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Rio Tinto seemed to be aware of the unique value of the site the year after
they received the archaeological report and in 2015, the mining company
funded a documentary called Ngurra Minarli, which means In Our Country.
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7,000 artefacts were discovered during the excavation of the Juukan-2 site. (Supplied)

The documentary featured PKKP traditional owners expressing concern
about protecting the remaining cultural sites in the area, including the
Juukan rock caves.

Traditional owner Harold Ashburton said he had recently taken his two
sons to the area.

"I showed them Brockman, where my grandfather was born, first time they'd
been out in a grandfather's country," he said in the documentary.

"They turned and said, It's f***ed because of mining.
What [have]they done to the country?"”

In an interview with RN Breakfast, Chris Salisbury, chief executive of Rio
Tinto iron ore described the destruction of the caves as a
"misunderstanding".

He said the company was sorry for the "distress and anguish" of the PKKP
people and took "full accountability".
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"Something's gone terribly wrong here and we've committed to a
comprehensive review of all of our heritage process and moreover
committed to advocating for legislative change to prevent this sort of
thing happening, should it be necessary," Mr Salisbury said.

"We can't move back, we can't keep looking backwards,
we want to repair our relationship with traditional
owners."

Rock shelters were already doomed

Rio Tinto's Brockman 4 mine was expanding and operating less than one
kilometre away from the Juukan rock cave sites when Dr Slack's team
conducted its 2014 excavation of the site.

The dig excavated down 1.8 metres to bedrock across a 15-square-metre
section in the centre of Juukan 2.

It revealed compelling new evidence for the rarity and importance of both
Juukan 1 and Juukan 2.
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The Juukan caves were excavated in 2014 and determined to be of the "highest archaeological significance".
(Supplied)

However, because the dig was described by Dr Slack as "extensive salvage
excavations"it appeared that by 2014, both caves were already doomed.

Only months before the dig started, Rio Tinto secured a Section 18 consent
under the WA Aboriginal Heritage Act in December 2013.

The permit meant the company could not be prosecuted for "excavating,
destroying, damaging, concealing or in any way altering any Aboriginal
site".

This consent was issued by the WA Registrar of Aboriginal Sites despite an
earlier report in December 2008 by Dr Slack, pointing to "high
archaeological significance" of at least three sites in the region, which
included the two Juukan caves.
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