ARID LANDS ENVIRONMENT CENTRE – TOWARDS A NUKE-FREE NT!

aNTi Nuke Dump round-up by Susanna Bady and Nat Wasley
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Help make the NT nuke dump proposal a waste of time, not a waste of sacred country

The Commonwealth Government is working hard to force a low and intermediate level nuclear waste dump on the Northern Territory.  The dump is crucial to the Commonwealth’s plans to commission the replacement nuclear reactor at Lucas Heights in Sydney, as ANSTO, the Australian Nuclear Science and Technology Organisation, are required to demonstrate that they have a comprehensive plan for waste disposal before the reactor will be granted a license to operate.  Also breathing down the Government’s neck is their commitment to receive returned, reprocessed waste from overseas in 2011.

NT Nuke Dump Timeline
The Commonwealth Government has recently closed the public input phase of creating guidelines for site assessments.  More than 300 submissions opposing the dump were submitted from Alice Springs, Katherine and Darwin, calling for comprehensive community consultation in line with International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) trends. ARPANSA, the national nuclear regulatory body, is expected to issue site assessment guidelines within the next month.  These will be given to Parsons Brinckerhoff (PB), the private company awarded the contract for assessing the proposed sites.  

Communities surrounding all three of the Government proposed (Department of Defense) sites remain strongly opposed to hosting a nuclear waste dump for the next few thousand years. Here’s a quick rundown of the (completely unsuitable) sites:

      Fisher’s Ridge 

The recent floods in Katherine inundated the DoD site, posing grave questions about its suitability. Valerie Utley, whose property surrounds Fisher’s Ridge, said water was two metres over the fence during the flood and all access roads were cut off. Even now, the PB surveyors who came for the initial assessment were forced to park and walk in because the property was still boggy. Watch out for floating nuclear waste barrels…

         Hart’s Range 

Arrernte communities at Engawala and Atitjere  (Hart’s Range) have spoken strongly against the dump since it was first proposed, expressing concerns for their traditional water sources, bush tucker and bush medicine. Though Senator Nigel Scullion has offered to “bet anyone a beer” that Hart’s Range will not be chosen because of community opposition, there is (unsurprisingly) skepticism in trusting Nuclear Nigel.

               Mt Everard

This site is located just 40km from Alice on the busy Tanami road –there was a colourful “ no dump”  vigil stationed at the Stuart Hwy/ Tanami turnoff all summer! Two communities live within 5km of the Mt Everard base, and Traditional Owners have repeatedly stated that there is a sacred site on the designated waste dump land. The only bonus is that this site is conveniently close to Alice Springs for lunchtime vigils and protests if it were to be chosen! 
Putting the muck at Muckaty?

Adding to the complicated site selection process, the Traditional Owners (TO’s) of Muckaty Station, 100km north of Tennant Creek are in discussion with the Northern Land Council about whether to offer their land for assessment, in return for roads and infrastructure.  Some TO’s from this area- there are 400- were taken to Lucas Heights to see what would be dumped on their country. Apparently this was a surprising trip, as from the information they had previously been given, many had thought the facility being proposed was the Tennant Creek rubbish dump! The Muckaty people have now requested more information from environment groups, NLC and the Federal Government about the proposal.

Depending on the TOs’ decision, the site at Muckaty Station will possibly be added to the three Defense Department sites for assessment.  This would make four possible locations, with one still boggy, one apparently off the list due to community opposition, one located on a sacred site and one where people are being pressured to accept toxic waste (in an earthquake zone) in return for basic infrastructure.

At the Senate Estimate hearings in February, Senator Trish Crossin grilled the Department of Education, Science, and Training for the lack of transparency in the site selection process.  She was told, among other things, that after an 8 to 10 month construction period, employing around 30 workers, the only ongoing jobs created by the dump would be for 6 security guards, that there is no telling what construction would cost, and that nothing has been done to address ARPANSA’s concerns about the effect of radiation on wildlife. 
      Community opposition

Meanwhile, the community opposition has been gaining momentum and visibility, with action groups keeping the issue in the national media and in the minds of  NT residents, and a strong alliance forming between Darwin, Katherine, Alice Springs and Tennant Creek . The Government process is slowly chugging along, but there is still plenty of time to derail it before the Territory is railroaded into storing radioactive waste for thousands of years. 
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Alternatives to an NT dump

The best practice for storing radioactive waste is in a dry, above ground facility close to the site of production, and close to people trained to monitor and respond to accidents involving nuclear materials. Most of the waste destined for the NT dump is from the Lucas Heights nuclear reactor in Sydney- if it is as safe as the Government claims, why not keep it there? Transporting nuclear waste half way across the country is endangering the thousands of people who live along the route.

            Who to contact?

If you are concerned about the NT nuclear dump proposal or process, contact Senator Nigel Scullion , CLP MP Dave Tollner, DEST minister Julie Bishop and Prime Sinister John Howard- all people responsible for pushing this proposal through against the wishes of NT residents and the NT Government.

Take 10 minutes to write to the NT or national papers- letters to editors are carefully monitored by the Federal Government and a great chance to express your disgust at the undemocratic process being used to force radioactive waste onto the NT for the next few thousand years.

To receive weekly updates or for any other queries or ideas for creative resistance to the nuclear dump, contact :

       Nat Wasley :  08) 8952 2011  
          natwasley@alec.org.au
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