
Office of the Environmental Protection Authority
The Atrium 
168 St Georges Terrace 
Perth, Western Australia 6000 
Att: Anna Bogdanowski
anna.bogdanowski@epa.wa.gov.au.

Sunday 30th November 2014

To the Office of the Environmental Protection Authority

RE: Cameco referral of the Yeelirrie Uranium mine proposal CMS 14381

The Conservation Council of WA and the Australian Conservation Foundation formally 
request that the EPA assess this uranium proposal through a public inquiry as opposed to 
a Environmental Review Management Plan (ERMP) or Public Environment Review (PER).

Under section 40 (2) (a) of the EP Act 1986 the Environmental Protection Authority can 
conduct an assessment through a public inquiry, under provisions in the Royal 
Commission Act 1968. A public inquiry through the state Environmental Protection Act 
would ‘assist in the assessment of a proposal which is very complex and of intense public 
interest’.

The provisions within a public inquiry offer the best and most transparent forum to assess 
the full and wide range of social, public health, environmental, economic and international 
issues related to any uranium mining proposal.

Our organisations have long called for this assessment mechanism to be applied to 
uranium proposals in WA and we reiterate this call in relation to the assessment of 
Yeelirrie. We have witnessed the failure of the less comprehensive ERMP/PER 
assessment processes to adequately identify and address significant environmental and 
public safety aspects of uranium proposals – in particular with the Wiluna uranium 
proposal and the Kintyre uranium proposal.

We have witnessed a pattern of the EPA deferring significant environmental aspects of 
proposals for assessment to other departments, the failure to assess social and cultural 
impacts as well and a failure to address downstream and international impacts and issues.

The Toro Wiluna proposal is a key example of the failure of the EPA to effectively assess 
through the ERMP/PER structure. Both the State and Federal environment ministers 
imposed conditions on the proposal after the EPA had approved recommended approval. 
The Federal Environment Minister imposed 35 distinct conditions on the Wiluna proposal. 
This failure to meet both Ministerial and community expectations under the ERMP/PER 
structure is a clear reason to advance the assessment process to a public inquiry.

The EPA is also constrained in its ability to address cumulative impacts from operating 
mines, legacy mines or mines under assessment in surrounding areas. This is particularly 
important for Yeelirrie which is surrounding by gold, nickel and lead mines as well as other 
uranium proposals. Dedicated assessment of the cumulative impact of water consumption, 
changes to the radiological environment, land clearing and dust pollution should be a bare 
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minimum requirement for assessment in such an area and for such a volatile mineral.

Uranium mining has wide range of impacts and implications including the production of 
high level nuclear waste overseas, the diversion of uranium for nuclear weapons 
production and the involvement of Australian uranium in nuclear accidents like the ongoing 
disaster at Fukushima, which was directly fuelled by Australian uranium. The ERMP/PER 
process fails to address these significant issues and such failure is inconsistent with best 
practise environmental assessment and responsibility. A public inquiry is far better placed 
to ensure the Yeelirrie proposal is comprehensively and credibly examined.

In September 2011 the United Nations Secretary General Ban Ki Moon released a system-
wide study, 'The implications of the accident at the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear power plant', 
calling for uranium producing nations to hold a cost-benefit assessment of the 
environmental and community impacts of mining. This common-sense recommendation 
has not been actioned by government despite being supported by a recent Australian 
parliamentary review into plans for new uranium sales.

We support this call and believe such a system wide federal study is overdue. In this 
context it is more important than ever that state jurisdictions adopt the highest level of 
scrutiny, stakeholder inclusion and transparency in relation to the uranium sector – and 
this means a public inquiry into the planned Yeelirrie project.

