over $100 million in
nationwide advertising to promote its election year budget and some major policies, the
Government, in mid-2004, had seen its survival directly threatened by the issue of
radioactive waste management because of potential seat losses in South Australia, a matter
in which it had invested virtually nothing to effectively communicate. Scientists provided the
technical justification for locating the facility in South Australia but the task required much
more. When scientific reasoning became too difficult for some politicians to manage, and
too tempting for others not to want to exploit by elevating the risks and eliminating the
logic, there was gridlock. When the development of policy for national radioactive waste
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management began in the early 1960s, the Federal Government’s objectives had been clear
and well intentioned, but over time they had been undermined by base politics. In the end,
the anti-nuclear activists had it easy. The Howard Government was unable even to force
them to defend their position by addressing the risks of not having the national repository
and store. The failings of the political process completely undermined what should have
been the relatively straight-forward task of getting all interested parties to agree that the
principal purpose was to protect human health, safety and the environment. The activists
had an easy time arguing that any facility would be dirty and dangerous. The Federal
Government proved incapable of countering with the proposition that the impact was so
low it should not outweigh the advantages of safe and effective national radioactive waste
management. What should have been presented as a sensible solution to a relatively simple
problem came to be perceived instead as a devious way to transfer a serious waste problem
from Sydney to South Australia because successive federal governments had never been
prepared to be open and honest about the fact that their nuclear activities at Lucas Heights
were the main reason a national radioactive waste management facility was needed in the
first place. Throughout, Canberra tried to deny or downplay this link. When the anti-nuclear
activists argued, in 2002, in their responses to the Environmental Impact Statement for the
repository, that if a new reactor were not built at Lucas Heights, there would be no need for
a waste repository, the Federal Government responded that ‘in the mid-1980s, well before
the 1997 decision to proceed with a replacement research reactor, all Australian
governments agreed that a national repository was required for the disposal of Australian
low level and short lived intermediate level radioactive waste’ – National Radioactive Waste
Repository, supplement to the Draft Environmental Impact Statement, p. 16 – January 2003. This answer

was only partly true. What it ignored was the fact that the operations of the original reactor
at Lucas Heights were more of a driver than anything else for a national waste management
facility in the first place. As one further reason why Lucas Heights remains today the main
239

driver of the need for the national facility, it is possible that the waste from the ultimate
decommissioning of the first reactor at Lucas Heights could amount alone to about 30
percent of the total volume of material to be managed in a national repository – ibid. – p. 39.
But this is another reality Canberra has constantly sought to evade. In further response to
the complaints of the anti-nuclear activists about the environmental justification for the
repository, the Federal Government even implied that the state and territory governments
were more responsible than federal agencies for managing the nation’s accumulation of
radioactive waste. To the specific assertion made by one public respondent to the
Environmental Impact Statement for the national repository: ‘Shame on ARPANSA and the
Government for allowing the radioactive waste situation to become as bad as they now
portray it to be,’ Canberra replied that the ‘states and territories are responsible for
radioactive waste management in their respective jurisdictions’ – ibid. – p. 28.

5.9 An incomplete strategy

It is not enough for Australia to establish the near surface repository for low level waste, and
the interim store for long lived intermediate level waste, whenever and wherever this
eventually may be accomplished. A further step necessary to complete a safe, efficient and
effective chain of radioactive waste management is for the establishment of a deep
underground repository for final disposal of Australia’s higher level waste when it is in
sufficient volumes to require that further step. South Australia so far has avoided the low
level waste repository and the store. Will it also want to push the underground repository
somewhere else even though, geologically, it has some of the most stable rock areas in the
world suitable for hosting such a facility? If Australia gets its higher level waste repository,
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will it, the replacement reactor at Lucas Heights and a continuation of limited uranium
mining be the end of the nation’s nuclear experience, or will nuclear Australia have a third
phase?

This inquiry will need to heed the mistakes of the past if it is to chart a credible and positive
way forward. That will require recognition that the major impediment to a much more
extensive nuclear industry in Australia, should economic considerations justify it, is not
technical or environmental, but an ability to communicate the pros and cons openly,
honestly and effectively to the people, to secure their understanding if not always, their
support.
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6. NUCLEAR AUSTRALIA – A THIRD PHASE?

6.1 Future scenarios and challenges

In the second half of the 21st century, the replacement reactor at Lucas Heights and the
world’s largest uranium mine at Olympic Dam in South Australia will reach the end of their
operational lives. By then, the world will have had more than a century’s experience in the
use of uranium fuel in nuclear power stations to generate electricity. If current safety,
security and environmental standards in the nuclear industry are maintained, it is unlikely
there will have been sufficient political pressure to force the industry’s closure. Instead,
nuclear technology’s capacity to provide electricity without greenhouse gas emissions may
have underwritten the industry’s continuing expansion in defiance of the predictions of
many, for so long, that it wasn’t safe or sustainable and couldn’t survive. In Australia in the
second half of the 21st century, coal, gas and oil resources may have been depleted to a
point requiring the abundance of the nation’s own uranium to be used as a supplement to
its domestic electricity supply in tandem with renewable energy sources.

In addition to these scenarios there is always the possibility that instead of the conventional
fission technology to produce nuclear power, fusion, which eliminates radioactive waste and
the potential for weapons proliferation, may be proven in commercial application in the
foreseeable future. But even if nuclear fusion can be used for power generation, the
international industry’s radioactive waste legacy has still to be dealt with in some way – both
the high-level and other waste already stored at existing nuclear reactors around the world
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and to continue to accumulate during their remaining operational lives, and Australia’s own
radioactive waste still in search of a proper national storage and disposal facility.

