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Date submitted: 5 December 2022 

Introduction  

AMEC appreciates the opportunity to make a submission and be included in the initial consultation for 
the Queensland End of Waste Framework Review. AMEC is deeply supportive of the Department of 
Environment and Science (DES) making meaningful steps towards embedding circular economy 
principles within the current operations of the department, as well as influencing other departments to 
do the same. Circular economy presents a significant opportunity for the resources sector, one that is 
being lived in real time across operations in Queensland. A key impediment however to maximising the 
circular economy opportunity is DES’s current frameworks, administration and culture around waste 
and lack of appetite for innovation and risk.  

 About AMEC 

The Association of Mining and Exploration Companies (AMEC) is a national peak industry body 
representing over 540 mineral exploration and mining companies across Australia. Our members are 
mineral explorers, emerging miners, producers, and a wide range of businesses working in and for the 
industry. Collectively, AMEC’s member companies account for over $100 billion of the mineral 
exploration and mining sector’s capital value. 

Mineral exploration and mining make a critical contribution to Australia’s economy, directly employing 
over 274,00 people. In 2020/21 Industry generated a record high $301 billion in mining exports, invested 
$3.2 billion in exploration expenditure to discover the mines of the future, and collectively paid over 
$39.3 billion in royalties and taxes.  

AMEC’s Queensland members, of which there are more than 70, work in and for the resources industry, 
exploring, developing and producing minerals including Antimony, Bauxite, Coal, Cobalt, Copper, Gold, 
Graphite, Lead, Lithium, Mineral Sands, Molybdenum, Nickel, Phosphate, Rare Earths, Silver, 
Tungsten, Vanadium and Zinc. 

What is circular economy?  

Based on conversations with the contractor, SLR and DES, AMEC understands that the department is 
still determining what it understands circular economy to mean, as well as what it means for the 
economy and more specifically, what it means for the environmentally relevant activities (ERAs) the 
department regulates. It seems that seeking stakeholder input on the end of waste framework and its 
operation before there is an agreed understanding of what circular economy means for DES and 
Queensland, is premature.  

As such, AMEC recommends that a critical exercise of first principles must be completed to truly inform 
the response to the questions that SLR and DES are seeking to answer. Namely the exercise is 
undertaking a collaborative co-design process between government, industry and academia to agree 
(largely, not consensus) on what circular economy means for Queensland, across the economy and for 
the environment. This process should be iterative and conducted in the true spirit of co-design.  
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General comments on the process / task  

AMEC notes that the scope of the work being completed by SLR is extensive. It was not achievable for 
AMEC to respond to all elements of the scope in the timeframe set down, nor does it seem feasible for 
the consultants to provide a considered viewpoint.  

AMEC was also concerned that there were some important organisations not included in the 
stakeholder list for consultation, namely the University of Queensland’s Sustainable Minerals Institute 
and Coreo. Further, the Department of Resources has $5 million in their budget to invest in resources 
related circular economy work and this was not included as a consideration in the scope that was 
presented by DES.  

General comments 

AMEC notes that this year DES took the important and necessary step to change their organisational 
structure and re-name the previous waste unit to become the Office of Circular Economy. AMEC 
supports this organisational change and rename to be reflective of a more contemporary and future-
focused waste management framework. DES now need to implement steps that support this change in 
name with legislation and administration that facilitates an innovative, forward thinking and evolving 
need for future economies and technology. 

Know better, do better. It is an oversimplification; however, AMEC believes this needs to be the 
underpinning principle for a framework that supports circular economy. Increasingly AMEC has 
members that are or are seeking to lead the way in sustainability and resource efficiency. As quoted by 
Kevin MacNeil, CEO of EQ Resources as the AusIMM Critical Minerals Technical Forum on 17 August 
this year, “…circular economy is money.” The commercial benefits of being able to achieve circular 
economy are typically immense. 

While industry attempts to lead, there is a relatively low-level of preparation and activity within 
Government to understand, design, guide, facilitate and regulate required systems and processes in 
support of circular economy. To date, member efforts to lean into this space meaningfully are met with 
resistance as the innovation is not well understood or accepted by regulators.   

What was once a waste and in its terminal state to be managed, for example tailings, is now increasingly 
being shown to be a resource, with economic and if extracted, also net environmental benefit. This has 
been proven through the work that the Department of Resources is doing in partnership with the 
University of Queensland’s Sustainable Minerals Institute, to understand the value in tailing facilities, 
typically a highly regulated waste. However, what is being discovered through scientific inquiry, means 
that this terminal definition is not appropriate for the resource it actually is. Further, other frameworks 
such as the Estimated Rehabilitation Calculator and the Financial Provisioning Scheme are currently 
designed in a way that is focussed on eliminating risk, which makes it near impossible to achieve 
innovative outcomes and net environmental improvement at tailings or on historical or abandoned mine 
sites, because the financials implications are too prohibitive. These frameworks when considered 
together will be perverse in achieving true circular economy outcomes for the resources sector.  

