An explosive debate

In the last two years, there have been significant changes to the explosive legislation not only in Australia but also abroad.

Today, explosive regulations are moving towards unit level identification and tracking, with Brazil implementing the decree 14 months ago.  The European Union has also confirmed that they too will introduce unit level tracking into their explosive legislation within the next three years.

Global Tracking Solutions chief executive officer John Moore told Australian Mining that unit tracking would eventually become a world wide custom as it improves the level of safety and security in the transport and use of explosives.

“Australia is behind the eight ball when it comes to tracking explosives.  Australia has always prided itself in being a world leader in technology and in the forefront of security legislation.  With Brazil and the EU already legislating for the unit level tracking of explosives, Australia finds itself slipping further and further behind. ,” Moore said.
Australia is also home to both Orica and Dyno Nobel who are the two biggest producers of explosives in the world along with the largest international mining companies, BHP Billiton and Rio Tinto.  These companies have a huge investment in the industry and as such should be the driving force behind legislative change to ensure the safety and security of explosives in this country.  Although Australia has not suffered from direct terrorist attacks on home soil, Australian citizens and property have been targeted with over 35 ATM machines being blown up in the eastern states alone in less than 12 months.  By introducing unit tracking, accountability is increased, therefore reducing the risk of explosives falling into the wrong hands.
“Unit level tracking is the way of the future and I think Australian mining companies need to be prepared for this adjustment to the legislation by driving the change through understanding the total cost.  By working with suppliers and industry to deliver a cost effect benefit that will allow miners to control costs and not having to accept the price due to legislation.”  Moore said unit tracking can be done with barcodes or through RFID and currently Orica in Brazil are using barcoding at a unit level to ensure the safety and secure transport of all explosives. According to Moore, barcoding is often seen by companies as the cheaper option.  Also some barcoding systems vary in the layout of the information causing further costs in interpretation and reading however, he argues when the time and labour costs are broken down, RFID proves to be the most cost effective solution.

“We all understand what a barcode looks like and how it works,” Moore said.

“Data placed onto a barcode is read only and requires direct scanning with a laser. RFID micro chips on the other hand contain read/write data that can be scanned from a distance.  The information held within the RFID chips can be automatically downloaded to a secure electronic storage area providing electronic proof of delivery, stocktake information and traceability of the individual item.  Global Tracking Solutions have placed an RFID Explosives Tracking Code (RFID – ETC) protocol with the Australian International Standards working group.  This will allow any explosives manufacture to place current barcode data into the RFID chip with extra room available. 
“With RFID, a portal reader could scan a box of booster and have data like the Shotfirer ID placed onto each unit, in seconds without need to unpack and hand scan a barcode before repacking is an example of a hidden barcode cost. Companies need to be aware of the total costs before they make the decision as to which method they will implement.”

Devil’s Advocate

Moore said that regardless of price and efficiency, the Australian explosives industry would eventually alter their legislation to accommodate the changes being made abroad.

“At the end of the day, it will be difficult for manufactures to sell or buy explosives from overseas if their laws differ from our own,” Moore said.

Richard Moroney from the Australian Industry Explosives Safety Group (AEISG) agrees that legislation should be common among all states and countries.

“Australian explosives companies and their customers are currently regulated by jurisdiction specific laws which differ from one another in major and minor ways. AEISG members have formed the view that these differences are unnecessary, costly, inefficient and run counter to the overall security objective,” Moroney told Australian Mining.
“We are therefore negotiating with the various Governments to phase out these differences with the ultimate objective of having one database of security cleared explosives industry workers, one set of explosives regulations and a single set of licences which are used throughout the country.”

Moroney went on to say that while common law was an effective solution to a global problem, Australia would not be in a hurry to include unit level tracking security in their legislation. 

“Tracking is important in the event of a major incident. But at the moment, the security regime involves accounting for every case of explosives rather than every individual unit,” Moroney said.

“At current, it is not important to the regulators to know where the explosives began their journey and exactly where they will end up.

“There is a lot of debate over whether or not Australian explosives should be tracked at a unit level rather than in gross quantities.

“The initiating explosives (that is the explosives that are transported in cases) make up only a small sector of the explosives industry. Most explosives are made on a minesite from reactive raw materials so there is no need for barcodes or individual tracking devices.”

Moroney said individual tracking is not perceived by the Australian explosives industry to be vital. While there have been moves to introduce this into the European legislation, federal bodies like the AEISG are of the view that they should wait for an international lead on this subject before committing Australia.
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