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Summary 
 
The proposed project presents a number of unacceptable risks which have not been 
adequately assessed in the EIS, or for which insufficient mitigation is proposed. Assessed in 
total, these risks warrant refusal of the project. They include:  
 

- The impact on local aquifers, including those that make up the Great Artesian Basin; 
- The overall costs from the project (a cost-benefit analysis would be required to assess 

these); 
- Impacts from subsidence on remnant vegetation and biodiversity; 
- The long-term viability of the area, due to large-scale subsidence and impacts on 

groundwater, the lack of a rehabilitation plan, and the negative impact on other 
businesses and sectors; 

- The likely changes to local fire regimes; 
- The cumulative impacts of the proposed Galilee Coal project together with the other 

proposed ‘mega’ mines in the vicinity; 
- The larger consequences of mining an IUCN category IV protected area;  
- The impact on the global climate, including repercussions for human health and well-

being, the environment and economies.   
 

The impacts which are quantified by the EIS demonstrate that the small, mostly private 
short-term economic benefits of the project are outweighed by the unacceptably large and 
long term negative impacts resulting in a significant net detriment to Queensland, warranting 
refusal of the project. The negative impacts are: 

 
- The destruction and degradation of Bimblebox Nature Refuge through open cut and 

underground mining; 
- The net loss of remnant woodland with high biodiversity values ; 
- Economic and employment impacts on the region, the state and the nation; 
- The contradiction between the proposed project and the national priorities of 

Ecologically Sustainable Development, as outlined in the National Strategy. 
 
From a broad view, the Galilee Coal/China First development is being proposed in the middle 
of a mining boom, in an era of unprecedented climate change, and following a renewed 
commitment from the Queensland Government to protect the state’s biodiversity.  If 
approved, the proposed development would contribute further to the negative impacts on 
other important Australian sectors, to global climate change, and to the destruction and 
degradation of the state’s biodiversity.  
 
At a finer scale, the proposed mine would have significant and lasting negative impacts on 
the region’s water, environment, economics and communities. Through these impacts, and 
the destruction of Bimblebox Nature Refuge, the project would further fuel public discontent 
with the conduct and operation of mining companies in Australia. 
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Bimblebox Nature Refuge 
 
ISSUE:  In both the body of the EIS and the Executive Summary, the proponent has failed to 
acknowledge the significant and largely irreplaceable values of Bimblebox Nature Refuge 
which would be substantially impacted by the proposed mine. 
 
The proposed open-cut mine would involve the destruction of 52% of Bimblebox Nature 
Refuge, totalling some 3,926 hectares of remnant native vegetation (section 3.1.8.2, 
Executive Summary, p.35). The remaining 48% of the property would be subject to 
underground mining which is likely to cause substantial subsidence ‘expected to range 
between 1.3-1.6 m’ and interference with the natural hydrology that supports the overlying 
ecology (section 6.4.1.2, Vol. 2 Ch. 6, p.187). Further, the proponent has claimed that ‘the 
project will not be viable without coal reserves under the BNR’ (section 1.6.1, Executive 
Summary, p.20).  
 
The Bimblebox property has a remarkable history and a unique cluster of values which are 
summarised here. 
 
History and conservation agreements 
 
The 7,912 hectare ‘Glen Innes’ property was up for sale in 2000, in an era when there was 
rampant land-clearing in the region, prior to the introduction of the Vegetation Management 
Act . The property consisted largely of uncleared remnant woodland (7,632 hectares, 
amounting to over 96% of the total land area), considered to be in excellent condition with 
high biodiversity values, including sites within the property that contained ‘the greatest 
understorey floristic biodiversity for these vegetation types within the region’ (Bimblebox 
Private Protected Area Establishment Agreement, p.20).  
 
A clearing permit was attached to the title of the land, which drew the attention of a group 
of concerned families who decided to pool their finances to purchase the property to 
effectively save it from being cleared.  The Federal National Reserve System contributed 
around $314,600 towards the purchase which it recognised was being acquired ‘for the 
purpose of establishing a private protected area to protect the significant values of the site’ 
(Bimblebox Private Protected Area Establishment Agreement, p.20).  
 
According to the Agreement signed with the Federal Government, the land would be 
‘managed in accordance with the intent of the IUCN Category IV Habitat/Species 
Management Area’ (Bimblebox Private Protected Area Establishment Agreement, p.20). It 
was a condition of the provision of federal funding that a conservation covenant also be 
signed with the State Government, and so in 2003 the Bimblebox Nature Refuge Agreement 
(IUCN category VI) was signed between the landholders and the Queensland Government. 
This agreement states that it ‘will ensure that management and use of the Land sustains [the] 
flora and fauna values in perpetuity’ (Bimblebox Nature Agreement, p.12). The tenor and 
unambiguous intention of the Bimblebox Nature Refuge Agreement is represented in the 
following points listed in Item 5 (Clause 4.6):  
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The Landholder shall not undertake, consent to or approve…: 
 

a) the interference with, or destruction or removal of, any native plants including trees, shrubs and 
grasses; 

b) the planting of any trees, shrubs, grasses or any other plants other than local indigenous native 
flora preferably derived from local seed stock; 

c) any act or omission which may adversely affect any indigenous flora or fauna or their related 
habitats; 

d) any deterioration in the natural state or in the flow, supply, quantity or quality of any body of 
water;  …. 

 
 
 A visit from the Premier 
 
In August 2003, Bimblebox Nature Refuge was visited by the then Premier, Peter Beattie on 
the eve of the State’s momentous land-clearing reform. Immediately prior to visiting 
Bimblebox, Mr Beattie, along with an entourage of advisors and media, inspected a nearby 
area of roughly 2,000 hectares that had recently been bulldozed and chained. At Bimblebox, 
it was demonstrated to Mr Beattie that it was possible to graze cattle while preserving 
biodiversity. It was an important visit which helped convince the Premier to introduce strong 
laws into Queensland to put an end to broad-scale land clearing, which at the time registered 
as one of the highest rates in the world.  
 
 
Importance of Bimblebox Nature Refuge in the region 
 
Bimblebox Nature Refuge is one of the largest tracts of intact remnant woodland in the 
region. It is situated in the Desert Uplands, considered a biodiversity hotspot,1 but where less 
than 5% of the area is held is conservation reserves.2 While the dominant ecosystems on 
Bimblebox are not listed as ‘of concern’, they are barely represented in the regional National 
Parks.3 Much of the surrounding land has been cleared and blade-ploughed for cattle grazing. 
Over 95% of this land primarily consists of the introduced species Buffel Grass4 (section 5.2.6, 
Appendix 10, p.42). The contrast is stark, and can be seen in the following photos, taken a 
short distance from each other: 
 

                                                 
1
 http://www.environment.gov.au/biodiversity/hotspots/national-hotspots.html 

2
 http://www.anra.gov.au/topics/vegetation/assessment/qld/ibra-desert-uplands.html; 

http://www.anra.gov.au/topics/vegetation/pubs/case_studies/deu_casestudy.pdf 
3
 Mitchell, C., Egan, S., and Leverington, A., 2002, Biodiversity Audit – Bioregional Case Study: Desert Uplands 

bioregion, Queensland, Queensland Government, p.26. Available at 
http://www.anra.gov.au/topics/vegetation/pubs/case_studies/deu_casestudy.pdf (accessed 3.12.11). 
4
 The Latin name for Buffel Grass was formerly Cenchrus ciliaris but has recently changed to Pennisetum ciliare 

http://www.environment.gov.au/biodiversity/hotspots/national-hotspots.html
http://www.anra.gov.au/topics/vegetation/assessment/qld/ibra-desert-uplands.html
http://www.anra.gov.au/topics/vegetation/pubs/case_studies/deu_casestudy.pdf
http://www.anra.gov.au/topics/vegetation/pubs/case_studies/deu_casestudy.pdf
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A view over the northern fence-line of Bimblebox Nature Refuge 

 

 
In Bimblebox Nature Refuge, a short distance from the northern fence-line  
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The contrast between Bimblebox and the surrounding land is acknowledged in Appendix 8 of 
the EIS, a screenshot of which is pasted below, although any reference to this does not 
appear in the main body of the EIS:   
 
 

 
Screenshot of section 7.1.1, Vol. 5 Appendix. 8, p.24. 

 
 
Conservation values of Bimblebox Nature Refuge 
 
Bimblebox Nature Refuge is home to number of threatened and significant species. A flock of 
the Endangered (EPBC) Black-throated Finch (Poephila cincta cincta) was sighted by a Birds 
Australia observer in May 2011, and they were again heard by three other Birds Australia 
observers in November 2011. It is an important finding, as explained by Dr Eric Vanderduys, a 
zoologist with the CSIRO and a member of the Black-throated Finch Recovery Team who was 
interviewed on ABC Radio National on October 21st 2011:  
 

It's a significant record because of the southern nature of it. The black-throated finch, the southern 
sub-species which is the endangered sub-species has disappeared from its range in New South Wales, 
it disappeared from its range in southern Queensland.  
 
There are virtually no recent records apart from a 2004 record from Rockhampton. To get a record that 
far south is quite significant in its own way because they have lost so much of their range.

5
 

                                                 
5
 October 21, 2011, ‘Endangered birds foul mine plan’, AM, ABC Radio National,  

http://www.abc.net.au/am/content/2011/s3344767.htm 
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The southern species of Black-throated Finch was originally found from near Townsville down 
into NSW. The species has suffered a dramatic range reduction, in large part because of land-
clearing and the spread of introduced pasture species, which has greatly limited its habitat 
and access to preferred feed.6 The NSW population disappeared in the 1970s, and over the 
past decade in Queensland there have been few confirmed sightings south of Townsville (see 
figure 4.1, Appendix 10A of the EIS).  
 
The Vulnerable (EPBC) Squatter Pigeon has also been sighted on the property. There have 
been several sightings of the Near Threatened (DERM) Black-chinned Honeyeater, and the 
Near Threatened (DERM) Black-necked stork was also recently sighted by a visiting DERM 
ecologist. A significant population of the Near Threatened plant species, Large-podded Tick-
trefoil has also been recorded on the property (see section 5.2.3, Appendix 10, pp. 39-41 of 
the EIS). 
 
Bimblebox Nature Refuge is also home to at least fifteen EPBC listed marine and migratory 
bird species.  There have also been twelve regionally significant bird species recorded on the 
property so far (see Appendix A of this submission for a table of these species). Significantly, 
over 50% of bird species of conservation significance in the Desert Uplands are found on 
Bimblebox Nature Refuge.7 
 
Bird species have received the greatest attention on Bimblebox Nature Refuge due to a 
number of Birds Australia volunteers regularly visiting the property to conduct surveys over 
the past eight years. To date, 145 bird species have been recorded on the property (see 
Appendix B for the full list). 

Three individual specimens of the regionally significant Desert Mouse (Pseudomys desertor) 
were recorded on Bimblebox Nature Refuge during the EIS consultant’s survey of the mine 
footprint area, out of a total of four that were trapped (section 5.3.4, Appendix 10 p.52). It is 
stated that the proposed mine would potentially have a high impact on the species due to 
the fact that it is: 

…known to be dependent on perennial native groundcovers which are well represented in the 
[proposed mine’s] footprint area and generally less abundant in surrounding areas (section 6.10 
Appendix 10, p.66).  

Both the Desert Mouse and the Black-throated Finch are dependent on native ground-storey 
flora (section 5.3.4, Appendix 10, p.52; Black Throated Finch Recovery Team8), which are 
recognised as being abundant on Bimblebox Nature Refuge: 

The understorey [within Bimblebox Nature Refuge] is largely made up of native shrubs, forbs and 
grasses and the weed cover is less than 5% (section 5.2.1 of Appendix 10, p.37). 

                                                 
6
 ‘Why have the Black-throated Finch declines so much?’, 

http://www.blackthroatedfinch.com/frequently_asked_questions.nb 
7
 Information on species of conservation significance from EPA, ‘Technical Report: The conservation of 

Biodiversity in the Desert Uplands’ 
8
 ‘What do Black-throated Finches eat?’ http://www.blackthroatedfinch.com/frequently_asked_questions.nb 

http://www.blackthroatedfinch.com/frequently_asked_questions.nb
http://www.blackthroatedfinch.com/frequently_asked_questions.nb
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Besides the Desert Mouse, there are four other mammals of conservation significance that 
have been recorded on Bimblebox. These are: the Common Dunnart, Spectacled Hare 
Wallaby, Rufous Bettong and Koala. The Common Brushtail Possum and Swamp Wallaby,9 
both of regional conservation significance, were also found by the Waratah Coal consultant’s 
survey although there is no indication if these were sighted on Bimblebox or the 
neighbouring woodland (see section 5.3.4, Appendix 10, p. 52). 
 
