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Mr Jason Irving
Manager Policy and Planning
Department for Environment and Heritage
GPO Box 1047
ADELAIDE SA 5001

Dr Ted Tyne
Director, Mineral Resources
Primary Industries and Resources SA
GPO Box 1671
ADELAIDE SA 5001
10 December 2009

Dear Sir
Seeking a Balance: Conservation and resource use in the Northern Flinders Ranges

1. FLINDERS RANGES LANDSCAPE QUALITY ASSESSMENT
I undertook the landscape quality assessment which is included in Seeking the Balance.  I stand by the assessment of landscape quality which reflects the ratings of scenes by over 2300 people from across South Australia. 

I found the ratings for the core Mt Gee –Armchair – Mt Painter area of ranged from high 5s through to mid 7s on the 1 (low) – 10 (high) rating scale. The ratings were not as high as some might have expected and the extreme aridity of the landscape may have depressed ratings. My report (page 107) identified two contributing factors:

· Although the area has spectacular rockfaces and peaks, a significant reason is its lack of vegetation. The area has a light scattering of low shrubs which appears rather barren compared with better watered areas of the Flinders Ranges of the Gammons or Wilpena further south. The presence of tall, dense vegetation would raise ratings by one unit, providing a rating of 7 across this area. 

· 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. 
The second factor is particularly important in considering any future mineral exploration and mining operations. 

In the context of the Flinders Ranges, the area has a unique landscape character. Whereas the rest of the Ranges comprise linear ranges often in succession with predictable cliffs and slopes, the highly granitic landscape of Arkaroola comprises a random landscape of high rounded mountains and ridges, steep gorges and deep red colours, a unique landscape compared with the rest of the Flinders Ranges.
2. MINERAL EXPLORATION AND MINING
Having witnessed the bulldozing of exploration tracks in the Mt Painter area by Exoil in the late 1960s in the area, I am very aware of the potential damage that mineral exploration can cause. 

This entire area, stretching from the Freeling Heights across Yudnamunta Gorge and south to the Armchair, Mt Gee, Mt Painter and Mt Ward should be regarded as a single integral landscape, the loss of any part of which will adversely impact the remainder. The main effect of the zoning proposal will be to fragment this area into zones of differing permit provisions, thereby allowing works in one zone which would be widely visible and affect other zones in the area. For example surrounding the Zone 1 area at Split Rock and the Zone 2a of Mt Painter and Mt Gee is Zone 2B in which access tracks and infrastructure would be permitted as well as surface mining operations. Such works would obviously be visible and therefore impact the Zone 1 area at Split Rock.

The proposal provides for curiously named Access Zones, 1, 2a and 2b, and 3 which would permit varying degrees of exploration and mining activity. The term Access Zone implies access (even though Access Zone 1 prevents it). The adjective “Access” should therefore be dropped and the more neutral term of Zone 1, 2, and 3 adopted (if these zones are to persist). 

Zone 2a covers the Armchair, Mt Gee, Mt Painter as well as the area between Yudnamunta Gorge and the Freeling Heights, and an oddly rectangular area north of Arkaroola Village. I oppose Zone 2a for this core area of Arkaroola landscape, i.e. the Armchair, Mt Gee, Mt Painter and the area between Yudnamunta Gorge and the Freeling Heights. This area should be defined as Zone 1. Furthermore I believe that the Zone 3 between Mount Painter and Yudnamunta Gorge, including Sillers Lookout, should also be Zone 1. Zone 1 covering the Mawson Plateau and Freeling Heights should be extended to cover the area south to Sunshine Pound, south of Mt Gee and Mt Painter. 

Zone 2a allows unspecified “low impact exploration activities” and I am concerned that what is judged low impact is problematic and will depend very much on whether one favours mineral exploration or not. Unless the term can be better defined, it should be omitted. 

Zone 2a also provides for mining in the area through underground mining penetrated from outside the zone. Although presumably technically feasible, I am not confident in the capacity of the mining industry to undertake such operations without adversely affecting the area. In particular, the present operator, Marathon Resources, has shown blatant disregard for the natural values of the area and should not be trusted to carry out any mining operations. The track record and capacity of any company being considered for such operations would need to be very closely evaluated. The onus should be on the company to prove its bona fides.

