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Introduction
As a de facto Green Paper, the precursor to a policy document intended for future ratification into Law, Seeking a Balance fails across the board in achieving its stated objectives.   The document is contradictory to the purpose of the proposal, that is, it fails to strike a balance between stated ‘values’.  Instead, it pays scant attention to tourism; lacks apparent understanding of contemporary management of biodiversity, the science behind it and ignores current government policy and programs; botches the landscape evaluation entirely by using unreliable and invalid research methods, makes only a passing reference to traditional landowners and shows a distinct bias toward mining prospectivity.  It does not append any relevant data that is accessible; does not indicate how and why particular conclusions were drawn; does not give reason for apparent variability in application of the stated ‘values’, nor a rationale as to why they are weighted inconsistently and sometimes arbitrarily.  In short, it is unsatisfactory as even a draft policy document.  It fails to deliver practical and coherent management strategies and does nothing to alleviate uncertainty for landholders and miners alike with respect to planning and the capacity to conduct their businesses.  Whilst it may have been well-intentioned, it is ill-conceived and has yielded an unmanageable proposal which would be unworkable in its implementation.
Values and the Proposed Management Zones
Landscape Values

This section of the analysis is extremely poorly designed and executed in terms of the method, including selection of test items, collection of data, the test medium used, selection of respondents, ease of access to the testing procedure and unacceptably poor response rates.  
The subjective test, using a rating scale, was set up on a website with a non-random, non-representative sample of the population, which was subsequently supplemented with a fill-in group of public servants (?!) when the drop-out rates were found to be excessively high.  Notwithstanding the fact that public servants were over-represented in the sample, this poor research procedure also begs the following questions:  From which departments were they selected?  Were they randomly selected?  Were they allowed to use their government work computers? Did they complete the task during work time?  What instructions were they given? 
The fact that the assessment was made on a website only, meant that to some extent, subjects were self-selected in terms of who could respond.  The unintended consequence of such a design meant that it was biased against people without broadband or with low speed or with landline connection to the internet.  The process would have been too arduous or the connection would have dropped out before completion (witness the high dropout rate, probably owing to length of time needed for download and cost of download).  In addition, the webmaster set up a ‘cookie’ on the site which had to be accepted to allow (wittingly or unwittingly) the computer program supporting the test to burrow into the respondent’s computer before access to the pictures was permitted.   Therefore, anyone who dropped out would not be permitted to re-enter the program or would likely be deleted as a duplication.  Similarly, anyone with good internet security would have been prevented from directly accessing the program and would have had to make a choice as to whether they would allow Big Brother access to their computer, that is, if they knew how to allow the cookie.  
The kind of medium used to elicit responses therefore, was biased toward people with fast speed broadband and public servants and would largely preclude regional internet users, who generally have poorer quality internet access.  Similarly, older people, who usually cling to the cheaper internet cost options and are less computer literate, would likely have been disadvantaged.  
With respect to the photographs used, what was the method of selection?  Of the 127 photos of the Flinders, taken over 14 days late in 2008 (4 days in Arkaroola and 10 days in the rest of the Flinders), the southern Flinders shots showed terrain that had had regular rains whereas the Northern Flinders shots exemplified the fact that it was in its 10th year of drought.  It has been suggested by a number of respondents that many of the photos were of poor quality, showed a yellow tinge and “looked like they had come from an old box of pictures from under the bed”.  The shots were a pot pourri of views taken randomly without paying attention to quality, light, time of day, direction, season and the extent to which a full panorama could be captured.  Given this was a subjective test, the conclusions drawn from the data cannot be seen as reliable or valid.   
In sum, the entire ‘research’ process was methodologically flawed and hence,  the results are unreliable and invalid.  Any first year university student would be given a Fail in research methods on this project.
Biodiversity