Bimblebox has also been noted to contain a large diversity and number of reptiles. The 
regionally significant Mulga Snake (Pseudechis australis) has been found on the property, 
although overall reptiles have not been surveyed to anywhere near the same extent as birds. 
 
Bimblebox Nature Refuge’s important role as a sanctuary for the rich diversity of flora and 
fauna species in the Desert Uplands bioregion will be even more crucial in the coming 
decades. The scale of proposed coal developments in the region is likely to result in many 
tens of thousands of hectares of remnant vegetation being cleared in both the immediate 
vicinity of Bimblebox Nature Refuge as well as the broader region. This is occurring less than 
a decade after the introduction of legislation to end to broad-scale land clearing in 
Queensland. The likely future impact from the new coal developments increases the value of 
those declared conservation areas, like Bimblebox Nature Refuge, that currently exist.  
 
Bimblebox Nature Refuge and the precious few other conservation areas with recognised 
rich biodiversity in the bioregion will also be crucial in buffering the impacts from climate 
change in the region. An increase of 0.5oC in average annual temperatures has already been 
observed in central Queensland between 1998 and 2007, and it is projected that this may 
further increase by up to 4.5oC by 2070 (Queensland Government 2009, p.4).10 
 
It is important to note that at a national level: 
 

… scientists and managers have already documented changes in species, communities and ecosystems 

that carry a ‘climate signal’, being consistent with recorded changes in temperature, precipitation, CO2 

concentrations and/or sea level (Biodiversity and Climate Change Expert Advisory Group 2009, p.89).
11

 
 

A table that summarises the direct impacts of environmental changes on flora and fauna is 
presented in Appendix C of this submission.  

                                                 
9
 They also reported finding the regionally significant Great Brown Broodfrog (Pseudophryne major) on 

Bimblebox Nature Refuge (section 5.3.4, Appendix 10, p.51), but a photo of the species was inspected by Dr Eric 
Vanderduys and it was found to be a mis-identification.  
10

 Queensland Government, 2009, Climate change in Central Queensland Region, Queensland Office of Climate 
Change. Available at:   
http://www.climatechange.qld.gov.au/pdf/regionsummary-cq.pdf 
http://www.climatechange.qld.gov.au/pdf/climateqreport/climateqreport-chapter5.pdf (accessed 30.11.11). 
11

 Biodiversity and Climate Change Expert Advisory Group (Steffen, W. et al), 2009, Australia’s Biodiversity and 
Climate Change: A strategic assessment of the vulnerability of Australia’s biodiversity to climate change, 
Commonwealth of Australia. Available at 
http://www.climatechange.gov.au/publications/biodiversity/biodiversity-climatechange.aspx (accessed 
30.11.11). 
 

http://www.climatechange.qld.gov.au/pdf/regionsummary-cq.pdf
http://www.climatechange.qld.gov.au/pdf/climateqreport/climateqreport-chapter5.pdf
http://www.climatechange.gov.au/publications/biodiversity/biodiversity-climatechange.aspx
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Land management on Bimblebox Nature Refuge  
 
Bimblebox Nature Refuge is one of the precious few examples of conservation-oriented 
rangeland management in the region. There is a diligent and persevering focus on 
conservation in the management of the property, with a priority given to the preservation 
and enhancement of native biodiversity. The variable number of cattle grazed on the 
property is used strategically to control the spread of exotic grasses, as well as generate 
sufficient income to cover the costs of running the property. A long-term weeding program 
has eliminated several noxious species, namely rubber vine, parkinsonia, coffee senna and 
mimosa. Small scale fire experiments have also been conducted in conjunction with the 
research undertaken by the Queensland Herbarium. The aim of these experiments is to 
understand how fire and grazing can be effectively used on a wider regional scale to enhance 
biodiversity. 
 
Ian Hoch and his son, together with help from co-owner of the property Carl Rudd, and 
occasional volunteers, undertake the bulk of the work on Bimblebox. They live on the 
property on a part-time basis and are on call at all times during emergency situations, such 
the recent extreme fire season when they were in residence on a full time basis. Ian Hoch 
grew up and has spent most of his life on a property north-east of Alpha. He has been a vocal 
and active critic of land-clearing in the region and has extensive land rehabilitation 
experience. Ian’s 25 year dedication to eliminating Buffel Grass from selected areas has given 
him invaluable experience which is probably second to none in Australia. He is conscientious 
with every management decision, is a keen observer of nature, and is committed to 
sustainable land management.  
 
Carl Rudd has a PhD in reproductive physiology biology (Tammar Wallaby) and has worked 
with the recovery program for the endangered Bridled Nailtail Wallaby. Carl’s prime interest 
is in habitat conservation, which has mostly been focussed in Queensland. He initiated the 
purchase of the Bimblebox property as a means to secure it from land-clearing and to 
provide a working example of production co-existing with conservation.   
 
The Bimblebox landholders and managers endeavour to minimise the use of fossil fuels on 
the property, to procure items sustainably, and have developed a fruit and vegetable garden 
to achieve a degree of self-sufficiency. These attentive actions on the ground at Bimblebox 
are highly juxtaposed by the prospect of one of the world's largest coal mines being 
developed on the site.  
 
The sustainable land management practices and attention to detail that is in operation on 
Bimblebox Nature Refuge are unlikely to be represented in future offset strategies. The loss 
of knowledge and opportunity to continue these management practices would be to the 
detriment of biodiversity preservation in Australia.  
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Research on Bimblebox Nature Refuge 
 
A key objective in the establishment of Bimblebox Nature Refuge was to undertake research 
and monitoring that could demonstrate and evaluate the integration of cattle production 
with nature conservation (Bimblebox Private Protected Area Establishment Agreement, 
p.20).  A number of research projects run by various organisations and researchers are 
hosted on Bimblebox, which are aimed at improving land-management in the region (see a 
summary in Appendix D). A notable example is the fire research being conducted by the 
Queensland Herbarium, which could contribute substantially to current understanding of the 
interaction between fire and grazing, and their impacts on biodiversity in the Desert Uplands.  
 

 

Moving cattle on horse-back 
Bimblebox Nature Refuge 

Fire research 
Bimblebox Nature Refuge 
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Bimblebox Nature Refuge in the future 
 
If Bimblebox Nature Refuge survives the current mining threat, it is likely to continue to serve 
as invaluable intact habitat for numerous species, provide a crucial working example of 
sustainable rangeland management, and function as a site for cutting-edge land 
management research for many years into the future. 
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: The substantial and irreversible impacts on the significant values 
of Bimblebox Nature Refuge warrant refusal of the proposed project. In particular it is 
important to note: 
 

- The ecological condition and richness of biodiversity on Bimblebox has not been 
shown to be matched by any other property in the vicinity. This includes the fact that 
Bimblebox is home to a number of threatened and significant species, as well as a 
large diversity of flora and fauna more generally; 

- The value of Bimblebox as a rare example of conservation-oriented rangeland 
management is significant in the region and cannot be easily replaced; 

- The value of Bimblebox as a long-term site for cutting-edge research cannot be easily 
replaced; 

- The proposed development would substantially and fundamentally undermine the 
agreed values and uses of Bimblebox Nature Refuge. Agreements with both the State 
and Federal government would be contravened and tax-payers dollars would be 
wasted. There is a high likelihood that landholders and the general public would lose 
confidence in conservation covenants signed with the State government and as such 
Queensland’s protected area network could be potentially undermined.  
 
 

Broader implications of mining Bimblebox Nature Refuge 
 
ISSUE: The proponent has failed to acknowledge that if their mine goes ahead, it would be 
the first time that a Queensland nature refuge would be entirely affected by mining. In 
establishing a precedent for the mining of nature refuges, the impacts on biodiversity will be 
much larger than the 8,000 hectares of Bimblebox. Around 100 nature refuges in Queensland 
are currently covered by exploration licenses, and this number is likely to increase 
substantially with the planned expansion of the Nature Refuge system in the state. 
 
In the destruction of an IUCN category IV protected area, this case also has international 
significance. Given that the ToR (section 3.3.1.1, p.35) states that consideration should be 
given to World Conservation Union (IUCN) protected area categories, the proponent has also 
potentially failed to meet the ToR requirements by this omission.  
 
The closing remarks of a recently published on-line journal paper are pertinent to 
highlighting the significance of protected areas on private land in Australia and the serious 
dilemma regarding their lack of protection from extractive industries: 
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… if conservation is going to be successful in a large, wide-ranging country like Australia, it needs to 
happen not just in strictly protected areas, but across the landscape and over multiple tenures. 
 
The vast majority of land in Australia (over 60%) is held within private tenure. This means nature 
refuges and other multiple-use protected areas which implement effective management of biodiversity 
alongside sustainable resource use are so important. 
 
Private landholders who agree to manage their land for biodiversity through conservation covenants 
are providing a valuable service to the community. They are also helping Australia to meet its 
internationally agreed targets under the Convention for Biological Diversity. 
 
But can we really expect landholders to invest time and effort into biodiversity conservation if 
agreements made to conserve land “in perpetuity” can be so easily undermined by other interests?

12 

 
Given that the Queensland government recently announced an extension to the Nature 
Refuge system, with a goal of around 7 million hectares to be covered by Nature Refuge 
Agreements by 2020,13  the issues of landholder trust and the genuine protection of these 
lands are crucial. The following exert from the Queensland Government’s recently released 
Biodiversity Strategy further demonstrates the importance of Nature Refuges in 
Queensland’s protected area estate: 
 

As at September 2011 there are 398 nature refuges across all bioregions of Queensland, protecting a 
total of 2.8 million hectares. Nature refuges make a crucial contribution to Queensland’s protected 
area conservation, protecting 215 185 hectares of 46 regional ecosystems that are not represented in 
national parks or other protected areas. Approximately 40 per cent of the total nature refuges area—
1.11 million hectares—also protects 242 regional ecosystems that have only low representation in 
other forms of protected area.

14 
 
The lack of protection for this amount of ‘protected’ land from mineral extraction is of vital 
significance. If the Galilee Coal/China First project is approved, it is likely to result in a 
significant loss of landholder confidence to participate in the private conservation scheme. 
Through the nature refuge program landholders are encouraged and obliged to invest their 
time, energy and money in biodiversity conservation for the benefit of the public good. 
However, when landholders’ commitment is not matched by governments’ will to protect 
this land from mining, it results in diminished trust and good will on the part of landholders 
and the public more generally. 
 
It is important to note that the substantial dilemma that private conservation areas are not 
exempt from mining was foretold over a decade ago by Penelope Figgis, Vice Chair for 
Australia and New Zealand on the IUCN World Commission on Protected Areas:  
 

                                                 
12

 Evans, M. 2011.  ‘No refuge: When a ‘protected area’ isn’t really protected, The Conversation. Available at 
http://theconversation.edu.au/no-refuge-when-a-protected-area-is-not-really-protected-3363 (accessed 
05.12.11)  
13

 http://statements.cabinet.qld.gov.au/MMS/StatementDisplaySingle.aspx?id=77727 
14

 Queensland Government, 2011, Building Nature’s Resilience: A Biodiversity strategy for Queensland, 
Department of Environment and Resource Management, P.31. Available at:  
http://www.derm.qld.gov.au/wildlife-ecosystems/biodiversity/pdf/biostrategy-web-2011.pdf (accessed 
05.12.11). 

http://theconversation.edu.au/no-refuge-when-a-protected-area-is-not-really-protected-3363
http://statements.cabinet.qld.gov.au/MMS/StatementDisplaySingle.aspx?id=77727
http://www.derm.qld.gov.au/wildlife-ecosystems/biodiversity/pdf/biostrategy-web-2011.pdf
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The key concern if private land holdings became a major component of a future reserve system is the 
fact that while mining cannot occur on Categories I-IV areas in publically owned reserves, private lands 
would not be protected.

15
 

 
Paola Cassoni was among others who submitted comments on this matter to the Queensland 
Draft Biodiversity Strategy for Queensland.  http://bimblebox.org/wp-
content/uploads/2009/07/Submission__Draft_Biodiversity_Strategy_Bimblebox_names_rem
oved1.pdf 
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: The proponent should be required to acknowledge that the 
proposed mine would not only seriously jeopardise the ecological integrity of Bimblebox 
Nature Refuge, but undermine efforts at landscape-scale conservation in Queensland and 
potentially have much wider ramifications in the precedent it could set in developing mines 
on significant IUCN Category IV and VI protected areas. 
 
 
Bimblebox and ecological connectivity in the region 
 
ISSUE:  The proposed China First development would clearly jeopardise the biodiversity 
integrity of the Bimblebox Nature Refuge, through direct destruction and by further 
fragmenting the connectivity between the nature refuge and other 
breeding/migration/feeding sites of fauna species. Just east of Bimblebox, is Lagoon Creek, 
which Waratah Coal proposes to deviate, resulting in the loss of 77 ha of remnant woodland 
(section 6.4.1.1, Vol 2 Ch 6, p.187). Lagoon Creek is described as: 

 
… including extensive linear strips of mature river red gums that fringe ephemeral and semi-permanent 
waterholes. This habitat contains a high proportion of large tree-hollows (section 6.3.2.3, Vol 2 Ch 6, 
p.179). 

