
Paola Cassoni
Bimblebox Nature Refuge

Alpha Qld 4724

bimblebox@gmail.com

The Hon Greg Hunt

Minister for the Environment

Cc: The Hon Mark Butler

Shadow Minister for the Environment

And others
Monday 16th December 2013

Re: Waratah Coal’s proposed China First coal project in the Galilee Basin

Dear Mr Hunt,
My name is Paola Cassoni and I am one of the co-owners of Bimblebox Nature Refuge (Bimblebox).

I am writing this as an open letter as I believe it is important to have a frank exchange of factual information at this time when Australians are waiting to hear your decision on the first proposal for a giant coal mine over a Nature Reserve.
I believe the most recent State assessment of Bimblebox was commissioned by the then Queensland Minister for the Environment, Vicky Darling, in late 2011.
 Waratah Coal has long had access to this report but as far as I can ascertain, it wasn’t made available to the consultants (O2Ecology) employed to prepare the Commonwealth EIS for your office hence I am unsure whether you have seen it. 
Since December 2011 our group has sought to get a copy of this report from Queensland Government departments and just a fortnight ago, I was finally emailed a submission (attached) that the Department of Environmental Resources Management made to the Coordinator General’s office as part of the EIS process, which contains parts of the original State assessment.  
It has been well worth the wait, for it includes essential information, which I would like to bring to your attention now in the form of direct quotes from that report together with my own comments (quotes in bold italics, my comments in normal text).

1) “The purchase of the property [Glen Innes Station alias Bimblebox NR] in 2000 was partially funded by the Commonwealth.
 This was the first direct Commonwealth investment in the purchase and establishment of private protected areas in Queensland” (p1).
Senator Robert Hill, Environment Minister in the then Howard Government, approved the funding under the National Reserve System (NRS) Program of the Natural Heritage Trust. Bimblebox became part of Australia’s protected area estate, recognised by the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN).
2) “Nature refuges provide a highly cost effective way to secure land for nature conservation, and are critical to achieving broadscale conservation of Queensland’s biodiversity across the landscape” (p.1).
Nature refuges pay for themselves – in this case by responsible grazing - making a significant and cost effective contribution to Australia’s protected area estate and the protection of Australia’s natural heritage. 
3)  “If mining proceeds at Bimblebox NR as proposed (that is, the existing nature refuge being mostly subsumed by mining) this will represent the most significant impact experienced to date on a nature refuge. Potential impacts on the Nature Refuges Program, which is reliant on voluntary landholder participation, also cannot be determined on the information available” (p.1).
I believe that if Bimblebox is mined, many landowners will lose heart and will stop supporting the Nature Refuge Program - landowners committed to conservation will not want to sign up to a legally binding agreement that means nothing in the face of mining. When the private sector is willing to take action that supports state goals, the state ought not to undermine it. Passion in managing private conservation areas is essential, as they could be rehabilitated to be better conservation value than nearby National Parks which suffer from insufficient funding. This is a substantial benefit for the state when you compare the cost of establishing and maintaining National Parks with the cost of establishing and maintaining Nature Refuges.
4) “The Desert Uplands Biodiversity Planning Assessment (EPA 2005) has assessed all remnant vegetation on Bimblebox NR as being of State significance… and is thus recognised as having special biodiversity values… including species known to be declining elsewhere; significant high-quality refugial faunal habitat in an area where clearing has been extensive… the vegetation of Bimblebox NR forms a significant part of a large representative tract in a highly cleared subregion” (p.4).
“All mapped REs have low representation in the protected area estate: that is, they are poorly sampled in existing national parks and other conservation reserves…” (p.3).
Existing healthy habitats are invaluable in a subregion that will soon be converted from 94% pastoral leases to a prominent industrial fossil fuel province. Bimblebox NR, if untouched, will retain the invaluable habitat for both threatened and common species. It is from such sanctuaries that damaged landscapes can be repopulated when the threatening processes end in the region. Biodiversity offsetting is intended to compensate for habitat loss resulting from industrial and commercial developments. But as yet, there is little evidence of its efficacy, especially in the case of offsetting large healthy reserves such as Bimblebox. 

5)  “The project EIS (Waratah Coal 2011: p.199) in discussing the impact of mine construction on regionally significant fauna species acknowledge the impact of “…direct loss of habitat and other potential indirect impacts” but go on to state that “impacts will be minor for most of these species” because they are mobile, able to use adjoining habitats and/or relatively tolerant of disturbance. These statements conflate the fortunes of the affected animals with that of the species as a whole. For the animal populations on the refuge the impacts will be unavoidable: most individuals will face either immediate mortality during clearing or predation/starvation as they are displaced. Even those able to move to suitable adjacent habitat (which may be several kilometres away – see Map 1) will be subject to competition for resources with established animal populations so that the newcomer either perishes or displaces an occupant which in turn dies’’ (p.6).
6) “Losing established research and monitoring that would evaluate and demonstrate opportunities for integrating cattle production with nature conservation…  will have profound implications not only for the pastoral industry that rely on the woodland ecosystem, but also for developing industries such as mining which must also engage in regional planning, responsible conservation management and restoration of degraded habitats.”