This section was handled in a particularly perplexing way, not the least of which is the lack of information regarding on what datasets the analysis was based, given that no comprehensive biodiversity survey has ever been conducted in this region.  This is properly the province of the government.  However, over a number of years, Arkaroola has recorded ad hoc observations of flora and fauna indigenous to the area, including Yellow-Footed Rock Wallabies and have identified some new species, one as recently as this month.  Nevertheless, very little centralised data would have been available, so from where and when did the data come?  How can you validly compare opportunistic biodiversity data sets with years of mining and exploration data collated in the PIRSA archives?
Arkaroola has also implemented a number of independent feral pest control programs resulting in the reduction in goat and cat numbers and consequently in substantial regeneration of mulga and other habitat to the area.  Since 1990, the Dept of Environment and Heritage (DEH) has invested significantly in two conservation projects being conducted in the arid lands of the Northern Flinders Ranges, namely Bounceback and NatureLinks, in which Arkaroola willingly participates as part of a regional approach, after having previously implemented its projects in isolation.  The DEH website asserts that it “recognises the importance of taking a landscape approach to conservation rather than managing patches of country in isolation from their surrounds”.  Further, it recognises that the conservation and restoration of biodiversity requires ‘broad diversity corridors’.  It is noted on the website that the whole of Arkaroola is earmarked as part of the Flinders-Olary Naturelink and Arkaroola is a Bounceback (DEH) partner with National Parks and Wildlife to protect the Yellow-Footed Rock Wallaby (YFRW).   However, in Seeking a Balance document, different access zones are dotted piecemeal across the property with no connectivity as per the above principles and programs, nor with any consistent relationship to known biodiversity.  

Of particular concern at Arkaroola is the extremely rare Spider Wattle plant, which grows only on a few square kilometres across the Gammon Ranges-Arkaroola border and is currently threatened by drought, yet a significant proportion of the Arkaroola side is declared as Zone 3, ie ‘standard exploration and mining access’, which gives no protection at all to this endangered plant.  It is also noted that Gordon Springs Creek area, south west of Mt Gee where it is known as a high biodiversity area, has no protection.  Alternatively, Yudnamutna Gorge, which has already been the site of much destruction by Marathon, has been given higher protection than these other fragile areas.  
Another serious concern is the protection of Yellowed Footed Rock Wallaby.  Ironically, the, YFRW, whose picture is featured in the document, has been driven from Mt Gee (zoned 2a) due to current exploration activities.  Mt Gee was a favourite habitat owing to its caves and the availability of plants on which they like to graze.  This is a clear indication of the impact of exploration on indigenous species.  The North Well Creek and adjacent creeks, which are largely YFRW habitat, is variously zoned 2a, 2b and 3.  Similarly, the Arkaroola Creek, is also YFRW habitat is zoned 2a and 2b. Again, only half of YFRW habitat is protected along East Painter Gorge (northern side), while the southern side is not afforded proper protection (zone 3) ie permissible to develop infrastructure.  It is ludicrous not to have an environmental buffer on both sides of the gorge. It does not go without notice that this gorge which is conveniently not marked on the map, is where Marathon would could put a service road for its proposed mining activities. Other potential infrastructure routes allowable under the proposal would be from The Armchair to the west through Umberatana adjacent to Arkaroola and/or from Sillers through Yudnamutna Gorge to Paralana.  What is particularly worrying about these possibilities is that Arkaroola’s strict but extremely successful weed control process, which restricts access to the Ridgetop area via the Ridgetop Road, would be bypassed, thus allowing ingress of foreign weeds across the property.  This would put the indigenous species at risk not only from more traffic but from competition by weeds with the local flora, which is the food source of the native animals.  Similarly, any new route would introduce easy access for pests such as wild dogs and cats to enter the heart of Arkaroola, where YFR wallabies would be easy picking.
The above is clearly inconsistent within the proposal’s own parameters and with DEH’s own stated aims and objectives, which are linked to the SA Strategic Plan, No Species Loss Strategy and its Nature Resource Management Plans.  It does not provide any certainty of protection for any of the sometimes rare and endangered species found in a significant proportion of the property.  Managing and monitoring activities across the confluence of proposed zones would be unworkable for mining contractors and caretakers of the property alike.  Clearly, the majority of Arkaroola should be a ‘No-Go’ zone for mining and exploration but it is curious that so-called ‘mineral prospectivity’ trumps environmental and other concerns whenever they coincide.  Why is this so?
Mineral Prospectivity