 

The cumulative impact on remnant vegetation and other local flora and fauna from the other 
proposed large mines in the vicinity is likely to further fragment what little remains. Given 
this outlook for the region, the condition and strategic location of Bimblebox Nature Refuge 
must be taken into account from a regional, cumulative impact assessment viewpoint. 
  
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: Given the regional context of massive new developments, there is 
an imperative to both retain Bimblebox Nature Refuge and to reintegrate the property with 
other areas in the immediate surroundings of the refuge to ensure the longevity, viability, 
and ecological integrity of habitat in the vicinity. Ample buffer zones would be required to 
protect these areas from edge effects, coal dust, flood lights, and noise etc.  These areas of 
connectivity and buffering need to be sterile from mining. Properly qualified ecologists who 
are familiar with the local ecology and with the major planned developments should be 
engaged to undertake a regional ecological plan for the area.  
 

                                                 
15

 Figgis, P (1999), Australia’s National Parks and Protected Areas: Future Directions, ACIUCN Occasional Paper 

1999, p.67. 
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The importance of Bimblebox Nature Refuge, and its potential to serve as a significant site in 
a habitat network in the area warrants refusal of the project. 
Under-stated and/or misleading representations 
 
ISSUE: The description of Bimblebox Nature Refuge, its values, and the likely impacts on the 
property from the proposed mine are incompletely, inconsistently, and in places incorrectly, 
described throughout the EIS. It is problematic that the more accurate descriptions of the 
property can be found in the consultant’s reports, but not in the body of the EIS or the 
Executive Summary. Given that anyone even moderately interested in this project are 
unlikely to read past the Executive Summary, the mis-representation of Bimblebox is a major 
failing of the EIS in its current form. 
 
For instance, in section 3.1.7.1 of the Executive Summary, p.34 it is stated: 
 

Part of the mine surface clearance footprint occurs in the north and eastern parts of the Bimblebox 
Nature Refuge (BNR), an area gazetted under the Nature Conservation (Protected Areas) Regulation 
1994… The BNR is mapped as being of Local Significance within the Desert Uplands Biodiversity 
Planning Assessment (EPA, 2005)…. 

 
Whereas in section 6.3, Vol 2 ch 6, p.4 it is stated: 
 

Part of the mine surface clearance footprint occurs in the north and eastern parts of the Bimblebox 
Nature Refuge (BNR), a protected area gazetted under the Nature Conservation (Protected Areas) 
Regulation 1994… It is mapped as being of State Significance within the Desert Uplands Biodiversity 
Planning Assessment (EPA, 2005)… 

 
Bimblebox Nature Refuge is a formally recognised protected area in the National Reserve 
System, and is listed as being of State Significance, not Local Significance (EPA 2005, p.21).16 
 
Another example is the description of Bimblebox presented in Appendix 10 and used in 
several sections throughout the EIS: 
 

EPA (2004) described the site as having high biodiversity values supporting a wide variety of native 
grass and fauna species. The vegetation in this area was found to range from average to very good 
condition with evidence of grazing, clearing for tracks, Buffel Grass invasion and patches of dieback 
present to varying degrees (section 5.2.1, Appendix 10, p.37). 

 
The EPA (2004) reference describes the Bimblebox biodiversity values as such: 
 

Located between Alpha and Jericho in the Desert Uplands Bioregion, this 7912 ha nature refuge 
supports several poplar box and silver-leaved ironbark woodland regional ecosystems. With an 
amazing 96 percent of the vegetation still intact, the refuge includes an extremely diverse array of 
herbaceous species…

17
 

                                                 
16

 State significance: ‘Areas assessed as being significant for biodiversity at the bioregional or state scales. They 
also include areas assessed as being significant at national international scales’; Local Significance: ‘Areas 
assessed as not being significant for biodiversity at State or Regional scales. Local values are of significance at 
the local government scale’ (EPA, 2005, Flora, Fauna and Landscape Expert Panel Report, p.5). 
17

 EPA, February 2004, ‘Bimblebox Nature Refuge’, Nature Calls, 1, p.5. 
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The statement that ‘the vegetation in this area was found to range from average to very 
good condition with evidence of grazing, clearing for tracks, Buffel Grass invasion and 
patches of dieback present to varying degrees’ appears to be based on the flora surveys 
undertaken by the EIS consultants, of which 5 of the 8 sites were on or near the property 
boundary, neighbouring highly disturbed paddocks and so prone to edge effects18 (see our 
discussion of this on p.79 of this submission). As such, this commonly repeated description of 
Bimblebox in the EIS is problematic, and not representative of the Nature Refuge’s 7,912 
hectares. 
 
These, along with other examples given in this submission, suggest that the values of 
Bimblebox Nature Refuge have been consistently down-played, especially in the Executive 
Summary which is the document that is most likely to be read by interested parties. 
 
An example of a more accurate description of the property that appears in one of the 
Appendices, but nowhere in the body of the EIS is the following from section 1.3, Appendix 
10A, p.7: 
 

… Glen Innes station, within the central sector of the study site, supports the Bimblebox Nature Refuge 
(BBNR). SL2003 No.82 provides the following description: 

“The nature refuge supports- 
a) 6 regional ecosystems, including poplar box and silver-leaved ironbark woodland; 
and 
b) a large area of intact habitat in a landscape that has been subjected to widespread 
clearing; and 
c) a diverse range of herbaceous species” 

 
 Vague descriptions that potentially highlight the crucial importance of Bimblebox in the 
immediate vicinity, include an example from section 1.3 of Appendix 10A, p.5: 
 

The predominant land use across the study site is cattle grazing. A significant proportion of the study 
site has been cleared of native vegetation and is maintained as cleared pasture for cattle grazing… A 
large part of this area has been subject to blade ploughing and the introduction of exotic pasture 
grasses. In these areas, Buffel Grass (Pennisetum ciliare) is dominant. 
 
In contrast, a notable area of woodland habitats (including native remnant and native regrowth) has 
been retained throughput the study site (e.g. Glen Innes [ie. Bimblebox] within the central sector, and 
parts of Cavendish and Lampton Meadows in the west). Generally, these areas are also subject to 
cattle grazing, though it is apparent, that there are differences in grazing management practices 
which are implemented through these remnant  woodland areas (e.g. differences in sticking rates, 
retention native pasture, and weed control)… 

 

The highlighted section hints at an issue that is of extreme importance for the survival of 
Threatened and significant species such as the Black-throated Finch and the Desert Mouse. 
By not mentioning the properties that featured the more intact ecosystems as a result of the 
management practices, a vital piece of information is neglected in the EIS. 
 

                                                 
18

 Edge effects are described in section 6.7, Appendix 10, p.63 
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COMMENT/SUGGESTION: The proponent should be required to accurately describe the area 
that would be impacted by the proposed mine.   
 
 
ISSUE: In section 6.3.1.3, on page 172 of Vol2 Chapter 6, it is stated: 

 
As a Nature Refuge is classed as a Category C Environmentally Sensitive Area in the DERM Codes of 
Environmental Compliance, DERM may use the Codes to apply extra conditions to activities in the BNR. 
DERM has in the past successfully conditioned exploration on a number of nature refuges. Waratah 
Coal have outlined measures to provide appropriate protection of the environmental values above the 
underground mined sections of the BNR as well as rehabilitation requirements and have also 
formulated a draft off-set strategy to address the unavoidable impacts to the BNR from the open cut 
mining that cannot be mitigated. 

 
The above comment is potentially highly misleading. While DERM can indeed require special 
conditions on exploration activities, and could well have ‘successfully conditioned 
exploration on a number of nature refuges’, there has been no instance to our knowledge of 
DERM preventing or restricting damaging mining activities on nature refuges. This statement 
gives the impression that there may be legislated security for Bimblebox, which simply does 
not exist. 
 
Further, we argue elsewhere in this submission (see pages pp.48-61) that it is not possible to 
offset or compensate for the range of important values of Bimblebox (summarised on pp.4-
12). 
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: The proponent should not have included misleading information 
or language in its EIS, nor should it in any future publication.19 Examples of DERM’s successful 
conditioning of exploration on a number of nature refuges should have been provided. The 
Bimblebox landholders’ experience with the Environmental Authorities issued by DERM is 
that they are not reliably adhered to, and do not require any consultation with landholders. 
Further, in our experience, exploration conducted under an Environmental Authority is not 
monitored by DERM until a complaint is lodged. Details of the Bimblebox landholders’ 
experience will be made available on request. 
 
 
ISSUE: It is stated in section 4.3.2 of Vol2 Ch 4, p.153 that: 
 

The land [to be affected by the proposed mine] is not considered to have unique agricultural values 
compared to surrounding areas and as such, the mine would not be expected to have a significant 
impact on agriculture in the region. 

 
In this statement, the proponent has failed to recognise and communicate the unique and 
significant agricultural values of Bimblebox Nature Refuge, which serves as an important 
example of management and research for the co-existence of production and conservation 

                                                 
19

 It is an offence under section 157O of the State Development and Public Works Organisation Act 1971 to give 
the Coordinator-General a document containing information known to be false or misleading in a material 
particular. 
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for rangelands in the region, as well as more broadly. The visit by Peter Beattie in 2004 on 
the eve of land-clearing reform is testament to this fact (outlined on p.5 of this submission).  
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: The proponent should detail the regionally important values of 
Bimblebox Nature Refuge; namely its important and unique role as an example of 
conservation-oriented land management, and its importance as a site for long-term research 
into enhancing biodiversity in the region. 
 
 
ISSUE: The proponent has failed to acknowledge that Bimblebox Nature Refuge is a part-time 
home for the owners and managers, as well as for the researchers and volunteers who work 
on the property. In the studies of ‘noise and vibration’ (Vol 2 Ch 11, see Figure 1, p.309; Vol 5 
Appendix 20, see Figure 2, p.46) and ‘visual assessment’ (Vol 5 Appendix 8, pp. 26-27) where 
the ‘sensitive receptors’ and ‘homesteads’ are identified respectively, there is no mention of 
the residence on Bimblebox Nature Refuge. Also, in section 2.4 of Appendix 23, p.17, it is 
stated: 
 

The owners of ‘Bimblebox’ do not reside on the property. 

 
In contrast to this representation in the EIS, people live on Bimblebox Nature Refuge in two 
permanent dongas, joined by a roofed hardwood verandah space, on a part-time and up to 
half-time, basis.  A fruit and vegetable garden is also maintained on the property.  
 
It is unreasonable that the Bimblebox residence is not included in all relevant assessments. 
By neglecting to mention the residence on Bimblebox Nature Refuge, the proponent has 
diminished the impact on the property and the people who care for it. The failure of the 
Social Impact study to deal with this component honestly is of particular concern given that 
professionals undertaking social impact assessment should have an appreciation of ‘home’ 
greater than an old fashioned construction of terra nullius where a residence does not fit into 
narrow definitions. 
  
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: The proponent should be required to include the residence on 
Bimblebox Nature Refuge as a ‘sensitive receptor’ and a ‘homestead’ and anywhere else that 
neighbouring homes are mentioned. Even if it is to say that the residence on Bimblebox 
Nature Refuge will be directly impacted by the proposed mine to the extent that it will no 
longer exist. By neglecting to mention it, the proponent gives the impression that it does not 
exist.  
 
 
ISSUE: In section 5.5 of Vol 2 Ch 5, p.163 it is stated: 
 

The presence of the Bimblebox Nature Refuge within the mine creates the greatest visual impact 
perception, as the two are unlikely to be able to co-exist. Although the above ground works are 
expected to clear slightly greater than 50% of the reserve, this may lead to public and environmental 
perception that there is a substantial visual impact even though the site is only partially affected. 
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This statement is both nonsensical and misleading. For the proponent to claim that 
Bimblebox Nature Refuge would only be ‘partially affected’ is counter to the information it 
provides elsewhere in the EIS, which is that 52% will be cleared and dug up, and the 
remainder subject to subsidence of the order of 1.3-1.61 metres. For this to be described as 
‘partially affected’ is a blatant mis-truth and raises a serious question of the proponent’s 
integrity and ability to fairly represent the impacts from the proposed mine. The above quote 
is clearly a distortion of the statement in the consultant’s report, in section 10.2, Vol 5 
Appendix 8. p.60: 
 

The National Parks and Nature reserves in the area are deemed to be too far from the proposed mine 
site to create and significant visual impact. Bimblebox Nature Refuge is the anomaly to this and is 
significantly impacted with clearing of about 50% of the present area. The visual impact of this 
clearing for the mine facility will be a high impact locally, but will not be seen by the masses, due to 
existing vegetation, land form, and road positions. However, this impact creates the greatest visual 
impact perception, as the two cannot co-exist. The open cut section of the mine and facilities are not 
likely to be viewed by many in the population, but the clearing of this refuge will result in a 
substantial visual impact in the public and environmental perceptions of the community. 