The jury is likely to remain out for some time on any scenario for nuclear power in Australia
in the continuing absence of domestic political leadership and bi-partisanship and the
availability of other energy sources. But the evidence is already in on one issue with
international ramifications – the need for the nuclear industry, if it is to continue to expand,
to complete the cycle by proving it can operate, on a commercial scale, safe facilities for final
disposal of high level radioactive waste. Is this another potential path to a third phase for
nuclear Australia, or is it a bridge too far? The continuing controversy over Australia’s own
national repository and store suggests that it is. This accepts however, that the nation will
continue to take an insular attitude to the nuclear industry in a world which, increasingly,
seeks international solutions to other challenges such as global warming and climate change.
It assumes that the Australian nuclear debate will continue to be as shallow and sterile as
that waged about a national radioactive waste management policy and that the important
issues of public health, safety and environmental protection will continue to be avoided. It
assumes that Australia will continue to ignore advice of the IAEA that ‘considerable
advantages in cost, safety, security and non-proliferation would be gained from
international co-operation’ in management and disposal of spent fuel and radioactive waste
– Newsletter of the Uranium Information Centre, Australia – November/December 2003.

In nuclear Australia’s first phase the nation was international in its attitudes and ambitions,
willing to provide the uranium fuel needed for the atomic bomb program of the Americans
and the means for the British to develop their own device through hosting the tests at
Monte Bello, Emu and Maralinga, all in the cause of ensuring the protection of the free
243

world as the Soviets menaced in an unfolding Cold War. In nuclear Australia’s second phase
however, as many of the so-called baby boomers became radicalised in search of a cause,
the nation retreated behind a shroud of domestic squabbles in which the history of the first
phase was revised and re-written, almost in embarrassment, by those wanting to ignore the
realities of the past and the challenges of the future. As a result, the nation’s reputation as a
reliable, responsible and respected participant in the nuclear world declined during a period
when other countries were collaborating even more to ensure the safety and sustainability
of the technology.

6.2 Australia’s obligation for international collaboration

Despite what has happened in Australian domestic politics, one issue over which there has
been very constructive international collaboration is radioactive waste management. In
1997, the IAEA opened for signature, the Joint Convention on the Safety of Spent Fuel
Management and the Safety of Radioactive Waste Management as the first legal instrument
to directly address these issues on a global scale. Australia ratified the Convention in 2003
but since then, its failure to implement an effective radioactive waste management policy of
its own has seen the nation continually in breach of the spirit, if not the letter of the
Convention. Parties to the Convention meet every three years to review progress and
outcomes. After the 2008 meeting, the Chief Executive of ANSTO wrote to the Federal
Government out of concern about Australia’s lack of progress in establishing and
maintaining a legislative and regulatory framework to govern the safety of spent fuel and
radioactive waste management, a fundamental obligation of the parties to the Convention.
The Federal Government was warned in confidential criticism of continuing inaction that
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many waste management practices in Australia were ‘in contradiction to international best
practice’ as a result of ‘ad hoc and short term approaches to regulation and waste
management’ – Letter from Mr A Paterson, Chief Executive Officer, Australian Nuclear Science and
Technology Organisation, to Hon Martin Ferguson, Minister for Resources, Energy and Tourism – 22 July 2009.

ANSTO advised that it was ‘aware of a number of cases in Australia where disused
(radioactive) sources have been discovered in abandoned premises. By good fortune to date
there have been no safety or security incidents’ – ibid. ANSTO was describing the very same
circumstances Federal Government agencies then involved in activities which created
radioactive waste had confronted in the early 1960s in agreeing much more needed to be
done to manage and regulate what was happening, and confirming the failure of successive
governments ever since to effectively address this shortcoming.

As a signatory to the Convention, Australia is required to recognise ‘the importance of
informing the public regarding the safety of spent fuel and radioactive waste management,’
(Preamble to the Joint Convention on the Safety of Spent Fuel Management and the Safety of Radioactive
Waste Management)

and to ‘provide for effective protection of individuals, society and the

environment by applying at the national level, suitable protective methods’ – Articles to the
Joint Convention on the Safety of Spent Fuel Management and the Safety of Radioactive Waste Management.

Measured against these obligations, the Australian performance remains inadequate to say
the least.
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6.3 The history of international collaboration

The internationalisation of nuclear problem-solving preceded, by many years, collaboration
between countries of the type now occurring to address other global environmental issues.
After the devastation of the bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945, the
western world immediately realised the need to halt exploitation of the destructive
properties of nuclear energy and harness its benefits for peaceful purposes. This was high on
the agenda of the United Nations from its formation, with Australia a leading and respected
advocate. By 1957, as civil nuclear power programs were expanding in a number of countries
including the United States, Britain and Canada, the IAEA had been established with 56
nations attending its first general conference in Vienna. Australia was an instigator of the
Agency, having been one of 18 countries which worked as a preparatory commission to set
up the IAEA.

As the advance of nuclear technology continued through the 1950s and 1960s, the focus was
very much on the front end of the cycle to find sources of uranium and to develop efficient
reactors able to compete on price of electricity production with coal and oil. At the same
time, the radioactive waste to accumulate at the back end of the cycle was not ignored. By
the mid-1950s, the international scientific community had recognised the importance of
establishing a method for permanent disposal of high level radioactive waste so that
ultimately, when in volumes requiring it, waste could be transferred from interim tank
storages developed initially under war-time pressures as the only immediately practical way
to manage material generated in the rushed military program to build the atomic bomb. The
United States alone spent more than $200 million by 1960 on equipment for radioactive
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waste handling. Until the 1970s, radioactive waste was seen as a technical and economic
issue with little anticipation of its political and social dimensions.

