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SUBMISSION OF PROTEST AGAINST ANY MINING IN THE NORTHERN FLINDERS RANGES, SPECIFICALLY IN THE ARKAROOLA WILDERNESS SANCTUARY
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President, Field Geology Club of South Australia 

In preparing this submission I have made special reference to the following documents:

· “Seeking a Balance: Conservation and resource use in the Northern Flinders Ranges”. Government of South Australia  (SAB)
· “From the Ark” Arkaroola Wilderness Sanctuary special edition newsletter Nov 2009  (FTA)

· “Flinders Ranges Landscape Assessment”. Dr Andrew Lothian, Scenic Solutions (FRLA)
· “Geological Monuments”  File no.FRI: Arkaroola Area and Supplement to File no FRI. Geological Society of Australia Inc. (GM)
· “Uranium in South Australia”. Earth Resources Information Sheet M50, Primary Industries and Resources SA, June 2009 (USA)

· “Arkaroola – Mount Painter in the Northern Flinders Ranges, S.A.: The Last Billion Years. Reg Sprigg, Adelaide, 1984. (AMP)
For convenience and brevity I will forthwith refer to them by the initials given in brackets.

_________________________________________________________________

1. Introduction
      I am a trained geologist who has worked in the USA, Ethiopia and Australia, and I am currently President of the Field Geology Club of South Australia Inc. I have visited the Northern Flinders Ranges on several occasions, and am familiar with the geology and scenery of the Arkaroola Wilderness Sanctuary. I am not opposed in principle to mining and realise that it is essential for the economy of Australia and the world.  I am however totally opposed to the proposal to conduct any kind of mineral exploration or mining activity within the region defined in SAB as the Northern Flinders Ranges, and specifically within the Arkaroola Wilderness Sanctuary.  My reasons are given in sections 2 to 11 below, and my final recommendation in section 12. 
     The problem at issue is that one of the most scenically beautiful and environmentally valuable and sensitive regions of South Australia is also host to a valuable deposit of uranium. 

2. Seeking a balance.
     I will commence with some comments on SAB and the proposed Management Plan for the Northern Flinders Ranges. 
     SAB is an attractively presented document which promotes a project “to identify the icon sites of the Northern Flinders Ranges and to develop future management arrangements for balancing resource use and conservation in this part of South Australia”. Although not stated as such, “resource use” clearly refers to mining, specifically the mining of uranium within the central region of the Arkaroola Wilderness Sanctuary. 

     The document acknowledges the environmental, cultural and tourism values of the area, and outlines the importance of landscape, biodiversity, wilderness, culture, geoscience and tourism as well as mineral prospectivity and occurrences. Maps are provided showing the distribution of landscape quality (I will comment further on this below), biodiversity values, and mineral prospects and occurrences. 
     This plan proposes to assign the region four Access Zones, as follows: Zone 1:  no access for exploration and resource development (ie total protection); Zone 2a: no high impact activities, Zone 2b: low impact activities (partial protection); Zone 3: standard exploration and mining access (i.e. no protection). In general, there is a correlation between Zones 1 and 2, and areas designated as having high landscape quality and high biodiversity value.  The partial protection offered under Zone 2 is however only specified in general terms and as such appears to be much less than adequate. Permitted activities include access on existing tracks, rock and soil sampling, unspecified other “low impact activities” (Zone 2a); construction of infrastructure, and temporary ground-disturbing activities and access roads with unspecified “stringent conditions” (Zone 2b). How temporary and how stringent are left open.  In any case it is inevitable that no matter how much care is taken, access roads and any kind of ground disturbing activity will cause severe and possibility irreversible damage to this very fragile region.
     My greatest concern is with the “heartland” region of the Arkaroola Wilderness Sanctuary, which includes Mount Painter, Mount Gee, The Armchair and Split Rock.  This is where known (and previously mined) uranium deposits occur and is presumably the main target for further prospecting and mining.  SAB describes this area as having “unique landforms, geological monuments and geoscience value; high tourism and biodiversity value”. It then proceeds immediately to assign the whole area, with the exception of Split Rock (which presumably has no uranium deposit) to the inadequate partial protection of Zones 2 a and b. 
   Partial protection of any of the region covered by this survey is insufficient. There should be NO mineral exploration and NO mining whatsoever in the Northern Flinders Ranges and particularly in the Arkaroola Wilderness Sanctuary. I recommend that the entire area covered by the Sanctuary be assigned to Zone 1 and given TOTAL protection IN PERPETUITY from any kind of invasive activity.
3. The Arkaroola Wilderness Sanctuary. 
     I consider it a major discourtesy that the compilers of SAB make no mention of the contribution and interests of the Sprigg family in reference to the Arkaroola Wilderness Sanctuary. Reg Sprigg, an eminent geologist and conservationist, purchased the Arkaroola pastoral property in 1968 and since then his family has made it their life work to create an environmentally pristine sanctuary for the promotion of conservation, public education and enjoyment, and geoscience.  Their carefully controlled and highly successful tourism business has made Arkaroola renowned both throughout Australia and internationally. To quote from Page 8 of  FTA : “The business has contributed millions of dollars to the South Australian economy….It continues to an important regional employer”. Surely the Sprigg family, their business, their opinion and their contribution to conservation and tourism in South Australia should be considered in any plan that affects the area.
     The Collins Dictionary of the English Language provides the following definitions: Wilderness:  a wild, uninhabited and uncultivated region. Sanctuary: a place of refuge; a protected place where animals, especially birds, can live and breed without interference. The proposal to mine within the Arkaroola Wilderness Sanctuary directly contradicts both these definitions.
4. Environmental Classification versus the proposed Access Zones. 
     SAB, FTA, FRLA and GM all make the point that the Arkaroola Wilderness Sanctuary, and indeed most of the Northern Flinders Ranges, lies within Environmental Class A (EnA) Zone under the State Development Plan for the Flinders Ranges (Land not with a Council Area (Flinders)), established under the Development Act 1993. To quote from SAB: “The prime objectives of the Environmental Class A Zone seek to conserve the natural character and environment of the area and to protect the landscape from damage by mining operations and exploring for new resources”. FRLA reproduces in full, on p 124, the Principles of Development Control for EnA areas. GM notes also that the Development Plan directs that, in the exceptional circumstance that mineral exploration within such areas is permitted, it should be carried out by the Department of Mines, rather than private companies. 
    Under the Access Zones proposed in SAB, approximately 50% of the Arkaroola Wilderness Sanctuary would be completely unprotected (Zone 3), 40% partially protected (Zones 2 a and b) and only 10% fully protected (Zone 1).. The proposal to mine within the Arkaroola Wilderness Sanctuary is clearly in direct contravention of the objectives, principles and directive of the Environmental Class A Zone of the State Development Plan.  
5. Landscape values.
     The natural beauty of the Northern Flinders Ranges is not in doubt. SAB itself emphasises this as do the many people I know who have visited the region. I have travelled to many parts of the world, including Ethiopia, eastern and southern Africa, the USA and the foothills of the Indian Himalaya, where outstandingly scenic landscapes abound, and the Northern Flinders Ranges would rate highly among these.