 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: The EIS should be properly edited and the proponent should be 
required to present information fairly in both the Executive Summary and in the body of the 
document. The impacts from the proposed mine on Bimblebox Nature Refuge should not be 
under-stated in any part of the EIS. 
 
 
ISSUE: Describing the potential impacts and mitigation measures for the proposed mine’s 
impact on Bimblebox Nature Refuge in the Executive Summary, it is stated: 
 

Assuming widely accepted standards of environmental practice, these indirect impacts are unlikely to 
occur. Their consequences could potentially be moderate so the impacts associated with these indirect 
impacts have been determined to be Medium (section 3.1.8.2, Executive Summary, p.35). 

 
It is not at all clear in the context of this statement which indirect impacts is it referring to 
and it is potentially misleading as it follows a list of mostly direct, likely, impacts which have 
been determined elsewhere in the EIS to constitute a ‘High (9) Impact’ both before and after 
mitigation measures are undertaken (section 6.13, Appendix 10, p.68). 
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: The proponent should be required to make statements that are 
clear, consistent and not misleading, and that do not under-state the scale and range of 
impacts that would result from the proposed mine.  
 
 
ISSUE: It is not clear from the EIS what the intention of the proponent would be in regards to 
the forced acquisition of Bimblebox Nature Refuge. It is stated in section 7.4 of Appendix 23 – 
Social Impact, p.55 that: 
 

Approximately one third of the jointly managed cattle/conservation property would be acquired. As 
the owners are not resident [sic], it is expected that this property could continue to be managed as a 
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cattle operation. Waratah Coal is expected to meet any costs that may be required for the property to 
continue cattle operations… 

 
Given that the proponent has stated elsewhere that it intends to clear and dig up more than 
half of property, and that the remainder would be impacted by subsidence with unquantified 
effects on the hydrology and surface function, it would seem that acquiring just one third of 
the property would be inadequate. 
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: The proponent must be consistent with information it provides, 
and be explicit in its intended dealings with the landholders of Bimblebox Nature Refuge.  It 
should be explained how it expects the property to continue to be managed as a cattle 
operation, and who they expect would undertake that work. 
 
 
Insufficient information 
 
ISSUE: In section 1.6.1, p20 of the Executive Summary the proponent claims: 

 
The coal within the BNR is the highest quality and most shallow coal and contributes over 30% of the 
coal to be mined. As such, the project will not be viable without the coal reserves under BNR.  

 
However, we have not been able to find sufficient data in the EIS to understand how the 
proponent can make this claim. If such detailed geological information is indeed omitted 
from the EIS then it is not possible for the public to be able to scrutinise the geological truth 
of the proponent’s claim that it uses to justify the destruction of an important protected 
area. It is also stated in the EIS: 
 

Prior to any mining activities occurring further exploration drilling will occur to better define the coal 
resource in accordance with Joint Ore Reserves Committee (JORC) requirements for definition of coal 
reserves (section 1.1.4, Vol 2 Ch 1, p.6). 

 
This comment suggests that the proponent’s work to date is insufficient in meeting the JORC 
requirements,20 which could be a serious failing of the requirements in meeting the ToR for 
this EIS. In section 3.2.1.1 of the ToR, p.30, it is stated: 
 

The location, tonnage and quality of the coal resources within the project area should be described in 
detail and include the modifying factors and assumptions made in arriving at the estimates The 
resources should be estimated and reported in accordance with the Australasian Code for Reporting of 
Mineral Resources and Ore Reserves (the JORC Code available at www.jorc.org/main.php) and the 
principles outlined in the Australian Guidelines for the Estimating and Reporting of Inventory Coal 
Reserves (available at www.jorc.org/pdf/coalguidelines.pdf), as appropriate. 

 
While maps of the geology that appear to be the result of modelling are available in Volume 
2 Chapter 1, pp. 16-19, they are not found in Appendix 6 – Soils and Geology, where we 
would expect to find more detailed information as to the basis of the maps. These maps only 
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cover the proposed open-cut sections of the proposed development, and we have not been 
able to find sufficient detail to be able to corroborate these against the original bore 
samples. Crucially, the apparent lack of similar information and modelling for the proposed 
underground mines is a major omission. 
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: While we do not have the geological expertise to fully assess the 
proponent’s claims as to the coal resource in the area, there are indications that the work it 
has so far undertaken is insufficient to make the claims that it has. A fully independent 
geologist would be required to assess the basis for the proponent’s claims with the existing 
data, with the results available for public scrutiny. Detailed information and maps for both 
the open-cut and underground portions of the proposed development should have been 
provided in the EIS. 
 
 

Request for information 
 
Ian Hoch, caretaker and manager of Bimblebox Nature Refuge, received a visit by DERM 
ecologists Richard Johnson and David Field in November 2011 who were filing a report on the 
current condition of the property. As the most recent DERM assessment of Bimblebox Nature 
Refuge, we request that the original report be made publicly available. 
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Water Impacts 
 
Our comments regarding the likely impacts on water from the proposed development are 
unfortunately limited due to insufficient time and resources to investigate this important 
issue more closely. Not considered here are the significant risks to surface water that would 
result from the proposed mine. 
 
The likely impacts on both above and below ground water in terms of quantity and quality 
deserve much closer scrutiny, and independent water experts should be engaged to do this. 
We strongly believe that payment for such work should not be the responsibility of the 
affected and concerned landholders.  
 
This is a particularly important issue considering the potential impact on the Great Artesian 
Basin (GAB) and the long-term viability of the region for food production that depends on the 
availability of safe and secure groundwater resources. Given the proposed mine overlaps 
with the GAB, it is crucial that proper resources are invested to establish the risks to this 
most important and iconic of Australia’s ground-water resources. This is clearly an issue for a 
fully independent cumulative assessment of the risks to the GAB from mining and coal seam 
gas extraction in the Galilee Basin. Further, unlike mining, the grazing industry in the region 
could be sustained for many centuries into the future, but its operation is wholly dependent 
on water.  
 
 
Mapping the GAB 
 
ISSUE: There are several major issues in regard to the GAB and how it is represented in the 
EIS. In particular, it is of extreme concern that there appears to be confusion within the EIS as 
to the boundary of the GAB. It is stated in section 2.2, Appendix 14, p. 2-2: 
 

The [China First Project] is within the Galilee Basin and is outside the eastern boundary of the GAB. 

 
It is also stated in section 6.1.1, Appendix 14, p. 6-1:  

The coal reserves of the mine area are outside the GAB (Figure 3-5). 

The reference in the above statement is to a map on p. 3-9, a screen shot of which is 
presented below: 
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Map from p.3-9, Appendix 14 of the EIS 

 

The above map from the EIS indicates that the ‘Extent of the Great Artesian Basin’ lies 
around 30-40 km west of the Waratah Coal ‘proposed mine lease area’. The source of the 
above map is named as ‘DERM, Per Comms’, but no reference is provided in the Reference 
list on p.10-1. However, it seems that the basis for the above map is the 1972 1:250 000 map 
available from the Geoscience Australia website,21 from which a screen shot of the roughly 
matching area is provided below. A full image of this map is provided in Appendix E. Note 
however that there is no such line on the Geoscience map indicating the ‘Extent of the Great 
Artesian Basin’.  

                                                 
21

 Geoscience Australia, 
http://www.geoscience.gov.au/bin/mapserv36?map=/public/http/www/geoportal/250/index.map&mode=bro
wse&layer=map250&queryon=true 
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Portion of 1972 ‘Jericho’ 1:250 000 geology map, sheet SF55-14, from Geoscience Australia 

While it is very difficult to read the legend on the map provided in Appendix 14, the original 
Geoscience map reveals that the formations north and south and slightly overlapping the 
Waratah Coal tenement area include the ‘Lower Triassic Dunda Beds’ and the ‘Lower to mid 
Triassic Clematis Sandstone’, among others (see original for detail on this).22 The Stratigraphy 
of the Galilee Basin provided in another section of the EIS helps to explain the relationship 
between these geological beds: 

 

                                                 
22

 Geoscience Australia, 
http://www.geoscience.gov.au/bin/mapserv36?map=/public/http/www/geoportal/250/index.map&mode=bro
wse&layer=map250&queryon=true 
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Figure from Vol2 Ch1, p.13 of the EIS, indicating the Triassic elements of the GAB (Moolayember Formation, 
Clematis Group, Rewan Group) 
 
 

This figure illustrating the Galilee Basin stratigraphy, documents that both the Clematis 
Sandstone and the Dunda Beds over-lie the coal seams that the proponent wishes to extract.  

Most crucially, it is widely accepted that the Clematis Sandstone form part of the Great 
Artesian Basin. It is documented in seminal texts such as Habermehl, M. A. 1980, The Great 
Artesian Basin, Australia, BMR Journal of Australian Geology and Geophysics, vol. 5, pp. 9–3; 
and Habermehl M.A. & Lau J.E. 1997, Hydrogeology of the Great Artesian Basin, Australia. 
Australian Geological Survey Organisation, Canberra. A recent reference also makes this 
clear: 

The Bowen and Galilee Basins underlie, in part, the Surat and Eromanga Basins respectively and 
comprise continental sediments deposited during the Triassic. The uppermost sandstones in the 
Triassic sedimentary sequences of these basins (the Clematis and Warang Sandstones) contain 
aquifers, which have been defined to form part of the Great Artesian Basin (Habermehl 1980) (GABCC 
2009, p.43).

23
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 Great Artesian Bain Coordinating Committee, 1998,‘Background to the Great Artesian Basin’, available at 
http://www.gabcc.org.au/tools/getFile.aspx?tbl=tblContentItem&id=96 
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So, the boundary of the GAB represented in the consultant’s report in Appendix 14, and 
presumably also the basis for the analysis, is clearly at odds with the widely accepted 
boundary of the GAB. 

COMMENT/SUGGESTION: This Appendix and all related chapters and section of the EIS must 
be thoroughly revised.  

The proponent must provide more information regarding the analysis undertaken by ‘E3’ 
consultants. It must be explained what qualifications the consultants have for undertaking 
the groundwater assessment of the GAB. 

The proponent must provide a clear statement with evidence in regards to the basis of the 
consultant’s groundwater assessment as it relates to the GAB. In particular, it must be 
explained how the conclusion that ‘the mine lies east of the boundary of the GAB’ was 
reached, considering information in its own EIS indicates otherwise.  

The proponent must explain how the incorrect map and description of the boundary of the 
GAB in relation to the proposed development has affected the analysis of the likely impacts 
from the proposed development. 

Given the importance of the GAB and the extent of confusion within the EIS as to its 
boundary, there should be a properly qualified and fully independent hydrogeologist 
engaged to assess the claims made by the proponent in the EIS, the overlap between the 
GAB and Waratah Coal’s proposed mine area, and the likely impacts on the GAB should the 
proposed mine be approved.  
 
 
ISSUE: A further example of the complexity and the lack of certainty in regards to the 
location of the GAB boundary is presented in maps below. The underlying map is from 
Geoscience Australia,24 and the second overlying map has been generated by the 
Queensland Water Commission and includes the outline of Waratah Coal’s proposed mine 
(November 2011).  

                                                 
24

 https://www.ga.gov.au/products/servlet/controller?event=GEOCAT_DETAILS&catno=32368. Accessed 
October 2011. 

https://www.ga.gov.au/products/servlet/controller?event=GEOCAT_DETAILS&catno=32368
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A map of the edge of the GAB in the region of the proposed Waratah Coal mine. The underlying map is from 
Geoscience Australia, and the superimposed map was generated by the Queensland Water Commission, onto 
which the outline of Bimblebox Nature Refuge has been added. 

 
These maps are clearly a simplification of the original geological maps.  The difference 
between these two and the original map again points to the fact that much more detailed 
work needs to be conducted to understand the hydrogeological reality of the region. 

