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Uranium mining and indigenous social impact issues
Kakadu Region, Australia

P. Wellings
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Abstract. This paper reports on indigenous social impact issues in the Kakadu/Alligators Rivers region of
Australia. It briefly outlines the social history of the region, reflects on local, national and international attention
being given to the impact of regional development on local indigenous (bininj) people, notes how social impact
issues are being addressed and suggests some lessons learnt.

1. INTRODUCTION

The Kakadu/Alligator Rivers region is an area of approximately 28 000 km located in the Top End of
the Northern Territory of Australia. Most of the region (nearly 20 000 km2) is incorporated within the
World Heritage listed Kakadu National Park. Kakadu is one of Australia's premier national parks and
one of only 22 sites listed (worldwide) as World Heritage for both its natural and cultural World
Heritage values. The Australian government's nomination of Kakadu for World Heritage listing
identified local indigenous peoples' spiritual attachment to the landscape, and the living cultural
traditions that maintain linkages between people and country, as important elements of the World
Heritage values of the park.

An important feature of the region is that it continues as the homeland for indigenous people — who
refer to themselves (in their own language) as bininj. They are people who can claim to be part of the
world's longest continuing culture, a tradition of 50 000 years of hunting, foraging and stewardship of
the landscape. This long period of continuing occupation is recorded in important archaeological sites
and an enormously rich (and internationally significant) heritage of rock art. Aboriginal people in the
Kakadu region maintain strong cultural and religious beliefs that centre on an individuals personal
attachment, and responsibility for, their traditional lands.

The region is also internationally known as Australia's uranium province — the location of
significant, world class deposits of uranium ore.

In recent years there has been a major domestic and international debate about the impacts of regional
development, including uranium mining, on the living cultural traditions of the local Aboriginal
people. It has been vigorously argued by some key traditional land owners that uranium mining at the
proposed Jabiluka mine will impact so much on their living cultural traditions that this will, in turn,
impact on the World Heritage values of the park.

2. KAKADU AS A CULTURAL LANDSCAPE

Archaeological evidence suggests Aboriginal people have been living in the Kakadu region for at
least 50 000 years [1]. These are some of the earliest dates for human occupation sites in Australia.
One site where this has been demonstrated is located just inside the Jabiluka mineral lease.

Bininj people have a social organization system based on clans (small family groups of people)
sharing management responsibility and stewardship of a clan estate. This relationship has been
described as one of 'traditional ownership' and the legal concept of Aboriginal people as 'traditional
owners' of land is now well entrenched in a number of contemporary legal arrangements across
Australia.
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Today around 1200 Aboriginal people live in the Kakadu region with about 450-500 living in Kakadu
National Park. Local regional centres include the township/village of Oenpelli (operated for many
years as a Christian mission to Aboriginal people — just outside the park) and Jabiru township — a
new town established to house mine workers and support services.

About 300 bininj live in out-stations, or community living areas, in Kakadu National Park. Another
150-200 Aboriginal people live within the township of Jabiru (also in the park).

3. UNDERSTANDING THE PRESENT THROUGH THE PAST

3.1. The early years

The social history of indigenous people in the Kakadu region prior to World War II (WW II) was of
limited contact with non-Aborigines and rapid de-population. It is estimated that at the time of the
declaration of the park (1978) the Aboriginal population of the northern half of the park was perhaps
just 4% of that prior to European settlement of the Top End of Australia. This depopulation is largely
attributed to infertility (via introduced pathogens) and high mortality from diseases such as influenza
[2]-

Migration also played a part as some people moved away from their homelands, often for extended
periods, to nearby townships like Pine Creek and Darwin. During the period 1910 — WW II
European movement into the Kakadu region was restricted to that of Christian missionaries, buffalo
hunters, struggling cattlemen and fossickers [3]. There was virtually no regional infrastructure and
travel was largely dependent on walking, horses or coastal vessels.

WW II brought many military personnel to the Top End of Australia, the introduction of new
technology and the development of regional infrastructure. It significantly broadened the contact that
Aboriginal people in the Kakadu region had with the outside world and a small number of the military
personnel who visited during the war returned to settle and explore small scale business opportunities
in the region.

The wildlife and scenic beauty of Kakadu became more widely known. Fledgling tourism (safari)
operations began, uranium ore was discovered and mined in the southern part of Kakadu and roads
and airstrips were established.