Given that mining is prohibited in the National Parks and the substantial operations of Beverley and Olympic Dam (and soon Four Mile) adjacent to Arkaroola to the west, are not even included as part of the management zones, it is clear that the area of interest is Arkaroola.  A great deal of time and attention has been put into detailing the failed diggings of early prospectors, known small deposits of all kinds of minerals, which were subsequently deemed to be uncommercial.  The minerals are not specified, nor are they quantified, nor whether they are current exploration or abandoned.  These are juxtaposed with current what is called ‘prospectivity’, whatever that means. The so-called map looks impressive but when all the failed and abandoned sites, that is, all other exploration attempts, are removed, what is left is Marathon’s exploration holes.  Other geologists who have tried have concluded that the yield of all kinds of minerals is poor and uneconomic.  Miraculously, Marathon’s assays are purported to have a significant yield but these cannot be verified as the assays were tested by a Polish company, which is beyond the reach of Australian oversight.  Historical evidence and anecdotal comment around the traps appears to endorse the view that the latest estimates are fiction.  Why then is so much weight being attributed to this somewhat flimsy ‘value’ at the expense of all other values?
Geoscience
What is clear from the maps is that geological monuments have been treated inconsistently, such that Split Rock is more important than The Armchair, Mt Painter and Mt Gee and they, in turn, are more important that Sillers Lookout, which according to the proposal, is free to be mined.  This differential treatment is not justified, nor justifiable.   Similarly, the dolomite fossil reef at Kingsmill Gorge (a sister to Oodnaminta reef in the Gammons), formed at the end of Snowball Earth, has been zoned 3 (standard exploration and mining access).   As no reef this age and size can be found anywhere else in the world, it is incomprehensible that such a magnificent formation could be left unprotected.  Prof Malcolm Wallace, the geologist who discovered the reef, is currently in the process of applying to have it classified as a geological monument. 
It should also be noted that during Marathon’s last exploration exercise, a large and very beautiful fluorite deposit was damaged and the fragments stolen by contractors; a great loss to geoscience and to what Mawson envisaged as an open air museum.
As a general principle, the proposal states there will be “conditional access for geoscience teaching and research”.  Arkaroola has always encouraged this.  What are the proposed new conditions?  Who makes the conditions?  Who benefits from these conditions?  Recent experience at Arkaroola concerning the current EL3258 Lease has meant that bushwalkers and hikers (typically low impact visitors) have been restricted from access to parts of the Mt Gee area by Marathon, although some groups of students and geologists were permitted under PIRSA tutilage.   
Tourism

Taking the above argument further, given that geoscience and tourism are inextricably linked in this instance, it is concerning that Sillers Lookout, which is the terminus for the major tourist attraction at Arkaroola, the Ridgetop Tour, does not rate any protection at all.  Even more strangely, it is obviously deemed to be an important landmark by the SA Government as it is featured in almost every advertisement in the SA Great tourism campaign.  Indeed, the entire Ridgetop track runs directly across the mountains and connects all the major geographical monuments.  However, the proposed management zones carve up the area covered by the tour so that any infrastructure and consequent scarring from operations permitted in this patch of zones could be seen by tourists as they experienced the tour.   This clearly undermines the value of tourism in the area and would adversely affect Arkaroola’s longstanding ecotourist business.  In any other context, this would be considered an impedance of business and be seen as a violation of the Trade Practices Act.   The fact the Arkaroola has won numerous State and National Tourism Awards also seems to count for nothing.
Access Zones 
Environmental Class A Zone

First, given that South Australian Development Act 1993 objectifies the “protection of the landscape from damage from mining operations and exploring for new resources” it would have been useful if the Class A Environmental Zone was marked on the ‘map’ as it is the current overriding yardstick for granting access and is significantly relevant to the evaluation process. 