6.4 Emergence of high-level waste disposal as a political issue

The first sign of major public opposition to establishing waste disposal facilities came in 1969
when the United States Atomic Energy Commission planned to build a pilot repository in a
salt mine in Kansas. State government and local community objections contributed to a
cancellation of the project. In 2003, President George Bush ratified a decision to build his
country’s first commercial underground repository for high level waste at Yucca Mountain,
north-west of Las Vegas. This followed a selection process that in 1985 had identified Yucca
Mountain as one of three preferred sites. It was in that same year that Australia’s federal,
state and territory governments agreed there should be a single repository to dispose of
Australia’s low level radioactive waste, meaning the United States subsequently was able to
identify a site over about the same span of time to address a much more technically and
politically challenging waste issue than Australia faced. The American solution would put its
national repository for the highest levels of radioactive waste 160 kilometres from Las
Vegas, when Australia wouldn’t have a repository for the least threatening radioactive waste
within 500 kilometres of a state capital city. While the Obama administration ordered a
review of the Yucca Mountain project, it did not exclude the location from long term
disposal options. And this review was forced on political, not technical grounds, principally
because of the need to obtain the agreement of America’s state governments to
transportation of spent fuel and radioactive waste through their jurisdictions. In the
meantime, the United States already is operating a deep geological waste repository in New
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Mexico for the disposal of transuranic waste contaminated with military material such as
plutonium.

6.5 Identifying high-level waste disposal technology

Since the early 1970s, when it was first demonstrated on an engineering scale, vitrification
has been the generally preferred technology to solidify and immobilise high level radioactive
waste for the time it will need to be isolated while its radioactivity decays. Through its use
of borosilicate glass, France was a pioneer exponent of this technology, setting up a
commercial vitrification plant in 1978. This progress in establishing radioactive waste
management technology had, however, lagged behind the initial campaigns of opponents of
nuclear power to exploit the waste issue as proof it was dangerous to generate electricity in
this way. Their claims first received international attention in 1972 at a conference on the
human environment in Stockholm convened by the United Nations. But one resolution of
that conference largely overlooked at the time was that under the auspices of the IAEA,
national governments should support international cooperation to manage radioactive
waste management challenges. Three years later, the IAEA first proposed a regional
approach to management of the nuclear fuel cycle which included the establishment of high
level waste disposal centres to be used by more than one country. The proposal recognised
that some nations had only small nuclear power programs or lacked geologically stable areas
suitable for underground repositories.
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6.6 Australian participation in the international fuel cycle

In Australia in the 1970s, the Fox inquiry considered the question of continuing and
extending Australian participation in the international nuclear fuel cycle. Its 1976 report
noted:
Australia occupies a very special position in the nuclear scene. It is represented on the Board
of Governors of the IAEA and was represented at the Non-Proliferation Treaty Review
Conference held last year. It is possessed of relatively large uranium reserves which by now
have attracted world-wide attention. It has a nuclear industry of its own. These features may
combine, perhaps with others also, to put Australia in a favourable position to take
initiatives, or at least to support them – First Report of the Ranger Uranium Environmental Inquiry –
October 1976.

On radioactive waste specifically, the Fox inquiry believed that ‘as a major supplier of
uranium, Australia will be in a strong position to press for an internationally accepted and
safe system for disposal of potentially dangerous wastes’ – Ibid. But this was not a challenge
the Fraser Government had been prepared to take up when it developed its own nuclear
policy in the late 1970s in response to the recommendations of the Fox inquiry.

During the 1980s, the matter of Australia’s substantial uranium resources giving it a position
of international leverage was pursued by the Australian Science and Technology Council
when it was asked by Prime Minister Hawke to provide advice on the nation’s role in the
nuclear fuel cycle. The Council’s 1984 report raised the ‘particular need for international
collaboration in developing waste management programs’ and the desirability of enabling
access to the highest quality geological sites for waste disposal – Report of the Australian Science
and Technology Council tabled in Federal Parliament – 31 May 1984.
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ANSTO picked up this theme soon

after its establishment to succeed the Australian Atomic Energy Commission. In its first
annual report, ANSTO advised the Hawke Government in 1988 that while it recognised
Australia would not need nuclear power to generate electricity in the foreseeable future:
a strong case can be made however, for examining whether Australia’s involvement in other
aspects of the nuclear fuel cycle ought to be more active than in the past. There are
compelling economic arguments for such increased involvement and such matters should be
considered and debated – Annual Report of the Australian Nuclear Science and Technology Organisation –
1987/88.

In 1993, the Replacement Reactor Review became another government advisory body to
echo these sentiments, while more recently, the Joint Convention to which Australia became
a signatory in 2003 recognises ‘that in certain circumstances safe and efficient management
of spent fuel and radioactive waste might be fostered through agreements among
Contracting Parties to use facilities in one of them for the benefit of the other Parties’ –
Preamble to the Joint Convention on the Safety of Spent Fuel Management and the Safety of Radioactive
Waste Management.

Despite this long thread of advice to successive Australian governments, none has been
prepared to openly and seriously contemplate any extended Australian role in the
international nuclear fuel cycle since the very divisive debate which originated in the mid1970s over uranium mining and enrichment, and what to do with the Maralinga waste
legacy. The door to Australia providing a site for an international waste facility has been
firmly shut since the Fraser Government’s response to the Fox inquiry in 1977. On the
question of waste disposal the Fraser Government decreed:
The management of radioactive wastes generated in a country is the responsibility of that
country. Acceptability of risk to the health and safety of a nation’s citizens and its physical
environment are matters responsible sovereign governments reserve unto themselves –
Uranium – The Government’s Decision – 23 August 1977.
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6.7 Other countries have looked to Australia

At the time, Japan already had looked to Australia to take radioactive waste from its civil
nuclear power program. A Japanese delegation proposing a visit to Western Australia in
1976 to assess potential repository sites was however, told by the Fraser Government not to
come – Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates – 4 June 1976. The interest of the United States in
regional spent fuel repositories also was raised in discussions between Australian and
American officials ‘on several occasions’ in the 1970s – ibid. – 8 November 1978. But Australia’s
official position since the 1970s has sought the economic benefits of uranium exports while
accepting no responsibility for supporting the international effort to manage the radioactive
waste consequences.