As discussed previously, both DES and the Department of Resources have commitments regarding 
circular economy; the Department of Resources in the 2022-23 budget even received $5 million to 
support efforts in this space. There must be linkages between these departments as well with other 
departments to build capability when it comes to renewable energy projects, batteries and the 
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downstream impacts this infrastructure will have. This should include the immense opportunity to be a 
recycling or circular economy centre point for energy critical minerals for the Asia Pacific, which is 
supported by CSIRO analysis1. 

When a waste is no longer a waste it becomes a resource. AMEC would like to suggest that there 
be deep consideration given to a refocusing of producer stewardship and how producers of waste can 
viably investigate and explore opportunities to create new resources within the waste framework in 
manner that is safe, stable and non-polluting. 

Legislative Constraints 

Currently there can be great conflict around the definition of waste. Waste can be defined not just by 
those elements under Environmental Protection Act, section 13, but in subordinate legislation, 
guidelines and in environmental licencing. This rigid and conflicting approach to waste, creates sharp 
bookends with no viable alternative means of looking at a waste and determining if there is an end of 
waste outcome that does not result in disposal. 

This terminal approach to waste makes the definitions at odds with the waste hierarchy in its very 
essence, as the Act leans towards facilitating disposal, as opposed to reuse and / or recovery. 

AMEC will always champion the concepts of a circular economy, but a circular economy cannot occur 
when the legislative tools framing the economy are so rigid. Anecdotally AMEC has member 
experiences, whereby the system for end of waste alternatives are so difficult to navigate, especially if 
they are pioneering concepts, that it is not viable to enter into an end of waste framework, as the process 
involved makes the opportunity unfeasible.   

Limitations within the legislation 

The end of waste (EOW) framework under Chapters 8 and 8A of the Waste Reduction and Recycling 
Act 2011 aims to promote:  

 resource recovery opportunities and  

 change the perception of waste from being seen as waste to being valued as a resource. 

The key issue, which AMEC would like to see addressed as part of the review, is the disconnect 
between the provision drafting of the definition for waste as it occurs under Environmental Protection 
Act 1994, Section 13 and the definition of end of waste as it appears under section 156 of the 
Chapters 8 and 8A of the Waste Reduction and Recycling Act 2011. If these definitions could be 
harmonised and provided with improved elasticity, the framework would have greater capacity to 
deliver the intent and aims targeted by the review. 

The conflict that is presented here drives at the core of environmental licensing as the controlling 
mechanism for end of waste with no capacity to allow for innovation of mechanises to considered 
futuristic and alternative outcomes. As such, AMEC suggests that this disharmony in definition and 
the lack of appetite (or ability to have an appetite) for innovation or risk, means that the original intent 

 

1 Critical Energy Minerals Roadmap - CSIRO 
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of the End of Waste Code to meet  its original objectives is not being met. Namely the framework is 
not encouraging the reuse of waste or reducing the volumes of waste that are going to landfill as 
much as it could, and it is not supporting Queensland’s transition to a circular economy. 

Schedule 2 Part 12 of the Environmental Protection Regulation 2019 – waste related ERAs 

All ERAs by nature are processing, production and operational driven activities that have the potential 
to cause environmental harm. By their very nature and need for regulation they are most likely going to 
generate waste/s and or be a major contributor to waste/s streams. This is most obvious group in which 
there could be great and advanced outcomes and benefit from a re-think of how ERAs are conditioned, 
for example:  

 Consider not making every change that is considered under an ERA or EA as a major 
amendment, especially if the amendment is centered on a viable reuse and potential recovery 
option. 

 Consider how standard EA conditions could be drafted to encourage all wastes to be 
investigated for reuse and recovery 

AMEC members run diverse and complex operations, as well as businesses that are already 
demonstrating circular economy practices well in advance of the instruments currently provided in 
Queensland’s legislation. A member we encourage DES to engage with and we would be happy to 
facilitate a visit is EQ Resources, Mount Carbine tungsten mine. While EQ Resources have the benefit 
of also being a quarry and being able to use and monetise their “waste” rock, it is demonstrative of how 
circular economy principles could be embedded broadly for other operations to allow for the use of what 
are traditionally “waste” materials to be a resource.  

In closing, the current framework is focused on defining waste, and then encouraging recycling and 
reuse but in no way is it intuitive or responsive to change, or forward scaled to meet the concepts of a 
circular economy. 

For further information contact: 

Sarah Gooley, Queensland Director 

E sarah.gooley@amec.org.au   M 0455 743 329 