Losing the established research and monitoring at Bimblebox NR would mean losing more than 10 years of work to evaluate strategies for better managing our woodlands, and responsibly integrating cattle production with nature conservation. Bimblebox is an invaluable demonstration property - it shows conservation and production co-existing. 

7) “Field inspection on 19-22 November 2011 revealed the presence of an unmapped RE on the property” (p.3).
“It is likely that some faunal groups, particularly reptiles and arboreal mammals, are under-surveyed. Conversely the birds are well surveyed. Four Rare and Threatened and eight Priority species have been recorded on the refuge... The bird fauna in particular is diverse. These data support the special biodiversity values ascribed to the area by the Desert Uplands BPA” (p.4).
“The known small mammal, reptile and frog fauna is quite diverse and likely more species rich than current information suggests” (p.6).
Since the preparation of the report quoted here, the total count of bird species identified on Bimblebox NR has reached more than 150. A number of these are migratory and in need of Bimblebox as their resting, feeding and breeding ground.

Given the important information available in this excerpt of the state’s environmental assessment of Bimblebox NR, I ask you to ensure you have access to the full assessment and take it into account when deciding whether or not the China First mine should proceed. Furthermore, I believe it is an important document to have on the public record and the two years of the Queensland Government's secrecy in this matter has been unjustified.
Other Important Information 

The stated aim of the Galilee Basin Offset Strategy is ‘no net loss’ of biodiversity. This would be very difficult to achieve if the conservation covenant over Bimblebox is resumed for coal extraction. Even when a biodiversity offset plan includes rehabilitating an area to increase its conservation value, if the area to be offset contains high-value habitat, it is very likely there will still be a net loss of habitat overall.  
It could also take several hundred years or more to regenerate degraded land into mature habitat covering all the 6 regional ecosystems protected by the Bimblebox Nature Refuge. This is a serious problem given that the Queensland Biodiversity Offset Policy requires that the time-lag between the impact of development and offset provision be minimized. Long-term restoration plans will not protect against biodiversity loss now and extinction soon.
Until a cumulative assessment of groundwater impacts has been performed, it is impossible to say what areas if any in the region will remain as viable offsets. The drawdown of groundwater will have a significant effect on vegetation within and beyond the Galilee Basin, resulting in dieback of the trees, shrubs and groundcover. 
I do not agree that offset policy should be used in the case of conservation areas already earmarked for their high conservation values like Nature Refuges.
Waratah Coal has other mining tenements in the Galilee Basin, and it is not vital for the national economy to mine Bimblebox. The Galilee Basin is awash with coal but is very poor in conservation areas of the calibre of Bimblebox.

Furthermore, Waratah Coal is the only mining company with interests in the Galilee Basin to have been issued with an Environmental Protection Order (a reprimand for breaching its environmental authority) after the Department of Environment and Heritage Protection found the company has not rehabilitated its exploration holes, potentially affecting groundwater on its exploration lease area. 

Before being elected, Premier Newman stated, “coal mining will not be allowed in areas of high conservation value”. This promise was broken this August when the Queensland Government approved mining on Bimblebox. Just as it is entirely reasonable for the public to expect that a pre-election promise is kept, I also expect Senator Hill’s trust and  commitment signed on behalf of the Federal Government 13 years ago will be respected and honored by the current LNP Government. 
IN SUMMARY, Minister Hunt

If your role is to ensure the sustainability in a region about to host up to a dozen mega coal mines, you should not allow Bimblebox NR to become a coal mine for it will be a genetic bank for the future rehabilitation of the region.
If your role is to safeguard protected species and habitats in a region that will be extensively cleared to give way up to a dozen mega coal mines, you should not allow Bimblebox NR to become a coal mine.
If your role is to safeguard the already poorly represented Desert Uplands bioregion, a hotspot for biodiversity within the National Reserve System, you should not allow Bimblebox NR to become a coal mine. 

If your role is to uphold our international obligations with the IUCN, you should not set a new low precedent in which a Nature Refuge is mined. 

If your role is to apply the water trigger to the Galilee Basin mines, at the very least you should only consider assessing mining proposals in the Galilee Basin from companies that don’t have an outstanding Environmental Protection Order and delay your decisions until a peer reviewed, cumulative ground water assessment regarding the protection of existing water users and the receiving environment from aquifer depletion, has been undertaken and is publicly available.
I believe that our company Populnea Pty Ltd, and the State and Federal Governments as parties to each agreement have obligations to protect Bimblebox  NR.

We expect federal leadership will honour the spending of public funds according to objectives set in the year 2000; the protection of a special area set aside for conservation for the benefit of us all. 
Yours sincerely,

Paola Cassoni
� This is when it became clear that Waratah Coal intended to progress its proposal to mine the refuge.


� Robert Hill approved the funding in May 2000 
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