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Preamble

I write these comments as a concerned scientist with no particular axes to grind, and with more than 20 years experience in this region. For exampIe, I carried out the initial Pastoral lease land assessment under the Pastoral Land Management Act on Arkaroola in 2000.

General Comments:
· Given the absolutely unique and fragile landscapes and biodiversity resources in the Northern Flinders Ranges, it is entirely appropriate for the government to specifically commission a study to find, if possible, the balance between resource use (especially impactive ones such as mining and exploration) and long term conservation goals for this region. 

However I believe this document fails to deliver on this admirable objective. This is because it is clearly based on a rather superficial mapping exercise which puts minimal exclusion zones around known biodiversity hotspots or sensitive areas, while assuming much lesser values (and hence protection classes) can be attributed to the immediately surrounding areas of the same land type.
· It is stated that the document “builds on existing knowledge” (citing 16 themes) but there is no evidence that any good scientific principles underpin the mapping, and from treatement of areas within my field of expertise I doubt this to be the case. For example there is no evidence that the conclusions from the lease assessment report on Arkaroola have been taken into consideration. If they had, the fact that Arkaroola had the region’s highest land condition index score (a scientific method directly related to condition of habitat comparable across the region) would have been mentioned in this document. 

· This poorly thought through process then extends to the proposed management zones where supposedly there is a major difference between the blue zone 2a areas on Arkaroola and adjacent green zone 3 “open slather” areas. 
· Following on from the above, and based on my understanding of the land types between the Mawson Plateau and Arkaroola village, all of the intervening country (not just Mt Gee/Armchair area) should be in zone 1 or at least a zone 2a classification. This is particularly evident considering the importance of the many waterholes and springs which exist in this area. Water features in general are critically important for biodiversity conservation in the arid zone, even though scant reference is made to this fact in the document (other than nice pictures of same). 
· The essential differences proposed between the classifications of zones 2a and 2b are ambiguous to a degree – what is the difference in the objective between “No high impact activities accepted” and “low impact activities accepted”?
· As the person who defined what track rehabilitation requirements would be imposed on Marathon Resources in their current exploration programme on Arkaroola, I consider it unacceptable to propose to allow the use of “existing tracks” in zone 2a, without specifying that this use is conditional upon the tracks being currently used and open. Revegetation of old tracks and drill pads even where properly rehabilitated is a particularly difficult and slow process in this steep country, and it has taken more than 30 years for the many old (Esso) tracks to even begin to attain an acceptable vegetation cover, while downslope gully erosion is still occurring (e.g. Mt Gee and Hidden valley areas). 

· The classifications of the various resource values from low to high depicted on the maps are inherently subjective and not particularly useful or accurate for this purpose, given the importance of appropriately defining the management zones. 
· To be at all credible, this policy document should dovetail and be entirely consistent with other agreed State policy statements such as the state strategic plan “No species loss”, and existing programmes such as “Bounceback” and “Naturelinks”, and the federal NRS initiative. No reference is made these important programmes.
Specific comments

· Ongoing access to this region for “Geoscience teaching and research” is hardly a relevant objective, given this is always low-impact and in fact encouraged by the managers of Arkaroola sanctuary. There is no connect between the impacts of mining and that of  geosciences teaching and research as implied.
· There is too much regard placed on the protection offered by the Vulkathunha- Gammon Ranges Park – much of the country to the North and Northeast is very different geologically and botanically and is not represented in the Park.

· As regards the “prospectivity” of the region, most of it has been very thoroughly drilled so this is to large degree known – the use of the region as defined for geothermal energy projects is not likely, given the vastly easier access for such boreholes in the plains immediately to the east of the subject land.

· The biodiversity values statement, though very general, is accurate as far as is worded in the document – hence my point above about the need to have a far broader application of management zone 1 or 2a in the Arkaroola area in particular. 

· Wilderness values are undisputed but extend beyond the Mawson plateau and the Gammon Ranges plateau – these values are totally compromised by the opening up of old tracks for vehicular access as allowed in proposed zones 1a and 2b.
Conclusions:
My conclusions from the above are that this document, though timely, is far too superficial and biased towards allowing maximum access for the mining and exploration industries at the expense of the conservation of what is indisputably an area of absolutely unique, fragile and irreplaceable natural and biological resources. 

If the proposed access zoning classifications are to be retained, then based on the information we currently know about the area, all of the hill country on Arkaroola between the Mawson plateau and the Vulkathunha-Gammon Ranges NP should be protected by at least a zone 2a classification.  This should include a buffer zone around the plateau of at least 5 km. Furthermore zone 2a access should preclude vehicle access except on the currently used and bare track system. 