     In order to quantify the scenic value of the region, the Department for Environment and Heritage commissioned an independent landscape assessment to be undertaken by a consultancy, “Scenic Solutions”.  3549 participants took part in a survey in which each examined a set of 147 photographs of landscape features and rated them on a scale of 1 to 10  (1 = dislike very much; 10 = like very much). The results of the survey were used to construct the map of “Landscape Values” reproduced in SAB. SAB makes only the two following comments on the map: (i) the highest concentration of environmental landscape is found in the northeastern corner of the study area  (corresponding to the area of greatest potential mineral productivity) and (ii) many high landscape and environmental values are already protected within the Vulkathunha-Gammon Ranges National Park. I will return to point (ii) later in Section 6: Tourism. 
      For further information I turned to the full report “Flinders Ranges Landscape Quality Assessment Project” which is available on the Scenic Solutions website.
     The study was extremely thorough. The resulting report occupies 183 pages and includes a detailed statistical analysis of the data collected. Although impressed by the thoroughness of the analysis, I am not convinced of the premises on which it is based. I am sceptical that a photograph of a landscape can be rated on a scale from 1 to 10. Even assuming it can, does a numerical scale truly assess the aesthetic value of a scene? The beauty of a wilderness location involves many factors: the quietness, the feel of the breeze or even of the hot sun, the colour changes as the light alters, the sounds of the birds and animals, of running water and many other intangible effects. In the Flinders Ranges in particular there is a sense of ancient time and the sensation that little has changed since the Dreamtime. This is impossible to put into words, let alone a photograph.  