According to the Environment Class A provision: “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 

“alternative deposits are not available on other land in the locality”.    Beverley and Olympic Dam (and soon Four Mile) mines are mainly alluvial uranium which for billions of years has been carried from the mountains of Arkaroola onto the plains directly adjacent to Arkaroola and constitute largest uranium deposit in Australasia.  The mines do not represent a significant threat to the relatively benign plains environment and they are easily and comparatively cheaply mined.  There is no possible argument which can suggest that mining laterally underground for many kilometres through mountainous Arkaroola would be cheaper, non-disruptive of a sensitive environment and yield anything like the massive quantity of uranium already prospective beyond the mountains, that could invoke revocation of the Environment Class A provision.  
Clearly the Development Act’s objectives for the Class A zone have not hitherto served to protect the relevant areas within Arkaroola, as evidenced by the persistent vandalism that Marathon/Bonanza Gold caused over a period of 5 years.  Similarly, the DEF’s which are purported to be the tools that specify management plans detailing conditions and requirements on the operator which are designed to protect the environment, are not worth the paper they were written on.  PIRSA and the Dept of Environment and Heritage appear to have been either unwilling to police its laws and statutes and/or impotent in enforcing them.  Obviously, self-regulation has not worked and the Chamber of Mines, the industry’s own governing body, is equally adept at putting self interest before dealing effectively with its wayward constituents.  The document Seeking a Balance does nothing to conserve and protect the landscape and the environment and should have had at its core, the strengthening, not weakening, of the powers of the Environmental Class A Zone, namely that there should be no mining or exploration infrastructure on the property.  Instead it makes provision for allowing mining corridors and infrastructure in strategic pockets across the property, which previously had been seen as protected as biodiversity corridors by the Act.

Criteria and Rationale for Access Zones
What are the criteria for assessing and developing access zones?  It is staggering that decisions of such consequence could be promulgated without transparency concerning the process for development of the zones, making it impossible to evaluate the glaring inconsistencies in their application.  For example, Mawson Plateau, which has low prospectivity and natural barriers to protect it from access, has been allocated as a no-go zone without justification but the most geologically and biologically prolific sites, which have the greatest tourism appeal, are allocated lower protection and have been afforded permission for both high and low impacts.  What is the rationale for this? 

