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Hon. Mike Rann, MP

Premier of South Australia

Cc Hon. Paul Holloway, MLC
      Hon. Jay Weatherill, MP
Dear Premier








8 December 2009

Proposed uranium mining at Arkaroola
The Arkaroola region of the Flinders Ranges has great scenic beauty and is of substantial scientific interest. Mining will threaten both those values. 

Documents published by the present holders of Exploration Licence 4355 in the heart of the Arkaroola Wilderness Sanctuary, Marathon Resources, inflate the significance of the uranium resources so far discovered. They claim that the deposits represent the “fifth largest undeveloped” uranium resource in Australia (Marathon Resources Annual Report 2009). That begs the question of why the four larger ones have not been developed.  

But the telling point is this – according to figures from Geoscience Australia current at December 2008, South Australia has recoverable and inferred resources of 1,240,593 tonnes of uranium oxide (mostly in the Olympic Dam deposit). The deposit that Marathon Resources wish to mine is estimated by the company to contain 31,300 tonnes of uranium oxide, or a mere 2.5% of the state’s known and inferred resources and only 1.9% of those of the nation as a whole. 

Furthermore, Marathon Resources estimates a lifetime for their planned mine of just nine years.

So for 2.5% of the state’s uranium and nine years of employment and royalties one of South Australia’s great scenic and scientific wonders would be severely degraded forever.

I write as a geologist who knows Arkaroola well. My brother Dennis was a Foundation Director of the Arkaroola – Mt Painter Sanctuary (now Arkaroola Wilderness Sanctuary) and the first General Manager of Arkaroola Pty Ltd. My parents lived there for several years. I have conducted geological research on the Mt Gee-Mt Painter area and microbiological research on the Paralana hot spring. 

The Mt Gee-Mt Painter area is the site of one of the world’s largest known ancient “hydrothermal” systems. Some 200-300 million years ago there was a massive underground high temperature aquifer that would have fed numerous hot springs on the ground surface. Most of the surficial deposits were eroded away long ago, exposing for study the formerly underground plumbing system and its contained mineral deposits. The system and its deposits are of great interest to geologists and a wonderful resource for research and teaching, and for the understanding of potential ore deposits.

The modern hot spring has a unique microbiota adapted to life not only at high temperatures but also to exposure to the radioactive gas radon. This spring has gained international attention as a result of studies by some of my students and colleagues. It is providing insights into early life on Earth and is informing searches for life elsewhere in the Solar System. The spring is a fragile system vulnerable to any disturbance of the local hydrology, and a repository of rare biodiversity. Mining at the scale proposed by Marathon Resources will draw large volumes of water from nearby aquifers, with the likelihood of destroying the Paralana hot spring system.

I am also aware of a proposal by the University of SA and the Mars Society of Australia to establish for the purposes of research and education a “simulated Mars base” near the foot of the escarpment to the east of Mt Painter. They are currently seeking funding for this from the Australian Space Research Program administered by the Commonwealth Department of Innovation, Industry, Science and Research. If this goes ahead it will be of substantial interest to tourists as well as of value for research and education. The US space agency NASA has expressed its intention to use this base in its education program for school teachers.

Arkaroola is of national and international interest for science and education as well as a scenic wonder worthy of permanent protection. It should not be degraded for the brief financial gain derived from the extraction of a minor mineral resource.

Yours sincerely,

(personal details deleted)

Malcolm Walter PhD FAA FGS Aust 
Professor of Astrobiology 
Director, Australian Centre for Astrobiology
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