Tuesday 12th January 2010

To the Department for Environment and Heritage.

Re: In response to the Document - Seeking a Balance - Conservation and resource use in the Northern Flinders Ranges
As a starting point I would like to introduce myself.

My name is Trevor Dart. I am a Geology Teacher at Broken Hill High School. I was trained as a teacher in Adelaide at the University of South Australia and have had many excursions to the Flinders Ranges. Every year for the past ten years I have taken students studying HSC Earth and Environmental Science to the Northern Flinders Ranges for their mandatory field studies. I have visited the Gammon Ranges and Arkaroola many times over the past twenty years and have appreciated the spectacular scenery, the historic significance and the mineral wealth that abounds, particularly in the central core of the Arkaroola Wilderness Sanctuary. 

I believe that Australia should go nuclear in power generation while other alternative energy sources are developed, to offload our dependence on coal fired power and reduce our greenhouse emissions. In this case I am in favour of the exploitation of new mineral deposits, provided they do not encroach on sensitive or historically important areas. 

I am the founding president of the Broken Hill Mineral Club and have an extensive mineral collection, including a suite from the Flinders Ranges and Arkaroola area, which over the past years has been a favoured collecting locality. As a recreational fossicker I have covered large areas of the Northern Flinders Ranges and I have seen the long term effects of mining on the stark hills of the district. I also know that fossicking could be classed under the same umbrella as mining, however many recreational fossickers, myself included, follow a strict code of ethics focussing on the preservation of areas for the future and other collectors. There is a clearly defined line between recreational fossicking and mining.

I do not belong to any environmental organisations, however through my teaching of Earth and Environmental Science I have become much more aware of issues affecting our planet and have seen the need to protect the remaining wilderness areas from destruction.

While my views are pro-mining and pro-Uranium, my dedication to the preservation of unique and important Australian locations holds top priority. In this I question your zoning of the central core area of Arkaroola Wilderness Sanctuary and propose that one of the following two options are emplaced

1. All Access Zone 2a areas shown on the map be redefined as Access Zone 1 with a six hundred metre minimum Access Zone 2a buffer zone around each. 

Or 

2. Extend the Access Zone 2a areas beyond the boundaries that you have defined on the map in the document to encompass the whole central granite and high grade metamorphic belt. 

This would help preserve the unique landscape and all of its features from the long term scarring of mining activities by creating an effective buffer zone around those areas already identified by your initial survey and currently classed as Access Zone 2a. The spectacular scenery of central granite and high grade metamorphic belt that extends from Mount Pitt through to Paralana Hot Springs and North to Freeling Heights is unique in Australia. This combination of a hard granitic core mixed with high uplift and rapid erosion has resulted in an area dominated by rugged and spectacular landforms not seen anywhere else in this country. The semi-arid environment adds to this spectacle in the stark beauty of the mountains and its famous red interior. The possibility of mining in this zone seriously threatens the aesthetics of the area for as this is a semi-arid environment, any scarring produced by mining and exploration will not rehabilitate for a very long time. The topsoil is shallow and fragile and any disturbance is long term. It is true that the world renowned ridge top road was originally developed for mineral exploration, however other roads put in by Exoil in the 1960’s are still evident today due to the very slow re-colonisation process that occurs in this environment. We cannot let any more needless scarring to occur.

The central granite belt is also of geological importance for scientific study. It was shown prior to the Rover missions to Mars that Mount Gee held part of the key for the search for life on other planets. This ancient hot spring environment was used as a reference for what to look for on Mars. The zones on Arkaroola where geothermal quartz similar to Mount Gee are found to extend outside of the Access Zone described and these too should be included within the protected areas. This would mean that Mount Pitt to the southwest and the areas between Mount Painter and Paralana Hot Springs to the northeast should also be Access Zone 1 or at least 2a. 

There are other areas of geological significance that also need to have greater protection. Unusual and unique geological formations occur across the southern fringe of Arkaroola at places such as the Pinnacles and Sitting Bull need a larger buffer zone.  Other areas including Radium Creek where the diopside – sphene breccia veins occur and in Corundum Creek where the corundum schists dominate also should be buffered by and included within the greater protected zones. 

Also within these areas are historical landmarks. The Northern Flinders Ranges was primarily opened up by miners and prospectors. Some mines have already been protected or rehabilitated, however the rest of the remnant historic workings need to be preserved as they have become part of our national heritage. This would especially include the original Uranium prospects near Mount Gee as these hold higher significance, with their connection to Sir Douglas Mawson and the whole nuclear programme leading up to the atomic age. Along with this, the length of the old camel pad access track should also be listed under heritage protection. While the early miners did not usually care much for the environment, they only worked relatively small pits, did minimal damage to the surrounding areas and paid for their folly with blood and sweat. It is our responsibility to protect this heritage for future generations to appreciate. 

In summary, while many of the important locations I have mentioned in this letter already fall under Access zone 2a, to properly protect these areas, an extension of the Access zone 2a to fully cover the central granite and metamorphic provinces is the minimum requirement, effectively increasing the blue zone on your map in the document, to cover all surrounding green areas within the central core area and around seventy-five percent of the southern half of Arkaroola. I would be very happy to be consulted on where the boundaries should be based on geology and significant landmarks.

A final point that should be considered in this case is the efforts over the last forty years by the Sprigg family in restoring the Arkaroola pastoral lease, back to its original wilderness. It should not be forgotten that this area was declared a wilderness sanctuary by the present ownership when purchased in 1968 and many programs have been run during this time to bring it back to its original pre-pastoralist state. Some of these programs initiated on Arkaroola have become the reference cases for extension of these actions to other areas of the Northern Flinders Ranges, including a very successful pest eradication program and the defining development of eco-tourism. 

In conclusion, Arkaroola Wilderness Sanctuary needs to be protected from mining activity in the spectacular central zone, through which the Ridge Top Road passes. Australia has several viable Uranium mines and these certainly provide enough products to not warrant opening up a new mine at Mount Gee. I hope that you and your government make the right decision and protect this unique environment from mining. When it comes to who wins between the environment and economics, in this case there is no doubt about where the decision must go. 

Yours Truly

Trevor Dart

B. Ed Secondary Science - Geology