6.8 Australian attributes for high-level waste disposal

Australia has a number of attributes which have long encouraged interest in the
establishment of international radioactive waste management facilities within its borders.
These include suitable geological and environmental conditions in remote areas of low
population; a relatively stable political system; efficient, high technology infrastructure with
extensive application in exploration and mining; an interest in expanding its global influence.
These features were particularly attractive to the countries among the world’s users of
nuclear power by the late 1970s which had relatively small volumes of waste or spent fuel
and saw a shared facility as a safe and feasible economic proposition for the same reason
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the Australian federal, state and territory governments for a long time agreed that a single
national facility was the most sensible way to deal with Australia’s own radioactive waste.

6.9 Opposition to high-level waste disposal in Australia

In 1975, when American interest was expressed in Australia hosting an international
repository, Labor’s Minerals and Energy Minister, Rex Connor, countered that ‘when we sell
the stuff to another country it’s their property and their responsibility’ – ibid. – 1 June 1975. In
1979, when he was asked to justify the Fraser Government’s formal adoption of the same
attitude, the Liberal National Development Minister, Kevin Newman, was equally dismissive:
‘I would have thought that the answer was perfectly obvious. I have nothing to add’ – ibid. –
11 October 1979.

6.10 An issue with a moral dimension

There is a moral dimension to the issue of high-level radioactive waste disposal which not all
Australian politicians have seen the need to duck. In 1977, Labor’s Federal Leader in the
Senate, Ken Wreidt, described as ‘selfish’ the Fraser Government’s policy of not being
prepared to take the waste of other countries – ibid. – 15 September 1977. The first Minerals and
Energy Minister in the Hawke Government had a similar outlook. Senator Peter Walsh said
soon after taking the portfolio in 1983: ‘There is little doubt that Australia could become a
repository for nuclear waste which is the end product of the use of Australia’s uranium’ –
ibid. – 9 November 1983.

He believed ‘there is quite a rational argument to be put for it’ – ibid.
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The most persistent advocacy on the issue at this time came from another Western
Australian Labor federal parliamentarian. Graeme Campbell represented the vast electorate
centred on the city of Kalgoorlie, an area hosting many gold and other mines. To Campbell,
‘the people who say that it is all right for Australia to sell uranium to Japan but that we will
have nothing to do with the resultant waste are totally immoral’ (ibid. – 19 September 1986)
because ‘it is absurd for anyone to suggest that it is better, or more fitting, or more proper,
for the Japanese to store nuclear waste in their fragile island, continually shaken by
earthquakes’ – ibid. – 29 October 1987. Campbell believed Australia had ‘a responsibility to the
world’ and an ability to develop a ‘unique Australian industry’ – ibid. – 19 September 1986.

6.11 Synroc

What fired the nuclear nationalism of Walsh and Campbell was the potential of the
Australian Synroc technology. Walsh spoke of Synroc’s ‘high promise’ (ibid. – 23 August 1983)
while Campbell thought it ‘one of the greatest developments of this century’ – ibid. – 4 October
1983.

Work on Synroc had begun in 1978 at the Australian National University pioneered by the
nation’s pre-eminent earth scientist of his time, Professor Ted Ringwood. Synroc was an
advanced ceramic Ringwood had created from several natural minerals which together
incorporated into their crystal structures most of the elements present in the waste left
from reprocessing of spent reactor fuel. This enabled Synroc to immobilise the waste prior
to its disposal in a deep underground repository. Ringwood’s work since its inception had
been funded by Canberra but the Hawke Government became anxious to see some
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commercial return and for uranium producers to share the funding responsibility. In 1989
there were two important developments. International interest in the technology was
attracted to the extent that a workshop held in Sydney attracted six Russian scientists as
well as others from West Germany and the United States. The workshop was organised by a
company given a licence by the Synroc project managers to raise funds for further feasibility
work, including the development of a disposal site. While the licensing arrangement ended
soon after the workshop, Synroc’s promise was maintained by a decision in December 1989
by four resource companies, BHP, CRA, Energy Resources of Australia and Western Mining
Corporation, to fund further work through formation of the Synroc Study Group (SSG).

6.12 The Synroc Study Group and the moral dimension

The Hawke Government was kept informed of the SSG’s work. The feedback from Canberra
by the end of 1990 encouraged the SSG to believe that ‘there might be significant support
both within the Government and elsewhere in the community for an Australian-based waste
management industry if promoted in the right way’ – Internal Western Mining Corporation
memorandum – 18 December 1990.

By August 1991, the Group was ready to make public the

progress of its work. Before doing so, it briefed the Chief Scientist in the Department of
Prime Minister and Cabinet, Professor Ralph Slatyer, who told the Group that ‘Hawke was
even more optimistic than himself on political prospects for a waste management enterprise
and that Hawke would use the high moral ground argument in its favour’ – ibid. – 16 August
1991.

The SSG also was informed that the Prime Minister ‘thought it would be timely if

within the next few months he took the matter up with other relevant people in the Caucus,
and that he would not necessarily be deterred by the Greens or the Left’ – ibid. The Prime
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Minister had a familiarity and a consistency with arguing the moral dimension of nuclear
issues. In 1979, while urging the ACTU not to support a ban on uranium mining, he had
accused supporters of such a ban of ‘moral luxuriating’ because uranium mining in Australia
and the use of nuclear power overseas were facts of life. He also had advocated that
Australia use its influence as a significant uranium producer to ensure its safe use:
I am not convinced, as a matter of intellectual integrity, of the arguments for leaving
uranium in the ground. If we leave it in the ground, we have done nothing about the
dangers......instead what we have done is to forego the opportunity as Australians to have a
voice in safeguarding the world in the processes of utilisation of uranium – The Age – 1 July 1977

Hawke had long accepted that Australia, if it was to be an internationally respected
participant in the nuclear cycle, could not turn its back once its uranium had left the nation’s
shores.

