Seeking a Balance.

Thank you for your invitation to comment on ‘Seeking a Balance’

 I am a (now retired) exploration geologist with 35 years experience. I have for a long time been interested in the conservation of areas with outstanding geological and geomorphic value. I have walked in many such areas in Australia and overseas. At present I am working on producing geological ‘trip logs’ for established walks in the Flinders Ranges, and developing new geotourism walks. I have produced walk notes for walks in Arkaroola and am working on several new such walks.

The title ‘Seeking a Balance’ suggests a movement towards conservation and protection for areas of great geological and geomorphic diversity in the Arkaroola area of northern Flinders Ranges and this is commendable. However the suggested moves in this direction are extremely modest, considering what is at stake.
For any sort of ‘balance’ to be achieved, the level of protection must be dramatically increased to ‘balance’ a long period of remorseless exploitation of the environment of the northern Flinders Ranges. The proposals do not offer or promise anything like the levels of protection required to conserve the geological and geomorphic (let alone the biodiversity) values of the area.

It is the cohesive geological entity of the Mt Painter basement block with its cluster of rugged peaks which gives its remarkable geomorphic expression-one which is, in its own way, as dramatic and inspiring as any I have seen anywhere. It is a scientific fallacy to posit that such an area can be protected by the ring-fencing of a few small areas, and affording conditional regulatory protection for some areas surrounding them. This is not the approach of modern environmental science.
There is almost certainly here a higher concentration of things of geological interest, which can be displayed and explained to visitors, than anywhere else in the state.

Although the stated position is that the area has a high potential for uranium, all work to date has only shown that low grade U mineralization occurs, and this is unlikely to be economic, considering all the costs of development. Fortunately, Nature has given us a way out by transforming low grade basement mineralization into outstanding sediment hosted deposits beneath the flatlands adjacent. Perhaps we should be happy with them, and leave the Mt Painter block undisturbed. 

In Access Zone 2a, it is stated that no high impact exploration will accepted, yet it is also stated that mining/resource development may be permitted if ‘access from outside zone to resource underneath’ is possible. It is very difficult to imagine a situation where a ‘resource underneath’ could be located, delineated, and exploited without any high impact activities within the area. It is hard to see this condition other than as a Trojan Horse for drilling within the 2a areas.

I would also suggest that relying on conditional regulatory protection has not had a good record in this area and that those calling for greater statutory protection have history on their side. Arkaroola requires a higher level of protection than is offered by Seeking a Balance.
Arkaroola Pastoral Lease (Sanctuary) in its present shape is partly due to its rugged topography which reduced its pastoral value, so it is a natural ‘environmental administrative area.’ Furthermore there is a resident group i.e. Arkaroola management with a strong vested interest in administering it properly to maximize the environmental, including the geological and geomorphic, values.

In short, I would urge an integrated approach. The very great scenic, scientific, biodiversity and cultural values of this area are well established, and are highlighted in Seeking a Balance. But the whole is greater than the sum of its parts; and the entity which is Arkaroola should be more strongly protected. The task is made much easier by the existence of the existing land boundaries, in that Arkaroola Pastoral lease is a logical administrative division and that managers already exist. There is a long established viable set-up( Arkaroola Resort) to ‘exploit’ the natural values, including geotourism, which I am convinced has a real future in this area. It also makes a very logical fit with the adjacent Vulkathuna-Gammon Ranges National Park.
In the long term the values which are derived from a (relatively) unspoiled Arkaroola/Mt Painter block will far outweigh the net values of any mining of modest sized bodies of low grade uranium mineralization.
How about a vision of a world famous National Park-Arkaroola Sanctuary complex, featuring geotourism, flanked by environmentally benign solution mining for U, and geothermal power developments?

Nick Langsford.
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