In August 2014 national and state groups formally supporting increased scrutiny of the 
uranium sector included:

• Anglican EcoCare – Diocese of Perth
• Anti-Nuclear Alliance of WA
• Australian Conservation Foundation
• Australian Manufacturers Workers Union - WA branch
• Australian Nuclear Free Alliance
• Beyond Nuclear Initiative
• City of Fremantle
• Conservation Council WA
• Electrical Trade Union – WA and NT branch
• Environment Centre NT
• Friends of the Earth Australia
• Gundjeihmi Aboriginal Corporation
• Keep Queensland Nuclear Free
• Mayors for Peace
• Maritime Union of Australia – WA branch
• Medical Association for Prevention of War
• People for Nuclear Disarmament
• Public Health Association Australia
• Quakers Australia
• Social Justice Board – Uniting Church in Western Australia
• Sustainable Energy Now
• The Wilderness Society
• Unions NT
• United Voice
• West Australian Nuclear Free Alliance

Many of the risks posed by a uranium mining industry including health, nuclear 
safeguards, international implications and long term cost shifting and related economic 
costs and risks to the state, do not fall within the scope of the ERMP/PER assessment. In 



addition to the matters outlined above, a public inquiry needs to examine broader 
questions including but not limited to:

• The national record of the health of uranium miners, and any evidence of cancer 
clusters in regions where there are former and existing uranium mines

• The global implications of uranium production and export - weapons proliferation, 
waste and nuclear accidents. This is particularly important given that Australia sells 
uranium to Nuclear Weapons States (NWS), intends to sell to countries like India 
that are non-signatories to the Nuclear Non Proliferation Treaty (NPT) and following 
formal confirmation that Australian uranium was inside the Fukushima Daiichi 
nuclear complex in Japan that melted down in March 2011

• Effectiveness of long term uranium mine tailings storage, options for the 
rehabilitation of uranium mine tailings, potential operational and post-closure costs, 
liabilities and health risks to Western Australia

• The costs of monitoring and regulating a uranium industry in WA
• The adequacy and effectiveness of the agencies responsible for the monitoring, 

oversight and implementation of the domestic and international regulatory regime.

There are also a number of specific reasons why this particular proposal should be 
assessed by way of public inquiry including;

Proponent track record:
The proponent Cameco has a long track record of accidents, safety breaches, industrial 
disputes, transport accidents and are currently in court in Canada facing allegations of tax 
avoidance to the tune of $850 million. There are important issues concerning the 
proponents culture and capacity that are best addressed through a public inquiry. 

The scale of the project:
An 8km stretch of open mining of a radioactive mineral in a highly mobile calcrete form in a 
region with high winds and the frequent occurrence of dust storms means significant public 
health risks and a high level of public interest.

Local opposition and high level of public interest:
In the referral forms Cameco failed to identified the significant and well established local 
opposition to the project and the significance of Yeelirrie.

The owners of the neighbouring Station – Youno Downs - have publicly expressed 
frustration at the activity at Yeelirrie and have raised concerns regarding issues likely to 
impact their station and cattle. In particular we note that the station owners are concerned 
about the levels of water consumption, risks of contamination to groundwater and dust 
pollution.

We note that the Tjiwarl Native Title claim has been fiercely opposed to uranium mining at 
Yeelirrie because of the significance of the Yeelirrie site. Yeelirrie means a place of death 
and represents a significant story for the Tjiwarl Native Title groups and other tribes 
surrounding the site, including the Koara and the Ngalia.

In a previous project configuration when BHP Billiton tried to negotiate with this claim 
group, the group released a statement saying they were not prepared to consult with the 
company as there was nothing to discuss given that they don't want uranium mining to 
occur at the site. Our organisations maintain that a public inquiry is more likely to provide a 
forum to identify and address the views of Aboriginal Traditional Owners and affected 
people’s.

This clear and united Aboriginal opposition to the proposal is cause enough for this project 
not to be further advanced.

It is clear from Cameco’ s response to questions in the referral form that they either do not 
understand the level of community opposition or they wish to ignore this position, or seek 



to in some way change the position of the Tjiwarl native title claimants. This is cause for 
concern and we urge the WA Government to closely monitor the actions of Cameco in this 
regard.

Even with the best agency intent the lesser levels of assessment are constrained and 
unable to provide the scrutiny and comprehensive evidence base required to make a 
considered decision in relation to the full costs and benefits the Yeelirrie proposal – a full 
public inquiry is needed and we urge the EPA to adopt this approach.

For any further details, clarification or questions please contact Mia Pepper, CCWA 
Nuclear Free Campaigner on 0415380808 or mia.pepper@ccwa.org.au.

Mia Pepper
Nuclear Free Campaigner, Conservation Council WA

Dave Sweeney
Nuclear Free Campaigner, Australian Conservation Foundation
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