
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Background briefing: Yeelirrie uranium proposal 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Overview 
 
Canadian mining company Cameco is the proponent of the controversial Yeelirrie uranium mine proposal in the 
Northern Goldfields, on Tjiwarl Native Title lands1. The Yeelirrie uranium deposit was first discovered in the 1970s and 
there have been several proposal to mine the deposit since that time. The most recent proposal consists of a 9km 
long mine pit with a total clearing footprint of over 2400 hectares of native vegetation. 8.7 million litres of water per day 
would be required to mine and process the uranium ore, creating 36 million tonnes of radioactive mine waste to be 
permanently stored in an open pit on site. 
 
The mining proposals have been strongly and consistently opposed by Tjiwarl Traditional Owners of the site for over 
40 years. The proposal threatens the area which is part of the Seven Sisters Dreaming songline. The word Yeelirrie 
translates to the word Yullala – which mean to weep or mourn - and Yeelirrie is referred to as a “place of death”. The 
cultural stories and connections with Yeelirrie are a major factor in the strong opposition to this project by Tjiwarl 
Traditional Owners. A video interview with Traditional Owners can be viewed here https://vimeo.com/142223112  
 
The project also threatens between three and eleven species of subterranean fauna with extinction. In August 2016 
the WA Environmental Protection Authority (EPA) recommended the project be rejected stating: “the EPA has 
concluded that the proposal cannot meet the EPA’s environmental objectives for Subterranean Fauna, having regard 
to the Precautionary Principle, the Principle of the conservation of biological diversity and ecological integrity, and the 
Principle of intergenerational equity and therefore should not be implemented.”2   
 
In 2015, over 3,000 people lodged submissions to the EPA opposing the mining proposal and in 2016 the EPA 
recommended the project not be implemented. Despite this recommendation and a subsequent appeal by the 
proponent also being dismissed3, the project was  granted environmental approval under the Barnett Government4 
shortly before losing office in the 2017 state election.  
 

                                                
1http://www.nntt.gov.au/searchRegApps/NativeTitleRegisters/NNTR%20Extracts/WCD2017_001/WCD2017_001%20Schedule%
206%20-%20Maps%20of%20the%20Determination%20Area.pdf			
2	http://www.epa.wa.gov.au/sites/default/files/EPA_Report/Rep%201574%20Yeelirrie%20PER%20030816.pdf		
3https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/ccwa/pages/204/attachments/original/1497238102/025-044-
2016_Signed_AC_Report_Final_2Dec16.pdf?1497238102		
4https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/ccwa/pages/204/attachments/original/1484707947/Statement_No__1053.pdf?14847
07947		

https://vimeo.com/142223112


The Environmental Defender’s Office (EDO) has now commenced proceedings in the Supreme Court of WA on behalf 
of their clients the Conservation Council of WA (CCWA) and Tjiwarl Native Title holders, for a judicial review of the 
decision by the former Minister for Environment, Albert Jacob, to approve the Yeelirrie Uranium Project in the last 
days of the Barnett government.  
 
Background 
 
Timeline  
 

● The Yeelirrie uranium deposit was discovered by Western Mining Corporation (WMC) in 1972  
● In the 1980s WMC dug several trial mine pits at Yeelirrie. WMC transported 130,000 tonnes of ore to 

Kalgoorlie for trial processing. Tailings were later transported back to Yeelirrie and put back into the mined out 
pits5 

● In 1983 the Federal Government introduced the Three Mine Policy and plans at Yeelirrie were abandoned, 
leaving the site contaminated and un-remediated, the site was not fenced or signed.  

● In 2005 BHP Billiton acquired WMC mines, including the Olympic Dam uranium mine in South Australia and 
the Yeelirrie deposit in WA 

● In 2006 the national Three Mines Policy was lifted, allowing more than three uranium mines to operate at any 
time in Australia  

● In 2008 the WA Liberal State Government lifted the state ban on uranium mining which had been in place 
under the previous Labor Government. 

● 2008 – 2011 BHP Billiton began developing and progressing the Environmental Assessment of the Yeelirrie 
uranium mine 

● In 2012 BHP sold the Yeelirrie deposit to Cameco for $AU430 million6  
● Cameco lodged a new proposal to mine the deposit which was substantially different to the BHP proposal, 

and based on more intensive mining over a shorter time period. 
● In 2015 Cameco submitted the Public Environment Review for the proposed Yeelirrie uranium mine 
● Over 3,000 people lodged submissions to the WA Environmental Protection Authority to voice their opposition 

to the Yeelirrie uranium mine, and in support of the local Aboriginal community who actively oppose the 
project 

● In August 2016, the WA EPA recommended the project be rejected as the project did not meet its objectives 
and the objects and principles of the EP Act. The project threatens to have irreversible impact on a number of 
Subterranean fauna species, most likely causing extinction 

● An appeal from the proponent was lodged, however following advice from the Appeals Convenor, the 
Environment Minister upheld the EPA recommendation and refused the appeal 

● The Environment Minister later approved the mine, despite the EPA recommendation and despite earlier 
upholding the EPA decision through the Appeals process 