However, given that they are the widely accepted maps in use, it is significant that they 
clearly indicate that Waratah Coal’s proposed mine extends into the region of the Clematis 
Sandstone, a recognised aquifer of the GAB. And thus it again highlights the concerning 
statement in the EIS that ‘the mine lies east of the boundary of the GAB’, especially given 
that the proponent has also included a similar map in Vol 2 Ch 8, p.229, a screenshot of 
which is presented below. This map has been generated for administrative purposes, as it 
indicates the boundary of the Great Artesian Basin follows the cadaster boundary, as shown 
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in the QWC map, and also indicates that a significant portion of the proposed mine would 
overlap the GAB: 

 
A map from the EIS showing an overlap between the proposed development and the GAB (Vol 2 Ch 8, p.229) 

While the inclusion of the above map in the EIS suggests that the proponent has 
acknowledged the widely accepted boundary of the GAB to some degree, it still appears that 
the analysis of groundwater has been based on an incorrect boundary (the map in Appendix 
14). Thus it remains a question as to the relevance and reliability of the analysis. For instance, 
it is worth highlighting again the conclusion from the consultant’s report, section 8, Appendix 
14, p. 8-1: 

The assessment found the mine site was the area with greatest potential for impacts to existing 
groundwater. The mine lies east of the boundary of the GAB and includes groundwater in the Galilee 
Basin. The presence of aquitards at the base of the GAB suggests low potential for impacts from the 
mine to the GAB. Preliminary modelling suggests the mine will have significant impacts from 
groundwater to users within 12 km to 30 km of the mine from drawdown around the mine voids. 

 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: Independent hydrogeological research must be undertaken for 
the area of concern. In particular, more accurate mapping of the Clematis Sandstone and 
other GAB elements must be undertaken and publicly presented before any assessment is 
made of the impacts from the proposed mine. The important details of the groundwater 
resources in the region, and the likely impacts from the proposed mine, must be understood 
before any further application to proceed is put before the government.  
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Evidence from springs 
 
ISSUE: Data requested from DERM relating to springs north of Alpha, indicates a line of 
permanent Artesian springs in a North-South line directly north of Waratah Coal’s proposed 
mine. According to this data, the most southerly spring is about 60km north of the proposed 
development. These springs appear to lie to the east of the GAB eastern boundary, and 
apparently directly overlie the Colinlea Sandstone. However, the presence of springs would 
seem to indicate a substantial body of groundwater under pressure. The fact that these 
springs occur directly north of the proposed mine raises questions about whether is it an 
independent aquifer feeding the springs, or is it connected to the GAB. This information is 
apparently not available. 
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: The presence of springs directly north and within a relatively short 
distance of the proposed mine further indicates that a far more detailed investigation must 
be undertaken to properly understand the hydrogeology of the area, and to what extent the 
local aquifers are connected to each other and to the GAB. 
 
 
Stratigraphy, cracking, and impacts on the GAB 
 
ISSUE: There are several unresolved issues in regard to other aspects of GAB groundwater in 
the proposed mine area. It is stated in section 3.2.3 of Appendix 14, p. 3-7:  

 
… Protection of this significant groundwater resource is a high priority for both local and national 
government. The coal reserves of the China First mine lease area are outside the GAB as indicated by 
the GABCC definition of the Rewan Formation as the underlying formation and the map titled 
‘Geological map of the Barcaldine – Alpha region with coal resource areas’ (Figure 3-5). 

 
This statement again refers to the map with an artificial boundary of the GAB, but there are 
other concerning issues raised by this statement. There is a difference in meaning between 
‘the mine lies east of the boundary of the GAB’ and ‘the coal reserves are outside the GAB’. 
The second statement is probably true in a horizontally layered geological sense, and is again 
asserted with more detail in the following statement from section 8.4.1, Vol2 Ch8, p.246: 
 

The coal reserves of the mine area are outside the GAB. The presence of shale aquitards in units 
between the coal seams and the GAB aquifers and the predominantly easterly groundwater flow, 
interpreted as being due to drape folds further to the west, suggests a very low to no potential for 
negative impacts on the GAB groundwater resources resulting from open cut, longwall and 
underground coal mining. 

 
The ‘aquitards’ mentioned here are likely to be those of the Rewan formation (mentioned in 
section 2.3.9, Appendix 14, p.23), in regards to which it is stated elsewhere in the EIS that: 
 

The Rewan Formation, consisting of Triassic competent [sic] claystones and siltstones, is situated 
unconformably between the overlying Tertiary and underlying Late Permian Bananna Formation 
(section 1.1.7, Vol 2 Ch1, p.12). 
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Without geological expertise it is difficult to fully interpret this, but the fact that the Rewan 
formation is ‘unconformed’ suggests that its presence as a reliable aquitard throughout the 
extent of the nearly 30 000 hectares of the proposed underground mine is questionable.  
 
Of perhaps greater concern is the likely impact that subsidence would have on the aquitard 
that supposedly protects that GAB from the mining operations. One of the assumptions 
made in the modelling of groundwater impact is relevant here:   

 
It was assumed that cracking due to subsidence will not extend to the surface and will not allow rapid 
movement of water from the rainfall recharge to the goaf (section 2.4.11, Appendix 14, p.34). 

 

This assumption needs to be scrutinised by an independent expert in subsidence. Especially 
considering that it is also stated that: 

The likely maximum level of subsidence as stated in the Subsidence report section of the EIS is 3.27 m. 
Cracking of the overlying geology as a result of mining related subsidence is also likely to occur. This 
cracking could allow rapid infiltration of rainfall to the mined areas, and potentially lead to increased 
rates of flow into the mined voids resulting via leakage between aquifer layers (section 6.1.4, Appendix 
14, p.6-2). 

Despite this statement that seems to say that cracking of the aquitards is likely to occur, and 
also that it would result in further water loss from the local aquifers, potentially including 
GAB aquifers, it is not further discussed in the groundwater report. This appears to be a 
major failing of the EIS. 

Further, the statement that there is ‘predominantly easterly groundwater flow’ needs to be 
fully substantiated and investigated. An easterly groundwater flow could suggest that the 
proposed mine could have an even greater impact on the GAB if it becomes a drain for GAB 
aquifers in the area. However, in at least one section of the report there appears to be 
contradictory information about the direction of flow: 

..The impact [from drawdown in the area surrounding the mine] is anticipated to be greater to the east 
as the mine will intercept some of the recharge to the east and dewater aquifers sloping from the east 
(section 6.1.3, Appendix 14, p.6-1). 

 

And finally, if the maps of the widely accepted maps of the hydrogeology for the area can be 
trusted, and given the stratigraphy of the Galilee Basin as described in the EIS, the 
dewatering of aquifers overlying the coal seams would in effect amount to dewatering of the 
GAB aquifers.  
 

 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: All assumptions of the groundwater analysis must be scrutinised 
by an independent hydrogeologist. In particular, the presence or absence of an effective 
aquitard across the full extent of the mine site must be established. Crucially, the impact that 
cracking of an aquitard due to subsidence must be commented on. Also, the repeated 
statements in the EIS that the coal seams are not part of the GAB must be rectified to more 
accurately describe the true nature of the relationship between the coal seams and the GAB. 
That is, for at least some portion of the proposed mine area, GAB aquifers overlie the coal 
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seam. Also, through subsidence, cracking and dewatering, local aquifers, including GAB 
aquifers are likely to be impacted. 
 
 
Inconsistency in presentation of findings 
 
ISSUE: Related to the above concern, and besides the question as to the reliability of the 
analysis, there is serious concern over the accuracy of representing the consultant’s report 
on groundwater. In the consultant’s report, in section 6.1.1, Appendix 14, p.6-1 it is stated: 

The presence of shale aquitards in units between the coal seams and the GAB aquifers and the 
predominantly easterly groundwater flow, interpreted as being due to drape folds further to the west 
suggests a low potential for negative impacts on the GAB groundwater resources resulting from open 
cut, longwall and underground coal mining. 

The above statement is in contrast to the description provided in section 3.1.13.2.1 of the 
EIS’s Executive Summary, p.43, where the proponent has down-graded the ‘low potential’ for 
negative impacts to ‘very low to no potential’: 

The coal reserves of the mine are outside the GAB, a significant source of freshwater for much of 
inland Australia. The presence of shale aquitards in units between the coal seams and the GAB aquifers 
and the predominantly easterly groundwater flow (that is, flowing away from the GAB) suggests a very 
low to no potential for negative impacts on the GAB groundwater resources resulting from open cut, 
longwall and underground coal mining. 

A shortened version of this is provided in the main groundwater chapter - in section 8.4.1, 
Vol 2 Ch 8, p.246: 

The coal reserves of the mine area are outside the GAB. The presence of shale aquitards in units 
between the coal seams and the GAB aquifers and the predominantly easterly groundwater flow, 
interpreted as being due to drape folds further to the west, suggests a very low to no potential for 
negative impacts on the GAB groundwater resources resulting from open cut, longwall and 
underground coal mining. 

At best the above inconsistencies could be a result of ignorance and oversight. At worst, the 
conclusion from the consultant could have been purposely changed to give an impression of 
a diminished risk of impact to the GAB.  
 
COMMENTS/SUGGESTION: The EIS must be thoroughly reviewed and any inaccuracy be 
corrected. These corrections should also be publicised in a concise and non-technical 
document so that the public can clearly see where the original EIS has been misleading. 
 
 
Paucity of base-line information 
 
ISSUE: It appears that much more detailed hydrogeological investigations need to be 
undertaken in the Galilee Basin before a realistic assessment can be made of the likely 
impacts on the GAB and groundwater resources generally from the proposed project.   
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It is stated in Appendix 14 that: 

A review of available groundwater data on the Galilee Basin indicates that little is currently known 
about the hydrogeological regime in the area (Executive Summary, Appendix 14, ES1). 

 
And in section 3.2, Appendix 14, p.3-3: 
 

A data gap analysis for the Galilee Basin was undertaken to evaluate the quality and extent of bore and 
seismic data in the region (Bradshaw and Bradshaw, 2010). The report concludes that very little was 
known regarding the geology and stratigraphy of the northern portion of the Galilee Basin. Data is of 
very low resolution and a significant amount of the existing data was obtained in the 1960s. Existing 
data for the southern Galilee Basin is more complete than that of the northern Basin; however, data is 
still very limited. 

 
It is further stated on ES2: 
 

Further longer term hydraulic testing would be useful to refine predictions of the extent of potential 
impacts. 

 
These statements firmly suggest that insufficient information currently exists to ascertain the 
likely impact on groundwater from the proposed development and other developments in 
the area. This lack of available information may provide some explanation for the confusion 
apparent throughout the proponent’s EIS in regards to the boundary of the GAB, and it also 
raises the question of the accuracy of the groundwater analysis overall. 
 
It also raises the question as to whether the geological formations that occur north and south 
of Waratah Coal’s exploration tenements (Tertiary Argillaceous sandstone, Lower Triassic 
Dunda beds and Triassic Clematis Sandstone) according to the original Geoscience Australia 
map, may also run directly through the proponent’s exploration tenement, but haven’t yet 
been mapped.   
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: Independent hydrogeological research must be undertaken for 
the area of concern. In particular, more accurate mapping of the Clematis Sandstone and 
other GAB elements must be understood before any assessment is made of the impacts from 
the proposed mine. The results should be presented for public scrutiny and comment.  
 
The consultant’s own suggestion that ‘further longer term hydraulic testing would be useful 
to refine predictions of the extent of potential impacts’ must also be undertaken before any 
further consideration is given to this project. 
 
Crucial details of the groundwater resources in the region, and the likely impacts from the 
proposed mine, must be understood before any further application to proceed is put before 
the government and public.  
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Substantial impacts to local groundwater users 
 
ISSUE: The substantial impact of ‘drawdown’ will extend over a large area and reach many 
decades into the future. The significance of this for a groundwater dependent region has not 
been properly assessed or communicated to the degree that its significance warrants. Several 
key statements are scattered through the report, but this story must be woven together and 
explained to the communities and landholders who stand to be affected: 
 

Once an area is excavated and become a drain, it remains as an active drain cell for the entire mine life 
(section 2.4.11, Appendix 14, p.2-22). 

 
Groundwater recovery was not complete in simulations of 50 years following mining. Given the 
absence of transient calibration data, the uncertainties in long-term simulations beyond this are 
considered too large to provide meaningful results…. Current information from monitoring of mines 
indicates that full recovery of groundwater levels requires many decades (typically in the order of 50-
100 years) and in some instances will not fully recover to pre-mining levels (section 3.7.3, Appendix 14, 
p.3-47). 

 
Groundwater levels around the mine are generally not shallow and will become deeper due to 
drawdown around the mine (section 6.1.5, Appendix 14, p.6-2). 

 
Preliminary modelling suggests the mine will have significant impacts to groundwater users within 12 
km to 30 km of the mine from drawdown around the mine voids (section 8, Appendix 14, p.8-1). 

 
The mine is situated approximately 30 km northwest of Alpha (section 3.1, Appendix 14, p.3-1). 
 
 

On the back of this scattered information provided in Appendix 14, it would seem there is a 
reasonable likelihood that the bore-water dependent townships of Alpha and Jericho could 
be impacted as well as the many properties and landholders in a wide radius around the 
proposed mine site. However, this is far from common knowledge within the district. 
 
Any kind of promised ‘make good’ arrangements would fall well short of a safe and secure 
long-term supply of groundwater for the residents and landholders in the region. 
 