     However, as well as rating the photographs the participants in the survey were invited to make comments, and the vast majority agreed, many of them effusively, with the beauty of the Flinders Ranges. A selection of their comments appears on pp 74 – 76 of the report summary and I found them more revealing than the numerical ratings and statistical analyses. The report summary also makes two very significant observations. “None of the participants favoured mining in the Flinders Ranges and many were passionately opposed to it, particularly in the Arkaroola area” (page 75, see also the Appendix on p 8 of this submission). And, referring to the Mt Painter area which received a mean rating of 6 in the analysis: “It might be questioned why all of this area does not rate 7 or higher …..a significant reason is its lack of vegetation….A second reason …is that the presence of mining tracks and the Ridgetop Tour track diminishes the naturalness of the area. Naturalness makes a significant contribution to scenic quality and where this is affected by development scenic quality suffers” (page 107). It may be noted that the Ridgetop Tour track was originally a track for uranium exploration.
     Section 6.4 of the report (pp 123 – 126) provides some salient comments relating to policy  and planning in the region. Since the sub-section that deals specifically with mining is highly relevant to this submission, it is reproduced in the Appendix on p 8.. It concludes with the following statement:  “With better placed alternative resources available  ……….. it would seem difficult to sustain a case for mining in the Mt Painter area”.
     Regardless of whether one is convinced by the methodology and analysis of the landscape assessment, the consultant himself comments that mining in this area would be hard to justify.
6. Tourism.  
    SAB states that “many high landscape and environmental values are already protected within the Vulkathunha-Gammon Ranges National Park” (VGRNP), implying that there is no reason to protect them elsewhere (ie in Arkaroola). I suggest that this sentence be reworded as follows: “many high landscape and environmental values are protected within the Vulkathunha-Gammon Ranges National Park and must also be protected within the Arkaroola Wilderness Sanctuary”. Apart from the intrinsic value of protecting the Sanctuary, it may be noted that about three quarters of the geology within the VGRNP is completely different to Arkaroola’s granites and ancient metamorphosed sediments of the Mt Painter inlier, and therefore is also likely to have a different suite of biota. 

Although I have not been able to determine the figures, I am certain that the VGRNP receives far fewer visitors than Arkaroola. It has few and spartan accommodation facilities and basic camping facilities. When the Field Geology Club visited the Park Headquarters at Balcanoona in October 2009 we found no ranger present and no way of obtaining information about the Park. Arkaroola on the other hand provides a range of excellent facilities for some 20,000 visitors a year, a warm welcome, guided tours, scenic flights, a wealth of information and facilities for conferences. Visitors come to enjoy the unspoilt wilderness and for about half of these the highlight of their visit is the famous Ridgetop Tour via the heartland of Mount Painter and Mount Gee to the magnificent Sillers Lookout. Many others also enjoy this spectacular scenery on a scenic flight.  
     If the Arkaroola Wilderness Sanctuary, and the Mount Painter region in particular, is degraded by mining operations, this will result not only in loss of environment but also in significant loss of tourist revenue (refer to section 3 of this submission)..
7. Water.

      The Northern Flinders Ranges is a very arid region of South Australia. A reading of  Chapter 3 of AMP describes the continual struggle that the Sprigg family has had in finding sufficient water to keep their tourism business viable, and the problems of (increasingly frequent) drought years. When the Field Geology Club visited Arkaroola in September/October 2009 all the creeks and waterholes were dry. Yet (and here I quote from FTA p 7):  “In a submission to the Australian Government in 2007, Marathon Resources advised that it would require 5.5 million litres a day for processing activities should a mining application be approved in the future. This extraction would continue for a projected mine life of 13 years”.  South Australia has a drastic water shortage. Even in relatively well watered Adelaide we have severe restrictions on watering our gardens. The quotation from FTA goes on to say that “The company would seek water from a variety of sources on the plains and in the ranges”. These sources are not specified.  I would suggest the company read Chapter 3 of AMP referred to above. Presumably a plant to desalinate sea water, such as is proposed by BHP Billiton in its Olympic Dam extension project would not be a feasible solution at Arkaroola.

8. Biodiversity. 
     By making an overlay of the proposed mining zones on the Biodiversity map given in SAB I note that the regions of higher diversity do in general coincide with Zones 1 and 2. However, they are separated by unprotected zones (Zone 3) which may presumably be used for access roads or other infrastructure. Even as a non-biologist I know that protected islands of biodiversity, or of endangered species, do not work. Biodiversity operates on a landscape scale. Arkaroola has been managed with this in view since its inception, with great success. The only way to preserve it is to make the WHOLE sanctuary a totally protected area. This point is argued in more detail on page 5 of FTA.
9. Weeds. 
     The use of private vehicles is tightly restricted in the Arkaroola Wilderness Sanctuary. One reason for this is to prevent the spread of weeds. If exploration vehicles and mining machinery enter the area, and new tracks are constructed, the introduction of weed seeds from outside is inevitable. Thus far, even in the face of severe drought, Arkaroola has maintained its native vegetation; the introduction of weeds as a result of mining access and operations will cause severe damage to native vegetation.
10. Uranium. 
     It is difficult to see why there is a need to consider mining uranium within the Arkaroola Wilderness Sanctuary.  USA lists 16 currently known occurrences of uranium in South Australia. Two of these are operating mines (Olympic Dam and Beverley), one is under construction (Honeymoon), three are development projects (Four Mile, Oban and Crocker Well) and six “worth watching” (Hillside, Mullaquana, Goulds Dam, Yaranna-1, Warrior and Mount Gee). If the extension of Olympic Dam takes place it will increase its uranium production fourfold. Even without this expansion, South Australia is already producing large quantities of uranium.  Even if  more uranium is needed there are other prospects in areas of considerably lower environmental value and sensitivity. 
11. Geological Monuments. 
     Mount Painter, The Armchair, Mount Gee (a unique “crystal mountain” formed of a mass of crystal and vugular quartz) and a number of other sites within the Arkaroola Wilderness Sanctuary have been designated as Geological Monuments by the Geological Society of Australia. To quote from p.204 of  GM  “The ruggedness of the basement terrain and its wealth of striking natural features, make it an ideal area to be set aside as a wilderness reserve, while maintaining continued access to those engaged in research perhaps with limitations. (Author’s comment: note that research is specified here, not prospecting or mining).  It is strongly recommended that the main geological features, as described in the literature, at the least, be preserved – from mining, exploitation for mineral specimens and any other form of development.”
12. Conclusion and recommendations
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The Development Control principles add a
further requirement regarding the need for
alternative deposits to be investigated. This
appears a quite impractical provision as a
mineral exploration license is area-specific
and the company involved would be unlikely
to have a range of choices. It has been
demonstrated that there are large deposits of
uranium on the Lake Frome plains which are
being worked but this has not stopped a
mineral exploration company from conducting
activities in the Mt Painter area which is
subject to the EnA provisions.

