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Attachment 1: EPA Assessment 
 
The NT Environment Protection Agency’s assessment report (Feb 2006) also looked 
at economic issues (p36-38). 
 
4.8 Objectives and Benefits of the Mine Expansion 
 
The draft EIS presents the objectives of the mine as securing the long-term viability of the 
McArthur River operation by changing from underground mining, which is becoming 
uneconomical due to reduced output rates and safety issues necessitating increased 
expenditure, to open cut mining methods. This will provide MRM with the opportunity to 
increase its participation in the zinc business and to capture an increased portion of the market 
for zinc concentrates, which is increasing significantly in demand. 
 
The benefits of this proposal to the Northern Territory have been stated in the draft EIS as 
significant and include the contribution of $175 million to the Gross State Product of the 
Territory, the creation of an average 290 jobs during construction and 610 during operation 
(including flow-on effects). Additionally, the proponent estimates that it will contribute $329 
million annually to the economic output of all industries in the NT (including flow-on 
effects). 
 
A 2004 study undertaken by ACIL Tasman (prepared for the then Office of Territory 
Development) found that MRM directly impacts on the economy via its production, 
employment and investment and through its demand for a range of goods and services it 
indirectly generates additional output, value added (the building block of Gross State Product) 
and employment in the Territory. General equilibrium modelling of these direct and indirect 
impacts indicated that if MRM were to close at the end of 2005 the Northern Territory 
economy would experience a decline in GSP and employment. Estimates for the twelve 
month period after mine closure indicated that:- 
 
• GSP would be 0.96% lower; 
• Employment would be 0.57% lower; and 
• Wages and salaries paid to Territorian’s would be 1.18% lower. 
 
These direct and indirect impacts highlight that MRM was (in 2004) contributing some 
$84.1m to the Territory’s GSP (direct and indirect contributions). The majority of MRM’s 
direct contribution is via wages and salaries as MRM was not profitable and was not paying 
royalties or state taxes. 
 
A respondent to the EIS raised a concern regarding the uncertainty of the current mine life 
indicating that it the underground mine was originally proposed to have a mine life of 25 
years and is being decommissioned after only 10. Further, the respondent is concerned that 
the proponent has not demonstrated that the operation will remain viable given that “the EIS 
states that during mining if strip rates are too high, ore quality is low or the zinc price falls, 
there is the possibility that the mine would close within the 25-year life” The EIS states “As 
the ore-body deepens, ever increasing amounts of waste must be uncovered for each tonne of 
ore. The ratio of waste tonnes mined to ore tonnes mined is termed the ‘strip ratio’. Above a 
certain strip ratio, depending on ore grades, metal prices, and mining and processing costs, it 
is no longer economic to mine the ore by open cut methods” This has implications for the 
stated benefits of the proposal and calls into question the value of diverting the McArthur 
River and associated impacts in the face of this uncertainty. The proponent expresses 
confidence that the proposal will be viable and indicates that if the mine life is reduced, 
contingencies are in place to ensure there will be no long-term detrimental impacts 
postclosure. 
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The Northern Territory Government took part in a nation-wide survey of recreational and 
indigenous fishing (2000-01 National Recreational and Indigenous Fishing Survey). The 
latest estimates from the survey (URS 2005b) place spending on recreational fishing in the 
Northern Territory at $26.7 million in 2000-01, down from the 1995 estimate of $30 million. 
Total recreational fishing effort in the Territory was estimated at 1.9 million hours, with 
barramundi the most popular target species, accounting for 42% of all hours fished. The 
Amateur Fishermen’s Association estimates that the McArthur River area accounts for 
considerably more of the Territory’s recreational fishing effort than the 11% assessed in 2002. 
 
It is recognised that recreational fishing is responsible for significant tourism in the Territory, 
including in the lower McArthur River. Access is through use of personal equipment or 
through charter companies. Inputs into amateur fishing trips are usually greater than the 
financial (market) value of the fish and seafood caught, but in compensation the fishermen 
receive additional recreational, social and cultural benefits that are difficult to quantify. 
 
As discussed in the EIS, the environmental safeguards to be implemented as part of the Open 
Cut Project have been designed to ensure there will be no significant detrimental downstream 
effects. No impacts on the recreational fishing industry in the lower McArthur River are 
expected. Consequently the potential costs to the tourism and fishing industries in the region 
as a result of the project are considered to be negligible. 
 
Questions arising from the EPA assessment 
 

16. Have there been any additional economic assessments by the NT Government 
of McArthur River Mine, apart from the ACIL Tasman report to the Office of 
Territory Development?If so, have they looked at all of the economic costs and 
benefits (including rehabilitation risks and the electricity subsidy)? 
ECNT understands, following a discussion with Mines Minister Kon Vatskalis 
(17 March 2006) and following a statement made by the Minister in the NT 
Legislative Assembly during a debate on McArthur River Mine (see Daily 
Hansard, 30 March 2006), that an additional economic study has been 
completed by the Department of Business, Economic and Regional 
Development (DBERD). This has shown that the mine contributes 1% of the 
NT’s Gross State Product ($141 million), not 4% as claimed by the CLP 
Opposition. 

 
17. Why is there no assessment by the EPA itself on the potential impacts on 

downstream fisheries and tourism values, rather than just repeating 
reassurances made by the company in the EIS?What would a full and 
thorough assessment find? 

 
18. Another consideration is the potential impacts on the customary economy 

downstream of the mine, particularly should there be a major pollution 
incident. 