An apparent glaring omission in the EIS is any detail on how residents and landowners in the 
region will manage in the long-term with the likely degradation in the quantity and quality of 
their water supply. Given that it is likely to take in the range of 50-100 years for water tables 
to recover, if at all, and the life-expectancy of the proposed mine is in the order of 20-30 
years, there is no certainty as to who will be responsible to deal with the long-term negative 
consequences on water from this project.  
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: The geographically wide and temporally long impacts on the 
region’s groundwater must be fully investigated and communicated to people in the region. 
‘Preliminary modelling’ simply is not good enough when it comes to such a substantial 
impact on such a vital resource, and it should not be expected that all affected people will 
turn up to ‘consultation’ events, or have the time, energy or motivation to read through long 
and highly technical reports. 
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Further details are needed on how the proponent is planning to manage the repercussions 
for groundwater over the life of the impact (50-100 years). 
 
Details must be provided of how conflicts will be resolved as to which mega-mine in the 
vicinity has caused which impact to the region’s groundwater. 
 
 
ISSUE: In its Social Impact report (Appendix 23), the proponent raises the issue of the water 
security for the landholders impacted by the likely significant impacts from draw-down and 
degradation of water quality resulting from mining operations. It is stated: 
 

Waratah Coal has indicated that it will provide those properties on the mining lease, and their 
neighbours, with power and improved telecommunications, and water should there be any reduction 
in the quality or quantity of water as a result of the mine operations (Commitments made by Phil 
McNamara, previous CEO of Waratah Coal, during the initial public consultations in Jericho and Alpha 
(8 June 2010)) (Appendix 23, pp.xx-xxi) 

 
However, there are a number of outstanding question that arise from this statement: 
 

- What does it mean for the Waratah Coal to ‘indicate’ this offer? Is an ‘indication’ the 
same as a ‘commitment’ or a ‘guarantee’?; 

- Is the statement made by a former CEO still considered valid by the current Waratah 
Coal board of executives? Will it still be considered valid by future decision-makers in 
the company responsible for the proposed mine (be it Waratah Coal, a Chinese 
partner company, or other);  

- How will a valid ‘reduction in the quality or quantity of water’ actually be 
determined?; 

- Given that groundwater recovery is not expected to occur for 50 -100 years, what 
does the company suggest will serve as the community’s water supply after the life of 
the mine (when presumably the official responsibility of the company for 
groundwater impacts has expired)?; 

- What happens if there is a conflict in owning responsibility for groundwater impacts 
between the mines in the vicinity? This situation seems likely considering at least two 
other major mines would be in the radius of influence; 

- Considering the townships of Alpha and Jericho are both within the likely impact 
range from drawdown, what does the proponent suggest it will do if the town’s water 
supply (which is drawn from bores) is impacted? How long will it consider it is 
responsible for this impact into the future? 

 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: It appears that a brief sentence in Appendix 23 is the only place 
where the crucial issue of provision for landholders affected by the loss of groundwater (both 
quantity and quality) is mentioned in any detail. Elsewhere ‘make good’ arrangements is 
stated, but without any detail. All the above questions and more would have to be 
thoroughly explained, if the project is not rejected outright.  
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ISSUE: In regard to comparisons between Hancock Pty Ltd and Waratah Coal groundwater 
modelling it is stated:  
 

Hancock Prospecting Pty Ltd recently released an Environmental Impact Statement for the Alpha Coal 
project in the Galilee Basin. The location of the proposed coal mine is approximately 30 km north of 
the Waratah Galilee Coal Mine therefore investigations for the Hancock mine will be relevant to 
Waratah Coal’s mine. Results outlined in the Groundwater technical chapter of the Hancock EIS have 
been reviewed and generally support the findings and conclusions of the investigations carried out for 
the Waratah Coal Project (section 3.7.4, Appendix 14, p.3-47). 

 
However the proponent has failed to provide an explanation for the difference in the 
predicted time for groundwater recovery between the two projects. It is stated in Hancock 
Coal Pty Ltd’s SEIS that: 
 

The water table is predicted to recover over a period of ~250-300 years after the start of mining.
25

  
 

Waratah Coal’s predicted 50-100 year groundwater recovery is significantly different to the 
250-300 year recovery time predicted by Hancock Pty Ltd. 
 
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: A clear explanation must be provided as to the difference 
between the Waratah Coal and Hancock modelling of groundwater impacts, particularly in 
regard to the duration of the impacts. The figures that describe the mostly likely extent of 
impact should be provided in future publications and be clearly explained to those 
landholders and town-dwellers that are likely to be affected. 
 

                                                 
25

 Hancock Pty Ltd. Executive Summary, Appendix N – Groundwater and Final Void Report_Issue 4, p.vi.
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Cumulative impacts 
 
Need for fully independent, comprehensive assessment 
 
ISSUE: The proposal at hand is being made in the absence of any thorough and long-term 
regional planning. The Galilee Coal Project is only one of a number of ‘mega mines’ being 
planned for the Galilee Basin. It is located in a region that has never been mined, but now 
faces rapid and dramatic impacts on the local ecology, hydrology, economy and social fabric. 
The Galilee Basin overlaps a significant portion of the Desert Uplands bioregion, which is 
classified as a biodiversity hotspot, yet only around 2.3% of the area is held in conservation 
areas.26 There is a stunning paucity of ecological and hydrological survey data for the 
bioregion, so there is simply not the base data to properly assess any one of these projects, 
let alone the six currently planned. Of great concern is the fact that much of this work is 
being left to mining companies as part of the EIS investigations. Such investigations are ad-
hoc in terms of providing a comprehensive regional view, and are potentially unreliable given 
the vested interests of the companies funding the work. 
 
Considering the range and number of negative cumulative impacts resulting from the 
proposed mines in the Galilee Basin, there is need for a thorough and comprehensive cost-
benefit analysis for the ‘opening up’ of the basin prior to any of the proposed mines receiving 
approval from the government. See Appendix F for the Economists at Large analysis of the 
economic impacts from the Waratah Coal proposal. The principles and conclusions from that 
report are equally relevant to the Galilee Basin as a whole. In short, the touted benefits from 
the proposed coal mine come at a great cost to other Australian sectors. These costs must be 
considered on top of the negative regional impacts to biodiversity and water, including 
aquifers that form part of the Great Artesian Basin, and the likely long-term remediation 
costs of this damage. When all these things are considered, it may be found that there is little 
to no net benefit to Queensland and Australia from the opening up of the Galilee Basin. 
 
Further, considering the explosion of mineral interest and exploration tenements in the 
Galilee Basin, any cumulative impact analysis is likely to be sorely inadequate in representing 
the actual impacts of the multitude of coal and coal-seam gas projects, and the associated 
infrastructure. An indicator of just how comprehensively the region is likely to be impacted is 
the following image showing the expansion of coal exploration between 2005 and 2009: 
 

                                                 
26

 http://www.anra.gov.au/topics/vegetation/assessment/qld/ibra-desert-uplands.html 

http://www.anra.gov.au/topics/vegetation/assessment/qld/ibra-desert-uplands.html
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COMMENT/SUGGESTION:  A fully independent regional assessment and planning process 
must be undertaken before approval is considered for any of the proposed mines in the 
Galilee Basin. The impacts from the multiple proposed mines are of a scale and range that 
the proposed developments should not be assessed on a mine-by-mine basis through an EIS 
process. The Namoi Catchment Plan27 is perhaps an example that can be drawn on in this 
regard in terms of a more comprehensive evaluation of a region’s valuable water supply. 
Regional plans from South East28 Queensland and Central West NSW29may also provide some 
example of what would be warranted in the Desert Uplands/Galilee Basin before any 
development proceeds. 
 
To understand all the overall costs and benefits from the opening up of the Galilee Basin, a 
fully independent cost-benefit analysis must be undertaken to determine what is the net gain 
or loss to the region, to Queensland and Australia. 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
27

 http://www.namoi.cma.nsw.gov.au/52.html?5 
28

 http://www.dlgp.qld.gov.au/regional-planning/south-east-queensland-regional-plan.html 
29

 http://cw.cma.nsw.gov.au/AboutUs/2011capconsultation.html 

http://www.namoi.cma.nsw.gov.au/52.html?5
http://www.dlgp.qld.gov.au/regional-planning/south-east-queensland-regional-plan.html
http://cw.cma.nsw.gov.au/AboutUs/2011capconsultation.html
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Inadequacies of the cumulative impact assessment 
 

Methodology 
 
ISSUE: The proponent’s methodology for undertaking its Cumulative Impact Assessment has 
not been made transparent. It appears that the 37 page chapter on cumulative impacts (Vol 
1 Ch 5) is not based on any detailed commissioned study that would one would expect to 
appear as an Appendix. The lack of a detailed analysis is a major shortcoming of the EIS given 
the likely serious consequences to the region’s water, biodiversity and social fabric (amongst 
other things) that would result from multiple proposed ‘mega-mines’. Some specific 
comments include: 
 

 The proponent has used the same risk assessment matrix that was used in the 
Terrestrial Ecology report (Appendix 10), although it is not referenced (see Vol 1 Ch 5, 
pp.59-60. The same comments we provide on the use of this matrix in Appendix 10 
are relevant to its use in the CIA (see p. pp. 77-78 of this submission). Namely, that 
rating any particular issue in this manner results in a level of abstraction in which the 
actual details of the impacts are obscured. Also, the judgements don’t appear to be 
consistently applied. The appearance of a quantitative rating system hides an 
extremely subjective decision making process that lies behind the numbers and tables. 
 
Through the use of this matrix rating system, the rationale for the underlying 
sequence of judgements as to the true nature and scale of an impact is left 
unintelligible. For the everyday ‘consumer’ of this information, the results would 
appear far more credible than they really are.  

  
Of particular concern is the proponent’s inevitable ‘downgrading’ of the impact rating 
after ‘mitigation efforts’ have been considered. This appears to have been done 
without any evidence as to the likely success of the various mitigation measures. Just 
one example needs to be given to illustrate our point.  
 
The ‘Impacts on neighbouring groundwater users’ has been given a Likelihood rating 
of 4 (Likely- will probably occur) and Consequence rating of 4 (Major – Major 
temporal and spatial effect). However, it seems that it could just as easily, and 
perhaps more accurately, been given a Likelihood rating of 5 (Almost Certain – Is 
expected to occur), and Consequence rating of 5 (Severe – Massive temporal and 
spatial effect), which would change its assessment from 8 (High), to 10 (Extreme).  
Incredulously, after ‘mitigation’ efforts are applied, the impact is judged to be 4 
(Low). This judgement, and these apparently highly successful mitigation measures 
would need detailed explanation. 

 
 

 The description of the proponent’s method of selecting potential projects to be 
included is incomprehensible: 
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To develop a list of potential projects considered relevant for inclusion in the CIA, Waratah 
Coal reviewed the list of projects that an EIS was required under the following legislation and 
that the project’s potential area of influence included the project’s footprint…. (section 5.3.1, 
Vol 1 Ch 5, p.60). 

 

 The proponent’s rationale in short-listing the potential 71 projects down to 8 has not 
been adequately explained. All that is provided is the following: 
 

Waratah Coal then undertook a high level review of the available data for each project to 
assess if there was a potential for material cumulative effects to occur (section 5.3.1, Vol 1 Ch 
5, p.60). 
 

COMMENT/SUGGESTION: The assessment of cumulative impacts in the region must be 
substantially reviewed and re-written. In particular, if a matrix impact rating system is used, 
the proponent must provide detailed information as to the methodology and rationale for 
the assessment that it has provided. Full and comprehensive evidence would need to be 
provided for the ratings both before and after ‘mitigation’.  All findings must be presented in 
clear, comprehensible, common language. 
 
 

ISSUE: The proponent has stated in the EIS that in selecting the final list of projects that were 
considered in its CIA: 
 

Where a project could not reasonably and practically be assessed for impacts due to a lack of available 
information, the project was not considered for any further assessment. 

 

This statement indicates that that the proponent has directly contravened the precautionary 
principle in its dealing with the likely cumulative impacts from the proposed mine.  
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: The proponent’s limited appraisal of the likely cumulative impacts 
from developments in the region is further evidence that a fully independent and 
comprehensive basin-wide analysis be undertaken. 
 
 

False claim regarding moderation of ecological impacts 
 

ISSUE: The proponent has falsely claimed that offsets would result in a ‘moderation’ of the 
significant cumulative impacts of vegetation clearing that would result from the projects 
included in the CIA: 
 

Based on current knowledge, if all projects are to go ahead, it is likely that potential cumulative 
impacts to significant flora and fauna will be high. It is anticipated that all projects which require the 
removal of native vegetation will be required to satisfy the legislative requirement for offsetting 
vegetation losses and that this will result in a moderation of these impacts (section 5.4.3.2, Vol 1 Ch 5, 
p.70). 