3.2. The 60s - a decade of planning and change

At the beginning of the 1960's it began to be suggested that a large regional national park,
representative of Top End ecosystems, should be established in the Kakadu region. In 1965 the first
proposals for the establishment of Kakadu National Park were being officially considered [4]. A
decade of planning followed as government officials aimed to reconcile park-planning proposals with
other plans for regional development.

Park planning documents from that time made little reference to local bininj people. This was both a
reflection of the times and the low numbers of traditional landowners resident in the area of the
proposed park. Many of these bininj were living in places like the nearby township of Pine Creek, or
working on buffalo camps and pastoral properties outside the country being considered for
establishment as a park.

The discovery of world class uranium ore deposits within the area proposed as national park brought
together a triumvirate of issues that created, and continues as, a contentious mix of conservation,
uranium mining and indigenous social justice issues. At about the same time as the uranium deposits
were being discovered important changes in community attitudes about indigenous people and their
rights were taking place in Australia.
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The Australian pubic expressed, through a national referendum, their view that the time had come to
fully acknowledge indigenous Aboriginal people as full citizens of Australia, with full voting rights.
Claims of indigenous land ownership and traditional title to land were taken into the non-Aboriginal
legal system and Aboriginal Land Rights emerged as a political issue. A new Commonwealth
(federal) government with a strong social justice and reform agenda came into power and
commissioned a formal inquiry into Aboriginal land rights in the Northern Territory. Aboriginal land
rights legislation — and proposals for joining Aboriginal land ownership with National Park
management — were recommended to government [5].

3.3. The Ranger Uranium Environmental Inquiry (RUEI)

In 1975 the same government responded to community concerns about Australia's involvement in the
growing uranium industry, and the prospect of large scale uranium mining in the Kakadu region, by
establishing the Ranger Uranium Environmental Inquiry (RUEI). This was a major government
initiative, considering evidence from hundreds of witnesses over a 24-month period.

The inquiry was broad ranging; considering economic and trade implications of not developing the
Kakadu uranium resource, nuclear non-proliferation and nuclear safety issues. A large part of the
inquiry was dedicated to consideration of regional environmental impacts should mining go ahead and
a special focus was given to the potential impacts of regional development on the local indigenous
people.

In addition the Inquiry was asked by the government to consider a claim by Aboriginal traditional
owners for legal freehold title to their land under recently enacted land rights legislation — the
Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act 1976.

In 1977 the RUEI announced its recommendations to government [6]. Key recommendations
included:

• uranium mining should be allowed to proceed, in a staged fashion, despite the clear objections of
traditional owners and other affected Aboriginal people.

• the Commonwealth government should retain title to land in the region and in turn make it
available for inclusion in the park and claim by Aboriginal traditional owners.

• a land grant (under the terms of the new Land Rights Act) be made to traditional owners of the
land sought for uranium mining and national park purposes.

• provision for the Aboriginal traditional owners of land where mining is taking place, and
"affected aboriginals", to receive payment of mine royalty equivalents.

• that Aboriginal traditional owners of land in the region lease their land to the Commonwealth
Director of National Parks for the purpose of a national park and that they enter into a joint
management arrangement for the park.

• that the Commonwealth government ensure a very high level of environmental protection through
the office of a Commonwealth Supervising Scientist.

4. THE SOCIAL IMPACT OF MINING AND DEVELOPMENT

4.1. Outcomes of the RUEI

The RUEI paid special attention to social impact issues and proposed a range of measures to address
this, including the establishment of a joint managed National Park to act as a social impact 'buffer' —
ensuring space between new residents, tourists and local indigenous people.
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Special arrangements were made for the management of the township to be developed to
accommodate mine workers and support services. The town would be declared as part of the national
park, under the control of the Director of National Parks and Wildlife. Population limits for non-
indigenous residents were recommended and restrictions placed on who could reside in the town.

A package of arrangements was negotiated and in October 1978 traditional owners signed agreement
for both the Ranger uranium mine to proceed (including agreement on the payment of statutory mine
royalty payments of 2.5% of the value of mine production) and the establishment of Kakadu National
Park.

The stage seemed set for a prosperous future. A large metropolitan Australian newspaper ran a front
page article on 'Stone Age millionaires' in the Kakadu region.