6.13 Five options for Synroc

The prospect of Prime Ministerial support encouraged the Synroc group to finalise a report
in September 1991 which foreshadowed further work to study in more detail five
propositions:
-

Licensing of Synroc to overseas organisations;

-

Australian participation in overseas Synroc plants;

-

Spent fuel reprocessing and Synroc operations in Australia with waste re-exported to
customers for disposal overseas;

-

Establishment of an integrated overseas facility, including Synroc, for spent fuel
management and disposal; and
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-

Establishment of an integrated Australian facility, including Synroc, for spent fuel
management and disposal – Press Statement by Synroc Study Group – 3 September 1991.

The choices being put were essentially between Australia exporting home grown technology
or fully applying it domestically, of participating in further stages of the nuclear cycle or
limiting its involvement largely to uranium mining.

6.14 A new industry for Australia?

The SSG made clear its preference for the option of reprocessing spent fuel and disposing of
the waste in Australia, estimating annual cash flows of about two-billion dollars ‘or more’
through maximising in Australia, the value adding of these activities – Synroc Study Group
Progress Report – August 1991. The Group advised:

While no work has yet been done on site selection, it is self-evident that Australia’s geology,
low population density, climate, political stability, R & D on Synroc, sound environmental
management of uranium mining, general environmental consciousness, efficient mining
industry and concerns over the need to limit the risk of proliferation, provide a sound basis
from which to consider hosting an international repository. At the same time, public
acceptance and broad political consensus are essential pre-requisites – ibid.

It was to meet the challenge of securing public acceptance that the Synroc Group decided to
make public its progress report. In doing so, it foreshadowed that it would next hold
discussions with power utilities in a number of countries to explore their reaction to much
deeper Australian involvement in the industry as the economic, engineering, safety,
environmental and other studies continued – ibid. This approach worked for a time. The
Hawke Government gave its imprimatur to a continuation of the Group’s activities with the
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public endorsement that ‘use of the technology could significantly enhance the safety of
waste disposal and strengthen nuclear non-proliferation’ – Press Statement by Hon Ross Free,
Minister for Science – 4 September 1991.

6.15 Hopes for Synroc dashed

While the Synroc Study Group showed that candour with the public worked in helping to
encourage objective consideration of potentially controversial proposals, it was unable to
foresee all of the vagaries of politics. Just over three months after the release of the Group’s
progress report, Bob Hawke was replaced as Prime Minister by Paul Keating. Within a year,
the Keating Government had announced its site selection program for Australia’s own
radioactive waste management facility with the commitment: ‘There is no question of this
Government establishing an industry that imports waste’ – Press Statement by the Hon Simon
Crean, Minister for Primary Industries and Energy – 7 October 1992.

These political events forced the SSG to cancel its plans to make presentations to overseas
parties – internal Western Mining Corporation memorandum – December 1992. Within another three
years, its work had been scaled down although ANSTO has continued to support it. Political
reluctance to argue for public acceptance of nuclear activities also forced, in 1997, the
abandonment of plans for an Australian reprocessing plant which would have enabled the
Synroc technology to be demonstrated commercially at home. Just before that, the Federal
Liberal Party had joined Labor in formally rejecting any Australian involvement in the nuclear
cycle beyond mining by adopting a policy which opposed any prospect of a uranium
enrichment industry for Australia – a position which prevails federally today.
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6.16 Up and down prospects

In recent years nuclear’s prospects in Australia have been up and down like a Mexican wave.
In 2007, the Federal Labor Party finally abandoned its three uranium mines policy although
the party branches in Western Australia and Queensland maintain a ban, despite the high
potential for new mines in those two states when uranium prices recover. At the same time,
the Federal Liberals resurrected the prospect of nuclear power for Australia based on the
report Prime Minister Howard had commissioned from his Uranium Mining, Processing and
Nuclear Energy Review led by the former Chief Executive of Telstra, Ziggy Switkowski. The
Review reported at the end of 2006 that nuclear power was ‘a practical option for part of
Australia’s electricity production’ and described a scenario under which the deployment of
nuclear power could begin in 2020 and see 25 reactors producing a third of the nation’s
electricity by 2050 – Report of the Review of Uranium Mining, Processing and Nuclear Energy – December
2006.

At the 2007 Federal election however, the Howard Government avoided any

commitment to such an outcome as it faced an orchestrated campaign in marginal seats
around the nation inviting voters to consider the prospect of a nuclear reactor coming their
way. At the subsequent elections in 2010 and 2013 both the major parties avoided the
issue. Only Ziggy Switkowski has continued to hold up a candle to a nuclear future,
challenging that ‘Australians are not serious about tackling global warming and transitioning
to clean energy if the country does not include nuclear power’ – Speech by Dr Ziggy Switkowski to
the 2009 Paydirt Uranium Conference – 17 March 2009. Even if government in Australia were

prepared to respond to this challenge, the work would have to begin now: ‘Regulatory
requirements, potential sites, public acceptability and training of nuclear engineering
graduates must be addressed well in advance of the nuclear plant planning stage’ – The
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Advertiser – 2 March 2010. It is now almost 60 years since the Federal Parliament’s

Constitutional Committee issued similar advice.

6.17 2015 Energy White Paper

Debate about domestic nuclear energy emerged again in 2014 in response to an Energy
White Paper being prepared by the Federal Government. Rio Tinto, majority owner of the
Ranger uranium mine in the Northern Territory, submitted to the Government that ‘the
ongoing need to reduce greenhouse gas emissions means that nuclear energy should not be
summarily precluded from consideration in the future energy mix’ and suggested that ‘the
lead time for nuclear energy is long, and it would be prudent to start taking steps now
towards building the capability to make informed decisions by 2020 on whether nuclear
energy should be part of Australia’s energy mix’ – Submission on the Australian Government’s Energy
White Paper by Rio Tinto – November 2014.

