Dear Dr Loy

The Katherine Nuclear Dump Action Group welcomes this opportunity to voice our opposition to the granting of an operating license for the OPAL research reactor.

Our group formed in response to the Federal government announcement in July 2005 that three sites within the NT were to be considered for a radioactive waste facility.

We have read the first round submissions, transcripts and panelists reports from the public forum held in December 2005 and agree with several of the concerns raised and discussed. It is however, the issue of waste management both generally and specific to our region on which we base this submission.

Concern over radioactive waste strongly influences public perception of the nuclear industry. This situation will be changed only when the nuclear industry and its representatives have established, through policies of openness and transparency, a convincing “track record” of responsiveness to the concerns of stakeholders. (International Conference on Issues and Trends in Radioactive Waste Management Vienna 7-11 December 2002)

The proposal for the management of current and future waste from the ANTSO research reactors does not, in any way, reflect this attitude. With the NT government very clearly stating its opposition to hosting a commonwealth facility the Commonwealth Radioactive Waste Management Bill 2005 was introduced, designed to overrule any challenges to the siting of waste facilities in the NT.It is an example of how the Howard Government and ANTSO have chosen a technocratic approach to the problem of radioactive waste. The solution has been decided, announced and is now being defended.

ARPANSA is well aware of the history and background of events leading up to the July2005 announcement. We believe the selection of the NT sites has been flawed from the beginning and reflect political expediency, not scientific or environmental considerations. The Department of Education, Science and Training (DEST) admit that defence officials selected all three sites without input from external advisors with any nuclear or environmental science expertise. 

(Proof Committee Hansard, p72 and cited in the Opposition Senators Report on the Commonwealth Radioactive Waste Management Bill 2005)

The site selection is premature as criteria and guidelines have not been settled. The draft regulatory guidance for near-surface disposal facilities and storage facilities was released by ARPANSA five months after the site announcements and is several months away from being finalized. Sections 2.5 & 3.5 of this draft deal with the characteristics of an acceptable site and there appears to be little difference from the criteria of the 1990s. Considering none of the nominated NT sites were even short-listed at that time it is highly questionable whether any will be suitable now.

DEST acknowledges that Fisher’s Ridge, in the Katherine region, is probably unsuitable for a near surface disposal facility but that with engineering design an above ground store is possible. French facilities have been identified by DEST as an example of how design can overcome site difficulties. We don’t have any data on the geology, meteorology or hydrological systems of these areas but we are confident they do not lie in a monsoonal region with annual rainfall of between 4800mm and 6000mm, as does Katherine. (Australian Bureau of Meteorology)

Nor do we believe them to be located directly above a large aquifer system that provides potable water to local communities and feeds into an extensive river system.

The Katherine region has a well-documented unstable geomorphology with hundreds of known sinkholes and the potential for more to occur without warning. A report on land degradation associated with sinkhole development in the Katherine region (Karp.D 2002) concludes that although a natural feature associated with limestone, sinkholes are often induced or accelerated by human activities. Land clearing, road and subdivision construction and modification to surface run-off have been identified as triggering measures.

It is misleading for DEST to imply these difficulties can be overcome by displaying a reportedly successful facility from a region that does not have comparable features. 

In his presentation to the public forum in December 2005 Mr Pat Davoren, on behalf of DEST spoke of having the expectation of working with a volunteer site rather than one of the defence sites. Much has been made of the Northern Land Council (NLC) willingness to co-operate with the federal government in siting a waste facility. Our group is not surprised that to date, no volunteer site has been offered by the NLC for consideration. In talking with local Indigenous people it has been apparent that there is strong opposition amongst them to hosting a radioactive facility. Traditional owners in Arnhem Land have also expressed views that are not in support of the NLC position on this. 

Without a definite site ANTSO are unable to show any features of facility design nor supply information on the proposed means of packaging waste and therefore have not fulfilled these criteria with regard to waste management.

The time frame for the completion of a radioactive waste facility is already, at this early stage, behind schedule. DEST announced that the preliminary site investigations would commence in January 2006 but as yet the tendering process is still to be finalized and no site investigations have been implemented. There is the very real possibility that due to social, financial or environmental reasons none of the proposed sites will be found to be acceptable.  

We understand that ARPANSA has criteria that no operating license should be granted to OPAL until there is a clear and definite means available for ultimate disposal of radioactive waste and spent nuclear fuel. In our view ANTSO has not been successful in meeting even minimum requirements to deal with an intermediate level waste store for the immediate future and appears to be relying upon a vague hope that some method of ultimate disposal will be available eventually.

 There will be dedicated and sustained opposition to the forced imposition of a commonwealth waste facility upon the NT at both the Territory and National level. Australia does have ad hoc arrangements for the storage of radioactive waste and a solution does need to be found following the principles of openness and transparency. Adding to the inventory of waste by allowing the OPAL reactor to proceed without a firm and settled waste management programme would be, in our opinion, irresponsible and merely add to the “burden for future generations.”

With regards,

Davina Hornsby

Chairperson, Katherine Nuclear Dump Action Group