The early 1980s saw rapid development of the Ranger uranium mine, the Jabiru township and the
park. It also saw the establishment of a local royalty receiving association, the Gagudju Association,
to distribute the local share of mine royalty payments from the Ranger mine. Traditional landowners
continued to be involved in a hectic schedule of further land claims and negotiations over the
proposed Jabiluka uranium mine. In 1982 agreement for this mine was negotiated and approved on
behalf of the traditional owners by the body responsible for the administration of the Land Rights
Act — the Northern Land Council.

In 1983 government returned to the Australian Labor Party and for the next 13 years their policy of
restricting the number of uranium mines operating at any one time in Australia prevented the Jabiluka
mine proceeding.

For the major part of the 1980s the Gagudju Association was applauded as a model indigenous
royalty-receiving organization — investing in business enterprises and tourism infrastructure and
providing support services (housing, health services and education) to its members.

Membership of the Gagudju Association reflected an arguably generous definition of 'aboriginals
affected' — the people said to be affected by mining operations at the Ranger uranium mine — and
many beneficiaries did not actually reside in the region.

Bininj leadership of the Association revolved around a committee of peers who largely took a
collectivist approach to decision making. Early committee members were people of the same
generation who had shared close life experiences. Success was also strongly linked to a successful
leadership alliance between two men — the senior traditional owner of the Mirrar estate (where the
mining activity was taking place) and a younger man — comfortable in dealing with 'whitefellas' —
from a neighbouring clan.

The apparent harmonies of the early 1980's began to fray by the end of the decade and into the early
1990's. The leadership alliance noted above ended on the death of the senior Mirrar traditional owner.
Economic circumstances changed, the price of uranium fell and royalty payments decreased rapidly.

The Gagudju Association was forced to service bank loans taken out for investment purposes at the
cost of services to its members. Key traditional owners became concerned about the long term future
of the association and the quality of policy and management advice.

In this time of increasing tension the Australian government changed and with it a firm prospect that
the Jabiluka mine would proceed. This was also a time when many traditional owners were
increasingly distressed, and depressed, by the health of their community. A report on alcohol abuse
[7] identified extremely high levels of alcohol consumption — and attendant social dysfunction —
among Aboriginal drinkers and their families.
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Poor health, poor housing, high mortality, high unemployment and low participation in the state
school system were seen as both symptoms and cause of deep social malaise. In addition traditional
owners had other challenges to accommodate — invasive weeds appearing on their country and
increasing tourism use of the national park.

Many bininj families, especially those from the centre of the region, and those with their own
indigenous language as their first language, increasingly felt a sense of marginalization; that their
voice and interests were being lost in the hurly burly of day to day life. Other peoples' agendas
seemed to dominate. Bininj began more openly questioning who was really benefiting from regional
development.

4.2. The Kakadu Region Social Impact Study (KRSIS) and Jabiluka

This dissent, and the independent reporting of worrying social statistics, led the Northern Land
Council to call for a social impact study before further consideration of the Jabiluka mine proceeding.
In response to this request the Commonwealth government, Northern Territory government, the
Northern Land Council and Energy Resources of Australia Ltd (ERA, the operating company at the
Ranger uranium mine) agreed to sponsor the Kakadu Region Social Impact Study (KRSIS).

Dr. Arthur Johnston, a member of the KRSIS Study Advisory Group, has outlined the approach of the
KRSIS in a paper presented earlier at this meeting [8]. To recap: the KRSIS found there had been a
number of positive social outcomes as a consequence of development in the Kakadu region but that
many bininj people's fears about strong negative social impacts arising from regional development
had been realized.

The KRSIS Study Advisory Group found that:

• the living conditions of some of the Aboriginal communities in Kakadu were of a third world
standard.

• key social indicators for education, health and employment were as bad as any community in
Australia.

• alcohol misuse was heavily impacting on many families.

• local arrangements, including mine royalty distribution, intended to benefit Aboriginal people
had become sources of negative social impacts.

The KRSIS Study Advisory Group made an extensive range of recommendations, embodied in a
KRSIS Community Action Plan [9], to the Commonwealth and Northern Territory Governments.
These included:

• Improvements in social conditions, including education, employment and training.

• Improved health care and access to education.

• improved infrastructure - especially housing and community services (power/water/sewage) for
traditional owners and other bininj residents of the park.

• production of economic development plans for the region that focus on long term and sustainable
economic opportunities for traditional owners.