South Australia’s leading business lobbyist, Business

South Australia, reflected that State’s potential to benefit the most by observing in its
submission on the White Paper that ‘there is already commercial interest in establishing a
nuclear industry in South Australia but it is incumbent upon both the State and Federal
Government to lead public debate on this sensitive issue and ultimately achieve the
mandate for required legislative change.’ Business South Australia also suggested the State
‘could start by investigating potential sites for nuclear waste storage in remote and
geographically sound areas’ – Submission on the Australian Government’s Energy White Paper by
Business South Australia – November 2014.
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6.18 National response needed

Despite the submissions advocating further development of the Australian nuclear industry,
the Government’s Energy White Paper, when published in April 2015, avoided taking a
position. Instead it stated:
The Australian Government will consider the outcomes of the South Australian Royal
Commission into its future involvement in the nuclear fuel cycle including the mining,
enrichment, energy and storage phases for the peaceful use of nuclear energy. The Royal
Commission will allow for a considered and informed community discussion on nuclear
industries and energy, examining the opportunities and the risks – Energy White Paper 2015,
Australian Government, Department of Industry and Science.

Accordingly, views such as those put by Rio Tinto and Business South Australia are now for
your Royal Commission to consider. This should be seen as an opportunity for South
Australia to take a lead, as it has done historically, in encouraging the development of an
Australian nuclear industry. But this should not detract from the ultimate need for national
political leadership if the Australian industry is to expand. As this submission has recalled,
there have been previous proposals for South Australia to have a more extensive role in the
nuclear industry. If your inquiry creates greater public understanding of, and support for a
more extensive involvement in the nuclear industry, it will have more than served its
purpose. But it will then be up to a federal government to take the lead because, as this
submission has highlighted, one state acting alone can certainly frustrate any nuclearrelated activity, but cannot, by itself, do all that is necessary to expand involvement in the
industry beyond uranium mining.

During nuclear Australia’s second phase from the late 1960s to the present, the further
development of a uranium industry and continuing nuclear research have been achieved
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with much less apparent general public and political support than the industry had in its first
phase. From being dazzled by the potential of a new technology in nuclear Australia’s first
phase during the 1940s and 1950s, the nation later seemed to lose any capacity to strike a
sensible, sustainable balance between economic, social and environmental priorities in its
approach to the further development of a nuclear industry. Nuclear policy demands of
government care, commitment and consistency, not the complacency which allowed the
anti-nuclear activists to seize the political agenda in the 1970s as federal and state
governments continued the handballing between them over their respective roles and
responsibilities which nuclear Australia’s first phase had left unresolved. Australia’s political
nuclear war has been a phoney one during which the threat of a military nuclear
conflagration has receded markedly, while some political leaders found it convenient to
manufacture events and magnify public fear in a bid to secure the support of the voters they
hoped such tactics would scare their way. The Australian experience shows the nuclear
industry cannot and will not expand to its full potential within such a fragile and frivolous
political framework.

6.19 Rigour in debate

As globalisation has intensified and joined governments, business and environmental
organisations in seeking ethical international solutions to issues of intergenerational equity
like ozone depletion and climate change, Australia, with a skills base of global value capable
of promoting sustainable development, has retreated to an insular political position on
nuclear issues, unable even to agree how to manage its own low level radioactive waste.
Australia, politically, has failed to apply to a consideration of nuclear issues, the rigour that

261

has led, since the early 1990s, to international debate of other environmental issues such as
global warming, depletion of forests, pollution of rivers and oceans and extinction of plants
and animals. Because it has been generally assumed Australia has the luxury of not having to
contemplate the use of nuclear power to meet its own long term energy needs, there has
been an undisciplined Australian attitude to nuclear policy that exhibits all the myopia of a
contented summer-holiday mind-set divined on the beach with beer in hand as ignored, the
real world moves on.

No one has summed up the unique Australian attitude to nuclear issues better than Bob
Hawke when he was in full flight at the 1979 ACTU Congress in his unsuccessful bid to stop
the trade union movement voting for an indefinite moratorium on uranium mining:
Can you figure any greater gall and greater hypocrisy than that we, comfortably sitting here
in Australia, should make a decision on the basis of what is good or not good for Japanese
workers in respect of nuclear power. They’ve been through it and they’ve made an economic
decision endorsed by the trade union movement that in fact in terms of the economic needs
of Japan it is essential that they have nuclear generated power. They’ve made the decision
and if some of you sitting here in your luxury want to substitute your conscience for theirs, I
couldn’t think of any greater hypocrisy– speech at the ACTU Congress – 14 September 1979.

If the bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki and the consequences of the 2011
earthquake and tsunami have not deterred the Japanese from the use of nuclear power,
how can all the Australian states and territories continue to justify their opposition to a
national radioactive waste management facility?
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6.20 Over-promising and under-achieving

The politics of nuclear Australia’s second phase can make none of the participants proud,
focused, as they have been, on populism and propaganda. Australia never was going to fulfil
the ideological aspirations of its anti-nuclear activists in the 1970s who were convinced they
could derail a world nuclear industry by denying Australia’s uranium. Nor however, has their
influence totally decayed. It retains its own half-life, courtesy of the Australian preferential
voting system which breeds politics of the type which led to the three mine policy in the
1980s, perpetuates dispute about radioactive waste management today and leaves nuclear
out of serious debate about the nation’s energy future in a carbon constrained world. There
can’t be another country which over the past 70 years has amassed so much eminent advice
about the nuclear industry from its own scientific and technical minds, only for its political
leaders largely to ignore it. The logic has been established. All that is missing is political
courage, consistency and commitment.