The proposal refers to planning guidelines which are undefined, and also provides for infrastructure within Zone 2a. This would allow roads and potentially structures and buildings to be erected within the Zone to support underground mining operations. The significant impact that the exploration tracks made on the area 40 years ago indicate that no further infrastructure should be permitted in this zone. 

3. FLINDERS RANGES DEVELOPMENT PLAN
The current Flinders Ranges Development Plan for the Mt Painter area includes quite sensible provisions regarding mining. Recognising the environmental and landscape significance of the area, it provides that:

No mining operations should take place in the Environmental Class A Zone except where:

(a)
the deposits are of such paramount significance that all other environment, heritage or conservation considerations may be overridden;

(b) the exploitation of the deposits is in the National or State interest;

(c) investigations have shown that alternative deposits are not available on other land in the locality outside the zone; and

(d) the operations are subject to stringent safeguards to protect the landscape and natural environment.

The new proposals completely ignore and override these provisions, in particular the requirements (a) – (c). Given that substantial uranium deposits exist on the nearby Lake Frome plains (a locality outside the Environmental Class A Zone) and that these are already being mined without adverse impacts on the landscape or biodiversity values, no case exists for similar mining operations within the Arkaroola area and therefore they should be opposed. Te Government should declare the Arkaroola area off limits for mineral exploration and mining. 

The provisions of the existing planning policy should be retained.

4. COMMUNITY COMMENTS
Many of the participants in the Flinders Ranges Landscape survey commented on the significance of the Flinders Ranges and the prospect of mining in the Mt Painter area. Following is a selection of comments:

“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 I 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)
“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)
“We have an incredible area of world significance which is so accessible to the public. I would like to see an extension of PAR's in the area. Growth of tourism must be guarded and informed. 100 million years in the making.” (#181)

“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)

“We've travelled the whole way around Australian and the Flinders Ranges are as beautiful as anything else that we've seen.” (# 349)

“The Flinders Ranges is one of South Australia's treasures and should be maintained for managed eco tourism” (#351)

“The Flinders Ranges are one of the most scenic areas in the State of South Australia. State Government should be putting far more resources into preserving them as a natural wilderness.” (#547)

 “The Flinders Ranges especially around Arkaroola, Blinman and Chambers Gorge is one of my favourite places on earth! Love the view from Siller's lookout.” (#625)

“I think it would be a sad day if we start mining in the Flinders Ranges. There are not many natural 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)

This sample of the comments indicates something of the passionate delight that South Australians and visitors have with the Flinders Ranges and the Arkaroola area in particular. The Government should clearly proclaim that this whole area is out of bounds for mineral exploration and mining. 

5. RECOMMENDATIONS

I recommend:

1. Delete the adjective “Access” from the name of the Zones. 

2. Zone 1 covering the Mawson Plateau and Freeling Heights should be extended to cover the area south to Sunshine Pound, south of Mt Gee and Mt Painter. 

3. Failing 2. above, The Armchair, Mt Gee, Mt Painter and the area between Yudnamunta Gorge and the Freeling Heights be defined as Zone 1. Zone 3 between Mount Painter and Yudnamunta Gorge, including Sillers Lookout, should also be Zone 1.

4. Define the term: “low impact exploration activities”

5. Oppose underground mining of Zone 2a areas. Should such mining be contemplated, the company involved must establish an exemplary track record and capacity to undertake such operations with minimal adverse environmental impact.

6. Oppose provision of infrastructure in Zone 2a.

7. Declare the entire Arkaroola area together with Freeling Heights and Mawson Plateau prohibited for mineral exploration and mining. 

8. The provisions of the existing planning policy should be retained including the requirement that mining cannot occur in Environmental Class A areas if alternative deposits are available on other land in the locality outside the zone. 

Dr Andrew Lothian

Director
Scenic Solutions
(personal contact details deleted)
