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Introduction

The Mirrar, like the World Heritage Committee
, believe that the proposal to develop the Jabiluka uranium mine poses ascertained and potential threats to the cultural and natural values of Kakadu National Park. The Australian Government has not conceded that there exists any threat to the World Heritage values of Kakadu. The Government has proceeded on the basis that the development of the Jabiluka uranium mine is inevitable and poses no threat to World Heritage values, ignoring the input of Traditional Owners, international and domestic scientific opinion, the concerns of non-government organisations and opposition political parties and the will of the Australian people. The Government has now created an impasse in the preparation of a cultural heritage management plan process. The Mirrar look to the World Heritage Committee for a resolution to this stalemate and recommend a high-level mission visit Kakadu.

Cultural Heritage Management Plan Process

The Mirrar have serious concerns at the cultural heritage management plan process proposed by the Australian Government. Their key concerns are:

· That the process is not separate to the Government approval process for Jabiluka to proceed;

· That Mirrar evidence is treated merely as one of many sources, rather than a legitimately recognised established set of facts from which a process for management of cultural heritage is negotiated;

· The Government has refused to devise a process outside of the development agenda – the current proposed process facilitates the development of the Jabiluka mine;

· The process is designed to manage cultural heritage while mining takes place;

· Mirrar participation in such a process will only accelerate the negative impact of the ascertained threat to the cultural values for which Kakadu has received World Heritage Listing;

· The proposed Cultural Heritage Reference Group is to act as an assessor and certifier of Aboriginal cultural knowledge – this is properly the role of the Mirrar themselves;

· Energy Resources of Australia’s central role in the process is unacceptable given it is the project proponent – the company is expected to proceed with the development;

· ERA’s new design for milling uranium on-site at Jabiluka must be seen prior to further discussion. The Mirrar have requested a final mine design for some 18 months and as yet have received no detailed information.

The Mirrar have indicated their willingness to participate in cultural heritage management with the Australian Government under a process that recognises Mirrar information regarding cultural values as a basis for the development of a management plan.

The Way Ahead

While some parties may view Jabiluka as a political issue, to the Mirrar it remains a fight for cultural survival. With its emphasis on protecting sites of universal natural and cultural significance, a highly international skilled team and some 28 years experience, the World Heritage Committee is uniquely placed to understand Mirrar concerns regarding their cultural future.

To the Committee, the Mirrar emphasise the following:

i. The Australian Government must implement meaningful and constructive corrective measures to protect Kakadu as the responsible State Party, accepting its responsibilities under the World Heritage Convention.

ii. Energy Resources of Australia’s new design for uranium milling on-site at Jabiluka must be fully examined as soon as possible by the Committee and its advisory bodies. 

iii. A high-level, expert advisory mission should visit Kakadu with a view to assess the current status of identified threats to its World Heritage cultural values and report back to the World Heritage Committee.

A Government-created Impasse

In its 15 April 2000 Progress Report to the Bureau of the World Heritage Committee, the Australian Government argued its defence of the Jabiluka mine against concerns that it threatens the World Heritage values of Kakadu.

A number of key issues identified in the Progress Report highlight the inadequacy of the Government’s approach.

i. The Government founds its entire argument on a blatant rejection of Mirrar values and worldview – derived from living tradition. 

ii. The Government states that the proposed Cultural Heritage Reference Group will “provide a forum for discussion and a source of advice to assist ERA develop the Cultural Heritage Management Plan”.
 In other words, the CHMP is to be developed by ERA, the proponent of the Jabiluka project with a vested interest worth some hundreds of millions of dollars. 

iii. The report does not acknowledge, let alone counter, any of the Mirrar’s concerns with the Government’s approach despite those concerns being stated and repeated time and again in frequent correspondence with the Minister for the Environment. 

iv. Nowhere in the Progress Report does the Government acknowledge the rightful primacy of the Mirrar in the corrective measures offered to address cultural values.

v. In defying the request of the Independent Scientific Panel (ISP) to examine “the revised plans for mining at Jabiluka” the Australian Government compounds the difficult task of assessment before the World Heritage Committee. This leaves significant unanswered questions regarding the detailed scope of the proposed Jabiluka Mill Alternative.


Conclusion & Recommendation

The planning process for the cultural mapping of sites of significance within and around the Jabiluka lease area has reached an impasse due to the reluctance of the Australian Government to acknowledge both the concerns of the Mirrar and their key role in the process. 

The Mirrar believe that the World Heritage Committee should ensure the close supervision and reporting of ongoing impacts of the Jabiluka proposal on the cultural values of Kakadu. This framework for this supervision should be prepared to meet international best practice. The involvement of the significant resources of the Committee, both financial and intellectual, is regarded as integral to the protection of these values.

The Mirrar recommend the following to the Twenty-Fourth Session of the World Heritage Committee:

That a high-level, expert advisory mission including representatives of ICOMOS, ICCROM and IUCN visit Kakadu National Park prior to the 25th Session of the Bureau of the World Heritage Committee with a view to assessing the current status of identified threats to World Heritage values.
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� UNESCO World Heritage Committee Kakadu Mission Report, 1998


� Australia’s Commitments: Protecting Kakadu, Progress Report to the Bureau of the World Heritage Committee 15 April 2000, page 7, emphasis added.
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