The reluctance of successive Australian federal and state governments to contribute openly
to consideration of nuclear issues, to promote ‘mature debate,’ remains a legacy of the
nation’s divisive uranium debate in the 1970s. The Fox inquiry had anticipated this tendency
when it noted in its first report that ‘a few of the Government officials who appeared before
us showed reluctance in communicating matters of importance’ – First Report of the Ranger
Uranium Environmental Inquiry – October 1976. Five years later, in 1981 the Federal Government’s

Uranium Advisory Council urged that ‘policy questions in relation to uranium and nuclear
energy need to be addressed more frequently in public statements by government.....it
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should be the continuing role of government to explain the rationale behind its policies and
decisions’ – Annual Report of the Uranium Advisory Council – 1981/82.

If for no other reason, measured and credible government input is necessary to moderate,
for the public’s benefit and understanding, the tendency in the nuclear debate for the main
protagonists on both sides of the argument to exaggerate their cases. Fox had found that
‘many wildly exaggerated statements are made about the risks and dangers of nuclear
energy production by those opposed to it.’ If that was to be expected, of surprise to Fox had
been ‘a lack of objectivity in not a few of those in favour of it, including distinguished
scientists’ – First Report of the Ranger Uranium Environmental Inquiry – October 1976. This observation
was particularly directed at those who had forecast, during nuclear Australia’s first phase, a
future golden nuclear age for Australia in which much of its electricity would come from
nuclear power stations. As nuclear Australia’s first phase had been petering out in the 1960s,
Philip Baxter, as Chairman of the Atomic Energy Commission, continued to predict that
billions of dollars would be committed before the end of the 20th century to the building of
nuclear reactors supplying electricity and desalinating water supplies for Melbourne, Sydney
and Adelaide – The Australian – 14 July 1969. As well-meaning as such forecasts were in their aim
to keep a nuclear flame alive, with hindsight they can be seen as a suicide note for the
industry because of their contribution to a huge credibility gap between what experts have
promised, what has happened and what the public now believes. The issue comes back
again to trust in the communication. In Australia, the nuclear industry has consistently overpromised and under-achieved.
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In a public and political debate which has been dominated by the extremes of exaggerated
and emotional advocacy, it is little surprise that many Australians remain confused and
uncertain about their nuclear destiny even though it was their nation which produced some
of the world’s first commercial uranium, has its largest uranium resource and outside the
United States, has been the only place in the western world to host mainland atomic bomb
tests. Yet it is also the nation whose governments more recently squabbled in court over the
establishment of a repository for low level radioactive waste, a facility many other countries
have had for a very long time. With a regional economy which faces continuing challenges,
South Australia retains the experience and potential, if there were the political will and
courage, to power Australia into a third nuclear phase with further mining, nuclear
generated electricity and an international waste management industry.

6.21 Re-establishing an industry’s reputation

The reputation and public acceptance of nuclear, more than any other industry, remain at
the mercy of government because its regulation, understandably, must be intensive,
although not of a degree that would prohibit its efficient operation or result in unnecessarily
heightened perceptions of impacts and risks. In Australia in recent years, the industry has
faced the dilemma of a succession of federal and state governments being reluctant to be
credible advocates on its behalf in a media dominated age with its demands for instant
controversy and confrontation. With the purpose of news no longer to provide knowledge,
but instant excitement and entertainment, this is not conducive to effective political
leadership, which once was measured by ability to win over a majority, even if this took time
and courage. The privilege and power of parliaments to debate and determine issues has

265

been abdicated to media often unwilling to inquire and report objectively. Today, short term
political popularity is seen to be more necessary than having the patience and persistence to
tackle issues of high principle or some complexity and longevity. These factors engendered
secrecy in the approach of governments to mask their true intentions, no better exemplified
than by the failed attempt so far to establish Australia’s national radioactive waste
management facility.

In the strong view of the submitter, the prime lesson for the future, if nuclear Australia is to
have a third phase, is that government and the industry must do much more to explain to
the public openly and without exaggeration, how the industry operates and the benefits,
costs, impacts and risks of its activities. Openness must replace secrecy, public information
must have a higher priority than public relations. For government, the clear lesson from
nuclear Australia’s first and second phases is that a third phase, if there is to be one, must be
run and regulated by the Federal Government. It is imperative that your inquiry so
recommends, with no disrespect intended to the states and territories. But this is an
international industry demanding the steady leadership of national governments and bipartisan support from the major parties. Only then can the direction of nuclear politics in
Australia be corrected to support the safe and sustainable development of a peaceful,
prosperous world.
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7. CONCLUSIONS

7.1

Over the past 70 years, the Australian nuclear industry has had two distinct phases. In the
first, from the mid-1940s to the end of the 1960s, with strong and bi-partisan political will
and support, the nation explored for and mined uranium, established significant capability in
nuclear research and development, hosted British atomic bomb tests and actively
considered the option of domestic nuclear electricity. Towards the end of the 1960s, for
economic and not political reasons, uranium exploration and mining slowed and domestic
nuclear electricity did not proceed. The second phase from the 1970s to the present was
marked by an initial surge in exploration as international demand for uranium revived, but
for political reasons Australia ultimately proceeded with only limited uranium mining and did
not pursue opportunities in uranium conversion and enrichment or establishment of a
national radioactive waste management facility. South Australia has been at the centre of
both many of the major developments in the Australian nuclear industry and some political
decisions which have retarded its growth. The State retains significant potential to lead the
nuclear industry into a third phase.

7.2

The Australian nuclear industry has high potential for expansion. Its attributes include:
·

Availability of significant uranium resources at competitive mining prices;

·

Suitable geological and environmental conditions in remote areas for mining and
radioactive waste management;
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·

Long experience in nuclear research;

·

A skills base of global value; and

·

A relatively stable political system.

