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General Comments

Seeking a Balance is surprisingly low on detail, poorly argued and artificially limited in its scope.  It also starts off from an entirely wrong premise.

So little of South Australia is protected from mining and mineral exploration. Yet this document purports to suggest we should be ‘balancing’ the needs of mining and conservation in one of the few remaining and most highly prized wilderness sanctuaries left.

Instead, I argue that if we are truly ‘seeking a balance’ between mining and conservation in South Australia, all of the Arkaroola Wilderness Sanctuary should be off-limits to mining activity.  This would ‘balance’ the virtually ubiquitous open access for mining in every other part of the State.

Even if we lower our gaze to just the Northern Flinders Ranges, this document has deliberately carved out a very small part of a much, much larger region.  The focus falls entirely on the North-Eastern corner of the Ranges, yet there are other areas of significant biological and cultural value south of Nepabunna and north of Parachilna that contradict this artificial limitation.

Is it because these areas, like the areas afforded lower protection in Seeking a Balance, coincide with areas of higher mineral prospectivity?

Another deeply concerning aspect is the (apparent) complete ignorance of the previous protections over the area, in particular the Class A zones.

Throughout, I am left with the strong impression that this document has been deliberately designed to facilitate mining activity within the Arkaroola Wilderness Sanctuary. 

Even the language of ‘access’ zones rather than ‘protection’ zones implies a mind set that is focused on facilitating mining access.

I strongly urge you to scrap any pretence of ‘balance’ and instead protect the whole of the Arkaroola Wilderness sanctuary from mining activity.

Specific Concerns

Class A environmental Zone

Despite the document itself acknowledging that:

 'much of the Northern Flinders Ranges lies within the Development Plan’s Environmental Class A Zone. 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.'

the listed ‘allowable’ activities in Zone 2B, Zone 3 and arguably, Zone 2A, contradict the protections listed in the Class A environmental zone as described within the Development Plan.

The Development Plan says:

‘Mining operations should not take place here unless the deposits are of such paramount significance that all other environment, heritage or conservation

considerations may be overridden’ and that ‘exploitation of the deposits is in the National or State interest’ and that ‘investigations have show that alternative deposits are not available on other land in the locality..’

Enormous, alternative sources of the main mineral of interest (uranium) are present within the region.  Therefore, it is wrong to argue that mining operations in the sanctuary would be of ‘paramount significance’.

Bizarrely, the document appears to actually diminish the current protection of some of the most iconic and celebrated areas, including Siller’s Lookout, by re-zoning them as Access 3 areas available for standard exploration and mining activities.

Geological history

Seeking a Balance significantly understates how treasured this area is for geologists. The region has been accurately described as a ‘story-laden, living outdoor museum with no equal in Australia’. For this reason, great SA pioneers like Sir Douglas Mawson, Sir Mark Oliphant and Reg Sprigg urged and campaigned for the protection of this area for posterity.

As recently as 2008 an ancient reef was discovered in Arkaroola - the oldest of its kind known on earth. The reef preserves the remains of what may be the oldest animals on earth, predating the Ediacaran fauna. Located in Zone 3, the reef will be vulnerable to mineral exploration and mining under the proposed new zoning framework. 

Environmental

There is a disturbing lack of North-South connectivity between the different access zones.  This contradicts established Government threatened species policy directions and provides no corridors for movement of species like the Yellowfooted Rock-wallaby.

There are also many anomalies.  For example: the north-eastern side and floor of East Painter Gorge, an important area for the once endangered Yellow-footed Rock-wallabies, has been given some level of protection, whilst the south-western side of the gorge has been designated as an Access Zone 3. 

Also, why, if the consideration of Access zones was based on an objective assessment of areas requiring protection, do some of the zones end in perfectly straight lines with no reference to biological, geographical or topographical landscape features?

Baseline data

It is impossible to make an assessment of the merits of different ‘access zones’ without baseline data of the ecological, social and cultural attributes of the different areas.

Who has done the ranking?  Was there any peer assessment?  What are the criteria used?

Indigenous custodians

The document affirms that the “region forms a significant part of the cultural landscape of the Adnyamathanha people”.  Yet there is no further reference to how this custodianship will be incorporated into the management plan.

Tourism

The Arkaroola region is one of our State’s best known and best loved tourism icons.  There is enormous economic potential from eco-tourism – sustainable, low impact, high earning economic activity – which is under direct threat from proposed mining activities.  

The very attributes that draw thousands of interstate and overseas visitors: breathtaking nature scenery, a sense of ‘wildness’, free movement of fauna etc would be severely compromised. There is no way to ‘balance’ current and future tourism activity with ground disturbing mineral exploration and extraction.

How is it possible that the most iconic feature of the whole landscape – Siller’s lookout – is completely unprotected from mining (Access Zone 3)?  And why has the area in the immediate vicinity of the famed Ridge Top Tour not been protected?

Marathon’s current interests

A significant area under discussion is subject to current exploration activities by Marathon Resources – a company that has been found guilty of serious breaches of their exploration licence conditions.

It is impossible to respond to this document without acknowledging that this region is under direct threat of ground disturbing mining activity.  For that reason, I have great concerns about the significant and obvious over-lapping of Marathon’s current licence area with areas considered Access Zone 3 (open to mining).  

Far from protecting the Arkaroola Sanctuary from mining, the proposed ‘management plan’ will not only aid and facilitate Marathon’s plans to access Mt Gee via a tunnel from the Eastern plains (outside the current Environmental Class A Zone), it also opens up alternative access routes from the West in the immediate vicinity of Mt Gee.

Water

Mining is incredibly thirsty, and the Arkaroola region is dry, with ground water supplies limited and under stress.  Any zoning for mining in the management plan must consider the issue of water supply.  

Recommendation

Seeking a Balance does no such thing.  In the same way it is impossible to mine only one half of Uluru, or the Wilpena Pound, without affecting its integrity, the essential premise that both mining and protection (tourism, cultural, geological and ecological conservation) can somehow peacefully co-exist in the area around Mt Gee without impacting on the other is fanciful.

I strongly urge you to reject this document and instead ensure the permanent protection of the Arkaroola Wilderness Sanctuary from all mining and exploration activity.
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