 
We have provided a reasonably detailed discussion about the failures of offsetting on pp.48-
61 of this submission. In summary, it can be said that offsetting would result in a net loss of 
biodiversity. Simply ‘protecting’ areas that are already protected from clearing does not add 
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any benefit. This is especially because ‘protected’ offset areas on private land would still be 
subject to the most dominant threat to remnant vegetation in the region; mining, as it is 
exempt from all relevant laws that protect remnant vegetation.  
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: Considering the failures with ‘offsetting’, it cannot be 
conscionably described as a ‘moderating’ factor for the large scale ecological impacts that 
would result from the proposed mines in the Galilee Basin going ahead. While environmental 
offsets may give the impression of some environmental benefit, in reality they lead to a net 
loss of biodiversity.  
 
 
Concerns regarding groundwater 
 
ISSUE: The proponent’s handling of the likely cumulative impacts from groundwater requires 
close scrutiny. 
 

 The proponent’s description of the likely impacts on groundwater resulting from its 
individual project is both incomprehensible and highly misleading: 

 
Although it is acknowledge [sic] that in isolation, each of the project components may impact 
on local groundwater resources, it is unlikely that a cumulative impact will be [sic] occur when 
considered as a complete project. In general, in the impacts associated with rail and coal 
terminal components will impact shallow aquifers only (section 5.4.4.1, Vol 1 Ch 5, p.70) 

 
Given that the EIS has elsewhere acknowledged there would be significant drawdown 
impacts experienced at a radius of up to 30 km around the mine site - which would 
include the townships of both Alpha and Jericho, as well as multiple properties, all of 
which are highly dependent on groundwater - the apparent diminishing of these 
impacts in the above passage is extremely concerning. This section is continued on 
p.72 where the proponent uses obscure language to distance itself from any 
responsibility for large impacts on groundwater around the mine site: 

 
There is strong likelihood that groundwater resources will be subject to cumulative impact 
through development of projects neighbouring Waratah Coal’s mine site…. The open voids are 
likely to significantly alter the hydrogeological regime of the aquifers they intersect as they act 
as artificial sinks for groundwater… A similar magnitude of draw down was predicted by 
Waratah Coal’s numerical modelling.  

 

 Importantly, the proponent admits: 
 

The close proximity of the respective mines will lead to significant overlap between the cones 
of groundwater drawdown leading to compounded effects on groundwater levels. 
Supplementary numerical modelling will be required to gain a greater understanding of the 
likely combined radius of influence of the two projects. 

 
However, it is grossly inadequate for the proponent to state simply ‘supplementary 
numerical modelling’ is required to determine the cumulative impacts on 
groundwater, when the impact discussed could potentially jeopardise the viability of 
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the entire region in the short, medium and long-term due to the current reliance on 
groundwater, and the estimation that the groundwater impacts will not recover for 
50-100 years, if at all.  

 

 The proponent has failed to consider the contribution to the cumulative groundwater 
impact from AMCI’s proposed South Galilee Mine, despite the project being listed as 
among those considered as part of the cumulative assessment (table 4 p.61). It has 
also failed to mention the massive Adani Carmichael mine, which would need to be 
included in any assessment of cumulative impacts to groundwater in the broader 
region. 
 

 The proponent has failed to mention the Great Artesian Basin and the likely 
cumulative impacts on aquifers that make up the GAB. It is clear from maps that are 
provided elsewhere in its EIS that there would be overlap (for more discussion on this 
see pp.22-41). 
 

 The proponent lists seven ‘mitigation measures’ (section 5.4.4.3, Vol 1 Ch 5, p.72). 
Five of these measures don’t actually describe any kind of mitigation to the impact on 
groundwater, but rather refer to tests and monitoring and compensation agreements.  
 

Two points that do refer obliquely to actual mitigation measures are ‘remediate 
groundwater contamination caused by the project’ and ‘implement a management 
plans [sic] and containment structure for potential contaminants’. However, these are 
not described anywhere, and there is no evidence provided as to whether such 
measures are actually technically possible.   

 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: Groundwater is simply too precious to be given the inadequate 
level of honesty and attention that it has in the current EIS. Considering its status as a vital 
resource, especially in inland Australia, the issue of cumulative impacts on groundwater in 
the Galilee Basin must be given close scrutiny and analysis by an independent expert, and the 
results made available for public perusal, before any of the current proposed projects are 
considered for approval. The assessment should, amongst other things: 

  
- Refer to past experiences in other regions (Australia and internationally) of similar 

scaled projects as well as using ‘numerical modelling’; 
 

- The scale and duration of impacts should be assessed on a  ‘worst’ and ‘best’ case 
spectrum;  
 

- Both temporal and spatial issues need to be considered and detailed; 
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- All Galilee Basin projects should be included in this assessment; Carmichael, Alpha 
Coal, Kevin’s Corner, China First, South Galilee, China Stone;30 and any other projects 
that are proposed for the Galilee Basin; 
 

- Direct and indirect impacts need to be considered, which would require a multi-
disciplinary assessment taking into account the multiple interconnected systems. For 
instance, indirect impacts would include the resulting land use changes due to the 
reduced availability of bore water for watering stock, and the resulting implications 
this might have for fire across the region; 
 

- Crucially, the cumulative impact on the Great Artesian Basin must be incorporated 
into the assessment. 

 
 
Failure to address climate impacts 
 
ISSUE: The proponent has failed to consider the likely serious cumulative impacts on the 
global climate as a result of the proposed mines in the Galilee Basin. While ‘waste’ and ‘air 
quality’ impacts have been included in the CIA, albeit with a remarkable lack of detail, 
perhaps the largest, most enduring, and the most widespread impact from the opening up of 
a significant new coal basin is not mentioned once. The omission is counter to public 
expectations on the issue of climate change.  
 
It is important to briefly consider here the contribution the proposed projects would make to 
global carbon emissions in relative terms. When considering the projected output from the 
major mines currently proposed, it is likely that in the order of 190 million tonnes of thermal 
coal will be exported from Queensland, primarily to be used for electricity generation 
overseas. When burnt, this amount of coal would contribute around 455 million tonnes of 
CO2-e every year to the global climate. In relative terms, this would amount to nearly 85% of 
Australia’s total emissions in 2011.31 
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: The cumulative contribution of scope 3 emissions from the 
proposed mines in the Galilee Basin must be included in any CIA made for the region. 
Discussion must be provided on how the figures relate to Australia’s efforts to reduce CO2 
emissions domestically.  
 
 
Failure to address impacts on the Great Barrier Reef 
 
ISSUE: Surprisingly, the proponent does not mention the Great Barrier Reef (GBR) as 
potentially suffering the cumulative impact from the proposed mines in the Galilee Basin. 
Limiting consideration to the three mines included in Waratah Coal’s CIA, there would be a 

                                                 
30

 http://www.theaustralian.com.au/archive/business-old/chinas-biggest-coke-producer-plans-coal-giant-in-
galilee-basin/story-e6frg9e6-1226070494944 
31

 http://www.climatechange.gov.au/climate-change/emissions.aspx 

http://www.theaustralian.com.au/archive/business-old/chinas-biggest-coke-producer-plans-coal-giant-in-galilee-basin/story-e6frg9e6-1226070494944
http://www.theaustralian.com.au/archive/business-old/chinas-biggest-coke-producer-plans-coal-giant-in-galilee-basin/story-e6frg9e6-1226070494944
http://www.climatechange.gov.au/climate-change/emissions.aspx
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quantity of around 100 million tonnes of extra coal being shipped every year through GBR. 
Including also the Kevin’s Corner and Carmichael projects, the figure is likely to be closer to 
an extra 200 million tonnes. All together, these mines are likely to result in thousands more 
coal carrier passages through the GBR annually. 
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: The World Heritage listed Great Barrier Reef should be included in 
the analysis of the likely cumulative impacts from the opening up of the Galilee Basin. The 
total number of coal carriers that could be expected to travel through the GBR every year 
should be provided, as well as an analysis of how many accidents, including oil spills, could be 
expected. 
 
The likely impacts on the GBR from the development of the proposed Multi Cargo Facility on 
Abbot Point should also be included in this analysis. 
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Economic analysis  
 
Review by Economists at Large 

 
The Bimblebox Nature Refuge landholders commissioned Economists at Large to review the 
Economic Impact Assessment of Waratah Coal’s EIS (Appendix 24 of the EIS – Economic 
Impact). Their report is provided in Appendix F of this submission. The conclusion of their 
analysis is that: 
  

The China First Coal project will have impacts on the local and Queensland economies. Some of these 
impacts will be beneficial, while others will reduce the economic welfare of stakeholders. As the 
Economic Impact Assessment is focused on measures of impact, such as industry output, export 
revenues, labour demand, it does not provide an understanding of if the project’s benefits outweigh its 
costs, nor of how any costs and benefits are distributed. What is certain is that participants in the 
mining industry – investors, employees – will benefit, while non-mining stakeholders, including the 
agricultural and manufacturing industries will face higher costs and difficulties related to a strong 
exchange rate. These factors will be exacerbated if similar large projects proposed for the region are 
approved. 
 
What is needed is cost-benefit analysis, which would allow for a decision to be made in the Queensland 
public interest. This is the approach preferred by economists and the Queensland Department of 
Infrastructure and Planning. 

 
 
Insufficient information regarding overseas’ partners 
 
ISSUE: There is crucial information that would seem to apply to an economic analysis of the 
project that is only mentioned in the Social Impact Statement of Appendix 23 (pp. xviii, 2): 
 

Contracting 
 
While project construction must contain at least 50% Chinese content (in line with debt financing 
agreement with Export-Import Bank of China), MCC will give preference during both the construction 
and operational phases of the project to local contractors and local suppliers wherever possible... 
(p.xviii) 
 
 
Waratah Coal has entered agreements with Chinese partners for the financing, construction and 
marketing of the project. The Metallurgical Corporation of China (MCC) has been engaged to undertake 
the engineering, procurement, construction and management of the project, although Waratah Coal 
will have a management team and will maintain a supervisory role during construction, operations and 
decommissioning. MCC will utilise the expertise and resources of a number of other major Chinese 
companies, including the China Railway Group, the China Communications Construction Company and 
the Sino Coal International Engineering Group. 
 
Debt financing is being organised through the Export-Import Bank of China. As part of the agreements, 
the Export-Import Bank will provide US$5/6 billion in debt finance; project construction will contain at 
least 50% Chinese content; and all production will be sold to China Power International Development. 
At the same time, agreement has been reached with MCC that preference during both the 
construction and operational phases will be given to employees from the local area, Queensland and 
Australia, in that order, before foreign workers (p.2). 
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COMMENT/SUGGESTION: The proponent must provide much greater detail about the 
agreements it has entered with the Chinese partners. In particular, it must provide much 
greater detailed information about what is exactly meant by: 
 

- ‘MCC will give preference during both the construction and operational phases of the project 
to local contractors and local suppliers wherever possible’;  

- ‘Waratah Coal will have a management team and will maintain a supervisory role during 
construction, operations and decommissioning’; 

- ‘project construction will contain at least 50% Chinese content’; 
- ‘preference during both the construction and operational phases will be given to employees 

from the local area, Queensland and Australia, in that order, before foreign workers’. 
 

Further, given Clive Palmer’s reported ‘false’ deal in relation to Chinese funding for this 
project in February 2010,32 scrutiny must also be applied to the claim that there is actually an 
agreement in place. The proponent should be required to provide evidence of this. 
 

 

                                                 
32

 Yeates, C. and Garnaut, J. 10/02/2010 ‘Palmer’s $60b claim rejected’, Sydney Morning Herald. Available at: 
http://www.smh.com.au/business/palmers-60b-claim-rejected-20100209-nprq.html. 

http://www.smh.com.au/business/palmers-60b-claim-rejected-20100209-nprq.html
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Economic and social impact on the region 
 
It is important to note that there are tangible social and economic impacts that have already 
occurred in the region, before the proposed mine has even been approved. One example is 
the increase in property values and therefore rates for houses in the town of Alpha. A house 
in town that was purchased at its recognised value of $15,000 in 2006, has recently been re-
valued at $70,000. These dramatic increases of value are directly the result of the current 
mining speculation in the region. The associated increase in rates and rent for these 
properties puts serious financial strain on local, non-mining, workers. 
 
 
Question of accuracy in public information 
 
ISSUE: There are indications that some of the serious social and economic impacts from the 
proposed mine have not been communicated to the communities that stand to bear the 
brunt of the worst impacts, such as rises in costs of living and job losses from non-mining 
industries etc. The basis for this concern is the contrasting information provided in the 
economic study (Appendix 24) as opposed to the Social Impact study (Appendix 23). 
Presumably the analysis in Appendix 24 is more likely to be accurate, and the information in 
Appendix 23 is what has been communicated during the ‘community consultation’ process.  
 