7.3

If the nuclear industry in Australia is to move into a third phase, the experience of its second
phase highlights that there is a prime need for national political leadership and consensus to
encourage and enable an expansion in which the public and potential investors will have
confidence.

7.4

Australia’s failed attempt so far to establish a national facility for management of its own
radioactive waste shows that a federal system of government can be an impediment to
efficient and effective development of nuclear industry policy. The task requires national
leadership to secure a consensus about the industry’s future in Australia. Without consensus
between at least the nation’s two major political parties, expansion of the industry is
unlikely to secure the required level of investor support given the long lead times that would
be involved in the assessment, approval and construction of facilities and the long-life of
their operation.
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7.5

Mitigating against greater public understanding and support for the Australian nuclear
industry has been a lack of trust in communication, by the industry and by government, of
issues relevant to an objective understanding of the impacts, risks and benefits of the
industry. The experience with Australia’s national radioactive waste management facility so
far has also exposed a lack of transparency in dealings within and between government
jurisdictions and unwillingness, particularly of successive federal governments, to be open
with the public about what was being proposed from time to time. Without better
engagement with the public, and particularly communities most directly affected by
government decisions, lack of trust in the process will continue to the significant detriment
of any potential expansion of the industry.

7.6

Government has an important role in ensuring robust, transparent and independent
information is available to underpin public confidence in the evidence being used in
decision-making relating to the nuclear industry.

7.7

National, state and territory laws and regulations require extensive review and amendment
to permit and facilitate an orderly expansion of the nuclear industry in Australia.
Jurisdictional confusion and duplication has persisted in Australia for much of the industry’s
existence to the present.
269

8. RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on Australian and South Australian experience with the nuclear industry so far, the
submitter believes it is open to your Royal Commission to recommend that the South
Australian Government actively pursue the State’s further involvement in the nuclear
industry with an initial focus on national and international radioactive waste management,
and that the circumstances needed for this to occur and the measures required to facilitate
and regulate the establishment of the necessary facilities should include:

8.1

That through the South Australian Parliament, the South Australian Government seeks
strong bi-partisan support for the State’s further involvement in the nuclear industry;

8.2

That as a demonstration of its strong interest in, and commitment to the further
development of a safe and sustainable Australian nuclear industry, and as a first step in such
further development, the South Australian Government offers to host a national facility for
storage and disposal of Australia’s own low and intermediate-level radioactive waste with
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the ultimate aim of securing Federal Government support for hosting an international
radioactive waste management facility in South Australia;

8.3

That the South Australian Government initiate discussion within the Council of Australian
Governments about the legislative and regulatory regime necessary to underpin safe,
sustainable, orderly and efficient expansion of the nuclear industry, indicating a willingness
to surrender to the Federal Government, such powers as are necessary to establish a
national framework for the industry’s regulation and encouraging all other states and
territories to do the same; and

8.4

That the South Australian Government actively seeks the support of the Federal
Government for the location in South Australia of:

·

A national regulator to regulate all nuclear fuel cycle activities in Australia,
integrating safety and environmental assessment, development of codes and
standards, auditing and inspection of operations;

·

A separate agency (independent of a national regulator) to foster expansion of the
industry including through establishment of:
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i)

the requisite education, training and skills development programmes for a
nuclear industry workforce and for regulation of the Australian nuclear
industry;

ii)

a strategy to secure greater public understanding of the impacts, risks and
benefits of the nuclear industry – such an agency to be advised by an
eminent panel of experts on the nuclear industry and communication with
the public and to take into account experience in other countries, notably
Sweden and Finland, where nuclear activities, including electricity
generation and radioactive waste management, have secured high levels of
public understanding and acceptance; and

iii)

community engagement programmes, certified by the eminent panel of
experts, tailored to the need to secure public acceptance of facilities in
particular locations.
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APPENDIX – PROFESSIONAL BACKGROUND OF SUBMITTER

For the past six years, Richard Yeeles has been providing consulting services to the resources sector
specialising in political strategy, government approvals, community relations and press and media
relations.
The services are based on more than 45 years of experience in journalism, public relations and
government and in senior management roles in the resources sector.
Projects in which he has played a leading role through employment with Western Mining
Corporation and BHP Billiton then more recently as a consultant have included:
·
·
·
·
·
·

Managing government, press/media and community relations for the Olympic Dam mine in
South Australia
Negotiating a comprehensive Indigenous Agreement to facilitate an expansion of the
Olympic Dam mine
Negotiating with the Federal and South Australian Governments on environmental approvals
for the Olympic Dam mine
Negotiating with the South Australian Government for an Indenture Agreement for the
Olympic Dam mine
Negotiating with the Federal and South Australian Governments on proposals to establish
radioactive waste management facilities in South Australia
Managing government approvals and community relations for Toro Energy, the company
with government approval to establish Western Australia’s first uranium mine

Before entering the resources sector his previous experience included:
·
·
·
·
·
·
·

Chief of Staff to the South Australian Premier (1993-1996)
Chief of Staff to the South Australian Opposition Leader (1982-1993)
Press Secretary to the South Australian Deputy Premier and Mines Minister (1980-1982)
Press Secretary to the Deputy Prime Minister (1979)
Manager, Public Relations, Australian Meat and Livestock Corporation (1978)
Manager, Public Relations, South Australian Department of Premier (1973-1977)
Journalist, ABC (1968-1972)

Since 2008, the submitter has been a member of the Resources Industry Development Board which
provides policy advice to the South Australian Government. Since 2010 he has been a member of the
Olympic Dam Agreement Trust Advisory Council which provides advice to the trustee administering
payments to Aboriginal people in northern South Australia under the terms of the Olympic Dam
Agreement.
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