• proposals to address the issue of Aboriginal ownership of the Jabiru township, enhanced
traditional owner involvement in regional governance and the implementation of a
comprehensive, locally managed social impact monitoring programme.
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Coinciding with formal government responses to the KRSIS Community Action Plan the Bureau of
the World Heritage Committee, lobbied by an alliance of Mirrar traditional owners and green groups,
agreed to send a fact finding mission to Kakadu National Park. Its purpose was to make a
recommendation to the World Heritage Committee on whether Kakadu should be listed as World
Heritage in danger as a consequence of proposals for mining at Jabiluka.

A key issue for the fact-finding mission was a focus on threats to the living cultural traditions of
traditional owners in the context of the findings of the KRSIS. The Australian government position
has been that the park's World Heritage values are not in danger, that the KRSIS did report on
unsatisfactory social circumstances of Aboriginal people in the Kakadu region but that these KRSIS-
related issues can and are being addressed through the work of the KRSIS Implementation Team [10].

Most recently (June 2000) the Bureau of the World Heritage Committee, on considering Kakadu
related issues recommended that:

"all affected parties and the Australian Government work to finalise a constructive solution to
addressing the economic, social and cultural expectations of the people of Kakadu while
protecting the full range of World Heritage values"

4.3. Moving on from the KRSIS

Implementation of responses to the KRSIS study is being driven and overseen by a locally-based
KRSIS Implementation Team and recently (June 2000) the Chair of the Implementation Team
presented his first progress report (for the period November 1998-June 2000) to the Commonwealth
Minister for the Environment [11].

Regrettably a key set of local traditional owners responsible for land where mining takes place or is
planned, the Mirrar traditional owners, have (to date) rejected joining the KRSIS Implementation
Team while mining industry representatives attend those meetings. Efforts to have them join the
Implementation Team continue.

The KRSIS team, with broad representation from local Aboriginal representative bodies, the Northern
Territory and Commonwealth governments, the Jabiru Town Council and ERA, has committed to
pursuing implementation of KRSIS recommendations.

To date the focus has been on fundamentals - employment, training, community infrastructure, health
and education. The development of regional bininj economic development plan is proposed and
recently the Commonwealth government announced $600 000 AUD funding for an Aboriginal
Education Unit, recommended by the KRSIS study, at the Jabiru Area School.

Significant policy issues raised in the KRSIS, such as governance, the future of Jabiru, and
acknowledgment of traditional ownership of land in Jabiru, have yet to be addressed in full. These
issues touch on complex legal issues and have significant implications for many people - and all
levels of government. They have not been lost sight of and the options available for negotiation
continue to be explored.

Local debates about how far and how fast regional development should proceed have also exposed
differences between different bininj interest groups on what kind of future is best for all. There are
those who reject current plans for regional development, including increased mining development,
and others who want to engage with industry and exploit regional resources for what they see as the
common good.

It is in this atmosphere that the traditional owners of the Jabiluka mine site area (the Mirrar) appear
solidly committed to opposing the Jabiluka mine. It seems clear that much of this is based on their
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resentment of their recent social history and of their negative experience of regional development over
the past twenty years.

5. LESSONS LEARNED

Long term residents of the Kakadu region have been left to think about how things might have been
different. There are endless answers to that question. Some thoughts on "lessons learned" include:

• The need to carefully manage the 'rush' of economic independence that can come with new and
large cash flows in the early life of mining (or other large scale) regional development projects.

• The need to ensuring an agreed and appropriate mix of investment in both community
development and business projects.

• Be wary of allowing representative bodies to be overly reliant on mine royalty incomes for
community services - especially if these are linked to commodity prices and production levels.

• Work to ensure broad understanding within the local indigenous community of 'money lines' -
where revenue comes from, how it is generated, appreciation of its value as a community
resource.

• Ensure community decision making and reporting is managed in ways that stay in harmony with
local cultural traditions and values.

• Recognize the danger and inherent instability in establishing artificial power structures that
compromise traditional styles of decision making.

• Resource developers need to understand, and factor into their decision making, the cultural
landscape (the business environment !) that they operate in.

• Responsibility for social impact issues needs to be determined early in the life of large scale
development projects.

• Commitment needs to be made, and maintained, to on-going social impact monitoring, regular
community reporting and adaptive decision making.

• Developers need to believe in, and engender, a work culture that accepts that local indigenous
people need to be active players in the management of regional development - not just passive
recipients of royalties.
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