Similarly, whilst the zones have proposed levels of impact attached to them, ‘high’ and ‘low’ impacts are not defined so as to be clear about what constitutes permissible ‘infrastructure’ and damage, and whether they can be temporary or permanent.  Given that some earlier impacts, such as previous exploration tracks (eg Exoil), have taken more than 40 years to recover and still have a long way to go, what is permissible?  How long are the scars allowed to be visible?  It should be noted  that rehabilitation does not necessarily mean restoration, particularly in this arid environment and the probability of complete restoration would logically reduce as climate change takes further hold.  
What is also glaringly absent in the document is any meaningful reference to the cultural values of the local indigenous Adnyamathanha people and the significance of many sites across Arkaroola and beyond.  Have they even been consulted?  There are a number of sacred sites which relate to both men’s and women’s business, which, while the specifics may not be published per se, they should at least have been incorporated in the evaluation of zones.  Clearly they have not been, as there is very little of the colour purple (zone 1) on the map, or does it just mean that they are deemed to be irrelevant?
In ascribing sites to the zones, it would appear that Tourism Value has been equated with Landscape Value, which has already been discredited as invalid and unreliable.  This lack of proper process negates many other values that relate to tourism such as interactiveness with the environment: the experience of being amongst the flora and fauna, the geological features, the beauty and the ruggedness and the sheer panoramic scope of the area, as well as the knowledge gained, the exhilaration of the ride or the peace of the solitude.  There is also a cultural/spiritual connection, which is an intangible experience that cannot be measured on a scale but is repeatedly expressed by tourists and therefore must be considered as part of the mix of Tourism Value.  Perhaps a more reliable way to quantify Tourism Value is to view it as an additive process comprising the above values.  If this were the case, Tourism Value would be coloured purple on most of Arkaroola, rather than the seemingly unimportant shade of yellow it has been ascribed.
What is not available in the document are comparably scaled maps so that the reader may compare values vertically (summative across values), nor are there coordinates so that only those who have a sound knowledge of Arkaroola would have a chance of interpreting the mish-mash of interpolated ‘maps’.  There is no rationale as to why and how zoning has been allocated and how they have been weighted in value against each other.  However, a cursory glance shows a zones 3and 2b, uncannily, have been allocated in the locations which Marathon would logically conduct its operations and potentially develop its infrastructure.  In the absence of supporting evidence to the contrary, one may easily conclude that this proposal is a vehicle for a not-so-hidden agenda.  Indeed, most of this area has significant value with respect to Tourism, Geoscience and to Biodiversity and are part of both the Bounceback and NatureLinks projects funded by the DEH but mining prospectivity still inexplicably overrides them.
Conclusion
The closer one looks into the document, Seeking a Balance, the more it becomes apparent that it is errant flummery and smacks of collusion.  It is an insult to the public’s intelligence and should invoke a great deal of embarrassment to both PIRSA and the DEH.  Just who is pulling the strings?  What seemed earlier to be Marathon’s attempt to mine the Stock Exchange has now, after patent disregard for its obligations and the Law, and the Government’s evident inability to deal with these vandals, turned into an apparent attempt to mine the State Treasury.  More likely by design than by stupidity, this nonsense proposal would enable Marathon’s projected exploration and mining activities by weakening the Environmental Class A provision.  Arkaroola is too important an asset to lose and more valuable that any fictional royalty stream Marathon could dream up. Just how the government could sanction staying in bed with Marathon, whose Chairperson Ken Talbot (majority shareholder), has been the subject of litigation resulting in the conviction of politician, Gordon Nuttall, on corruption charges, is gobsmacking, especially so close to an election.   This poses the obvious question: Is there more smoke where there is already fire?  It has also been noted that the Minister’s amendments to the Mining Act were introduced to Parliament in such a manner as to again prevent debate on this matter.  Clear thinking individuals will not be fooled by this obfuscation.
Recommendations
It is time to put an end to this charade.  It is recommended that:

1 The highly flawed document Seeking a Balance be shelved, 
2 The South Australian Development Act be strengthened through the Environmental Class A provision to disallow mining and exploration in the Arkaroola Wilderness Sanctuary so that it continues to be protected into the future,
3 Marathon’s exploration licence be permanently rescinded and all activities cease. 
4 DEH fund a comprehensive biodiversity survey of the region.

Post Script

Finally…Marathon has publicly played its stealthy hand for the first time.  It has been revealed that it plans to buy Arkaroola allowing it to have a free hand to do what it wants without compunction.  If it can get away with illegal dumping and other acts of environmental vandalism over a period of five years under the noses of the custodians, imagine what would happen to this iconic landscape if it had a free reign without any monitoring and with PIRSA hundreds of kilometres away, impotent to do anything?   Have they also planned their exit route via Umberatana now that it has been confirmed that a ”mining company” has reportedly bought the pastoral lease on this property located on the western boundary of Arkaroola?  (Note: Beverley and Four Mile are to the east.)  This is not happenstance, this is either sheer gaul or more likely, stronger evidence of collusion at work.  
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