 
Environmental, economic and social concerns 
 

● There are 3-11 species of subterranean fauna that are at risk from extinction from the excavation of the mine 
pit – the subterranean fauna habitat. These species have only ever been identified at Yeelirrie and inside the 
pit area. The loss of 100% of their habitat will almost certainly ensure their extinction. Yeelirrie is one of the 
most surveyed sites for subterranean fauna and the overwhelming scientific evidence suggests that the 
species under threat only exist at Yeelirrie and so the risk of extinction is high 

● Cameco’s proposal is to double the rate of production that was proposed by BHP Billiton, this means 
increased water demand, increased frequency of trucks from Yeelirrie to Port Adelaide and increased dust 
risks 

● The proposal includes plans for one mine pit that would be 9km long, 1.5 km wide and 10m deep. The huge 
area of disturbed land significantly increases the risk of dust contamination and increases risks of exposure to 
workers, the neighbouring pastoral station, livestock, native wildlife and people 

● There are concerns that Cameco’s proposal to take 8.7 million litres of water per day cannot be provided by 
Yeelirrie’s aquifers alone and that the mine will tap into the neighbouring bores 

● The mine would contribute 126,000 tonnes per year of Co2 emissions. 
● The mine would produce 36 million tonnes of tailings which would be stored in the open pit. Other 

contaminated material would also be stored in the pit 
● Cameco propose clearing of 2421 Ha including the endemic Atriplex species which is at risk of extinction from 

the proposal 
● There is ongoing evidence of leaks7, spills8, license breaches9, tax evasion10,11 industrial disputes12, workers’ 

                                                
5	https://newmatilda.com/2012/09/14/recovering-australias-nuclear-history/		
6	http://www.industryleadersmagazine.com/bhp-billiton-sells-yeelirrie-uranium-deposit-to-cameco-for-430m/		
7	www.thestar.com/news/ontario/2014/01/13/port_hope_properties_tested_for_radiation.html		
8	www.nuclearsafety.gc.ca/eng/readingroom/reports/uranium/2010-annual-report-on-uranium-management-activities.cfm	



safety and exposure issues13, failures with community consultation14 and transport accidents15 16 at Cameco’s 
operations. The Canadian Nuclear Safety Commission states, “When you put the pieces together, they build a 
story of really fundamental issues about the competence of the company.'' Prof. Christopher Barnes, geologist 
and Canadian Nuclear Safety Commission member17 

● A trial against Cameco over allegations of tax evasion of $2.2 billion began in October 2016 and continues in 
201718 

 
Walkatjurra Walkabout  
 
Over recent years many hundreds of people have visited the Yeelirrie site with Traditional Owners to support the local 
opposition to the mine19. The first Walkatjurra Walkabout was held in 2011 – a walk from Wiluna to Perth over three 
months. The walk was to demonstrate the opposition to uranium mining but had many other positive impacts in the 
local community. Smaller walks have been held every year since 2011 from Wiluna to Leonora via the proposed 
uranium mine at Yeelirrie. The walks are led by the Walkatjurra rangers from Leonora and include people from across 
Australia and around the world including participants from the US, Taiwan, Japan, France, Lapland, Greece, and 
England. 20 
 
You can watch the trailer for the documentary film Walking for Country by Iranian film maker Reza Nezamdoust: 
https://vimeo.com/162028825  
 
The film won the best short doco at the Headline Film Festival UK, was a finalist at the TMC London Film Festival, and 
a Semi-Finalist at the G2 Green Earth Film Festival.  

                                                                                                                                                                         
9	www.cameco.com/mining/key_lake/environment_and_safety/reportable_enrivonmental_incidents/	
10	http://www.canadianbusiness.com/companies-and-industries/cameco-taxes/		
11	http://www.thestarphoenix.com/business/targets+Cameco+dispute+intensifies/10801239/story.html		
12	http://www.reuters.com/article/2014/08/30/cameco-strike-idUSL1N0QZ19720140830		
13	http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/saskatchewan/workers-sprayed-with-uranium-dust-at-cameco-refinery-1.1146949		
14	http://business.financialpost.com/2012/08/27/cameco-buys-while-uranium-valuations-are-low/	
15http://t.thestar.com/#/article/business/2013/10/31/burning_truck_hauling_nuclear_load_flies_under_radar.html?referrer=		
16	http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/saskatchewan/no-money-for-cameco-after-sale-of-ship-that-had-uranium-spill-1.1360155		
17	Flood	at	Canada	Uranium	Mine	Tied	to	Cameco	Blasting	(Update1)	By	Elliot	Blair	Smith	and	Christopher	Donville	-	April	20,	2007	17:15	EDT	
http://www.bloomberg.com/apps/news?pid=newsarchive&refer=home&sid=aYNr8siTro.Q		
18	http://business.financialpost.com/news/cameco-and-the-cra-head-to-court-over-potential-2-2-billion-tax-dispute		
19	https://walkingforcountry.com/walkatjurra-walkabout/		
20	http://www.abc.net.au/news/2012-08-31/remote-walk-against-uranium-mining-in-wa/4236918		
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