The wording of this development principle
appears contradictory. The first part allows
environmental, heritage or conservation
considerations to be overridden in the
National or State interest but the final part
requires safeguards to protect the landscape
and natural environment. It would be
preferable for the final part to acknowledge
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     Recognising the fragility of mountain desert ecosystems, and for the reasons detailed above, I recommend  that the entire area of the Arkaroola Wilderness Sanctuary be assigned to Zone 1 (no access for exploration and resource development) of the proposed Management Plan, and that legislation be put in place to protect it in perpetuity from mineral prospecting, mining or any other invasive and potentially damaging activity.    
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Comments made by participants summarized
in Section 5.9 Included many passionate
about the beauty of the Flinders Ranges and
the need to protect this scenic beauty.

“We are sitting on a true wonder of nature,
Please manage it cautiously. Its worth can
not be measured in $" (#279)

“The beauty of the Flinders Ranges should
be preserved at all costs. It is our natural
heritage and no-one should be given the
opportunity to destroy or mar it in any way!”
(#311)

“Absolutely spectacular beautiful scenery.
We certainly are the lucky country to have
such natural scenery to look at.” (#438)

The comments regarding mining were salient:

“The Flinders Ranges are not just an icon
of Australia, they are a magnificent natural
wonder of this ancient country and planet
that has existed for years longer than we
can count in a day. No amount of money
by drilling or mining can justify invading this
area.” (#670)

“The Flinders Ranges is a precious arid
mountain range and should be highly
valued by South Australians. It horrifies me
to know that the State Government is
considering allowing Marathon Resources
to mine in the Arkaroola Mt Painter
sanctuary. The damage/vandalism that
they have already done is a disgrace and
they should be banned from any further
access to this precious place. We ought to
protect these areas - not contribute to their
destruction.” (#154)

“The Flinders Ranges have a wealth of
fabulous country and | would like to see
Arkaroola protected from mining - what the
mining company did there in recent times
was absolutely unacceptable and there
should never be another chance for such
destruction in this uniquely beautiful area.”
(#364)

Comments such as these and others
recorded indicate that the threshold for
permitting mining “in the National or State
interest” must be set very high. With better
placed alternative resources available (which
appear to meet the third development control
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“The Flinders Ranges is a precious arid
mountain range and should be highly
valued by South Australians. It horrifies
me to know that the State Government is
considering allowing Marathon Resources
to mine in the Arkaroola Mt Painter
sanctuary. The damage/vandalism that
they have already done is a disgrace and
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“The Flinders Ranges have a wealth of
fabulous country and | would like to see
Arkaroola protected from mining - what
the mining company did there in recent
times was absolutely unacceptable and
there should never be another chance for
such destruction in this uniquely beautiful
area.” (#364)

“I think it would be a sad day if we start
mining in the Flinders Ranges. There are
not many naturai places left in the world
for people to explore and enjoy. The
Northern Flinders Ranges in particular is
a magical place to visit and should not be
mined. Reg and Griselda Sprigg spent a
lot of their lives ensuring that this
magnificent part of South Australia would
not be destroyed. Their son, Douglas and
daughter Margaret continue the work. It
would be a shame to destroy this place
for future generations.” (#518)

“Arkaroola and other surrounding areas
should be free from mining.” (#619)




























Extract from pp 75-76:  (Ch 5:Analysis of Flinders Ranges Survey Data)
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APPENDIX: EXTRACTS FROM “FLINDERS RANGES LANDSCAPE ASSESSMENT”
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Extract from pp 125-126: (Ch 6: Discussion and Conclusions)
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