For instance, the summary on p. xvi of Appendix 24 –Economic Impact, states that there 
would be a total of 2,914 jobs generated in the construction phase and around 1,240 jobs in 
the operation phase of the proposed China First mine, which includes jobs at the mine site, 
for the rail construction, and at the port. 
 
In contrast, section 3.1 of the Social Impact study - Appendix 23, p.33 indicates that there 
would be a total of 6,000 jobs in the first 18 months during the construction phase and 1,710 
during the operational phase.  
 
This amounts to an exaggeration in the employment figures of around 200% and 140% 
respectively. 
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: The example above indicates that there are grounds to further 
investigate the accuracy of information provided to the public during the ‘community 
consultation’ phase. All information that was delivered should be thoroughly scrutinised and 
all discrepancies made public in a concise, straight-forward, widely circulated document. 
Further it should be checked whether the ‘costs’ to certain sectors resulting from this mine 
were accurately communicated.  A simple survey of people who had attended Waratah 
Coal’s information sessions would provide some answers as to what is understood in the 
region in regards to the hidden costs of the project. 
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Inconsistent and misleading claims 
 
ISSUE: It is stated section 4.3.2 of Vol2 Ch 4, p.153 that: 
 

The loss of grazing land would be offset by the net economic benefits associated with the construction 
and operation of the mine, which include increased employment, and positive secondary impacts on 
the local economy through increased local business opportunities. 

 
The ability for ‘beneficial’ impacts from the mine to offset the loss of grazing land is an 
unsubstantiated claim. Significantly, it fails to distinguish the distribution of impacts across 
time and space. While some jobs would be created by the proposed mine, there would also 
likely be significant losses in employment, which is detailed in the proponent’s own economic 
assessment in the EIS. It is undoubtable that grazing enterprises would find it far more 
difficult to employ workers who would be attracted to the highly paying mine sites. Further, 
any such ‘benefits’ from the operation of the mine would only last for the duration of the 
mine operations, whereas sustainably managed grazing operations could be operational for 
the foreseeable future. 
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: The proponent should be required to provide a more realistic and 
detailed assessment of the impacts from the mine, and substantiate any claims that it makes 
regarding the ability for the mine to offset negative impacts. 
 
 
ISSUE: In section 1.3, p.13 of the Executive Summary, the proponent suggests that the 
project would have ‘an initial export capacity of 40 Mtpa, with the capability to expand 
substantially to 100 Mtpa’. In all other cases, including the proponent’s website, the 40 Mtpa 
figure is used. Presumably an increase in production by 2.5 times would substantially alter 
some of the analyses undertaken for the EIS, including impacts on local employment and 
industry.  
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: The proponent must explain further the anticipated output of coal 
from its proposed mine, and how a change in the rate of production would impact on the 
outcomes from analyses undertaken as part of the EIS. 
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Environmental offsets 
 
Queensland’s biodiversity has already been overdrawn. We cannot risk losing what little 
remains.   
 
In this context, the significant environmental impacts from the proposed development 
cannot be meaningfully ‘offset’ and would lead to a net loss of bio-diversity rich remnant 
woodland in Queensland.  
 
Specifically, Waratah Coal’s proposal would lead to a direct loss of the significant multiple 
values of Bimblebox Nature Refuge that are outlined on pp.4-12 of this submission, and the 
EIS has failed to present an appropriate offset plan that would guarantee no net loss in 
Queensland’s biodiversity over the long term. While our comments below focus on the offset 
strategy proposed for Bimblebox Nature Refuge, our concerns apply to all offsets for 
biodiversity, including the loss of valuable areas along the proposed rail-line. 
 
We do not support offsetting as an appropriate environmental policy instrument.  We note 
there are numerous concerns and criticisms of the notion and current practice of ‘offsetting’ 
for environmental destruction and degradation.33 Moreover there remains no evidence that 
offsetting actually delivers no net loss of biodiversity values.34 Many of these concerns are 
directly relevant to the case at hand: 
 
Some recognised short-comings of offsets in theory and practice 
 

 Offsets rarely achieve no net-loss of biodiversity:  
o No net loss requires an offset to be ecologically equivalent to (preferably 

greater than) the biodiversity values impacted (arguably impossible); to 
increase the state-wide stock of biodiversity in Queensland; and endure over 
ecological time (200+ years); 

o Protecting existing habitat as an offset for the destruction of habitat 
elsewhere results in a state-wide net loss of biodiversity; 

o ‘Restoration’ projects as offsets suffer from the lag-time in a restoration area 
being functional as habitat (one example would be the requirement of many 
species for tree hollows).35 Further, the proof that restoration can be 
successful simply doesn’t exist in most cases. Even where restoration can be 
successful, the approach is based on the dubious assumption that the targeted 
biodiversity will use the area; 

o The fact that offset areas can later be destroyed for development also leads to 
a net-loss of biodiversity; 

o The inclusion of ‘indirect’ offset options is an unacceptable biodiversity 
outcome – it leads to a net loss of biodiversity. 

                                                 
33

 Eg. Bekessy et al. (2010) ‘The Biodiversity bank cannot be a lending bank’, Conservation Letters, 3, 151-158. 
34

 Gibbons, P. & Lindenmayer, D., ‘Offsets for land clearing: No net loss or the tail wagging the dog?’ (2007) 
Ecological Management & Restoration, Volume 8(1), p.30. 
35

 Gibbons & Lindenmayer, above n34, p.28-29. 
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 No long term security: There is no way to guarantee that an offset area will be 
protected and maintained in the long and short term.  Over the long term, offsets 
require ongoing protection from pests and diseases, and natural disasters like floods 
and bushfires.  The scientific uncertainties created by global warming make this task 
even more difficult.  In the short term, offsets must be permanently protected from 
competing human activities, especially from the threat of mining. The only legal 
mechanism currently available to guarantee the protection and management of an 
offset area over the long term is designation as a national park or conservation area 
under the Nature Conservation Act 1992;36  
 

 Direct loss of biodiversity: Offsets are usually only required for a narrow range of 
species and ecosystems recognised by particular pieces of legislation, so it is 
inevitable that the result of offsetting is a net-loss of total biodiversity. Those species 
that are not ‘listed’ will inevitably decline through the current approach to offsets; 
 

 Direct loss of other values: Offsets are only considered for particular species or 
habitat, but the importance of experienced and committed land managers (who are 
connected to particular properties and places) for successful maintenance and 
restoration of biodiversity is usually ignored; 
 

 Lack of regulation and enforcement: There is a poor track record of compliance in the 
creation and maintenance of offset areas.37  

 
There are a large number of failings with Waratah Coal’s outlined environmental offset 
strategy. Many are in corroboration with the weakness identified for environmental 
offsetting generally, and some are additional to the issues listed above:  
 
 
Failings of Waratah Coal’s proposed offset strategy 
 
Net loss of biodiversity 
 

The result of Waratah Coal’s proposed mine going ahead would be a net loss of biodiversity 
in Queensland. 
 

 If Waratah Coal’s proposed development goes ahead it would result in the direct loss 
of around 7,286 ha of remnant vegetation that would not be replaced:  

 
o 4,595 ha remnant vegetation would be permanently lost at the mine site, 

including 3,927 ha on Bimblebox Nature Refuge (section 6.4.5, Vol 2 Ch 6, 

                                                 
36

 Section 27 of the Nature Conservation Act 1992 expressly prohibits mining and greenhouse gas storage 
activities within national parks and conservation areas 
37

 Gibbons & Lindenmayer, above n34, p.28. 
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p.190) and 77 ha RE 10.3. for the diversion of Lagoon Creek 12 (section 
6.4.1.1, Vol 2 Ch 6, p.189) 

o 2,691 ha remnant vegetation would be permanently lost for the rail 
development (section 6.4.2, Vol 3 Ch 6, p.278)  

 

 Waratah Coal’s proposed mine would also subject at least 3,600 ha of remnant 
vegetation to subsidence (this is the ‘remainder’ figure of the area of remnant 
woodland on Bimblebox after the open cut clearing is subtracted). 
 
The total area of remnant woodland that would be subject to subsidence outside of 
Bimblebox does not appear to have been provided in the EIS. 
 
Subsidence is likely to result in at least some level of degradation to remnant 
woodland considering the unknown impacts due to unquantified changes to 
hydrology and the soil profile.  In this regard the EIS acknowledges: 

 
The underground mine has the potential to cause subsidence and other impacts on the soil 
profile and hydrology which may then affect the habitat values in the overlying open 
woodland habitats (section 6.4.7.1, Vol 2 Ch 6, p.191). 

 
Given the more extensive experience with underground mining in NSW, it is worth 
noting that the NSW government early in 2011 listed subsidence as a ‘major 
threatening process’.38  

 

 Of great concern is the proponent’s suggestion that it might use ‘indirect offsets’ as 
part of the compensation for the destruction of habitat that would result from the 
proposed mine: 

 
The final Offset Package may include both direct and indirect offsets. As a result of offset 
analysis and negotiations it may be more appropriate for some particular environmental 
values, included some endangered fauna species that indirect offset measures are the most 
appropriate approach to support the conservation of the species as habitat loss may not be 
the largest threatening process… (section 5.2, Appendix 27, pp.29-30). 

 
This is followed by a suggestion that indirect offsets are being considered specifically for the 
loss of habitat of the Black-Throated Finch: 
 

Indirect offsets for the Project are being explored for the following biodiversity values: 

 
Black-throated Finch habitat – investigate [sic] Waratah Coal supporting the 
implementation of action identified within the ‘National Recovery Plan for the Black-
throated finch southern subspecies (Poephila cincta cincta)’ 2007. This may include 
research, monitoring or raising public awareness of the species (section 5.3, 
Appendix 27, p.30). 

 

                                                 
38

 http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/threatenedspecies/LongwallMining.htm 

http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/threatenedspecies/LongwallMining.htm
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The prospect that Waratah Coal could actively contribute to the loss of the habitat of 
the BTF, and absolve these actions through putting money into ‘research, monitoring 
or raising public awareness of the species’ is extremely alarming. 

  
It is stated that: 
 

The National Recovery Plan for the species will also be considered in identifying whether 
indirect offset measures would be appropriate to assist in the species conservation (section 
4.2.3, Appendix 10A, p.20). 

 
However, it is clear that Waratah Coal’s proposal could contribute to four of the 
seven listed possible threats to the species, and contravene potentially all five of the 
recommended management practices that are outlined in the National Recovery Plan 
2007 (BTFRT et al., 2007: pp.13, 24):39 
 
The possible threats to the BTF that Waratah Coal’s proposed mine could contribute 
to: 
 

- Clearing and fragmentation of woodland, riverside habitats and wattle shrubland; 
- Degradation of habitat by domestic stock and rabbits, including alterations to fuel load, 

vegetation structure and wet season food availability; 
- Alteration of habitat by changes in fire regime; 
- Invasion of habitat by exotic weed species, including exotic grasses. 

 

The recommended land management practices that Waratah Coal’s proposed mine 
could contravene: 
 

Proper management of the habitat of the southern subspecies of the black-throated finch is 
critical to the survival of the species. Guidelines for habitat management, based on current 
knowledge of the biology of the finch species, are outlined below. 
 
• management of overgrazing of the riparian grassland that is the main habitat of the 

species; 
• management of clearing and fragmentation of woodland, riverside habitats and wattle 

shrubland; 
• management practices aimed at minimising impacts on habitat by domestic stock and 

rabbits, including alterations to fuel load, vegetation structure and wet season food 
availability; 

• fire management; and 
• weed management strategies to minimise invasion of habitat by exotic weed species, 

including exotic grasses. 

 

                                                 
39

 Black-throated Finch Recovery Team, Department of Environment and Climate Change (NSW) and 
Queensland Parks and Wildlife Service. 2007.  National recovery plan for the Black-throated finch southern 
subspecies (Poephila cincta cincta). Report to the Department of Environment and Water Resources, Canberra. 
Department of Environment and Climate Change (NSW), Hurtsville and Queensland Parks and Wildlife Service, 
Brisbane. Available at http://www.environment.gov.au/biodiversity/threatened/publications/recovery/black-
throated-finch-southern/ 

http://www.environment.gov.au/biodiversity/threatened/publications/recovery/black-throated-finch-southern/
http://www.environment.gov.au/biodiversity/threatened/publications/recovery/black-throated-finch-southern/
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It would be ironic indeed if the project were to proceed, and the ‘indirect offset’ 
research and monitoring proposed by Waratah Coal found that the mega mines in the 
Galilee Basin posed a substantial threat to the southern extent of the species. 
 
Further, Clive Palmer’s recent media statements about the Black-throated Finch serve 
to undermine any commitment that his company might proclaim to have for the 
conservation of this species. His comments included: 
 

The Black-throated Finch has wings and can fly. It’s found right throughout Queensland… 
 

[The environment protestors are] not really concerned about their fellow citizens. They’re not 
concerned about the people that are unemployed. They’re not concerned about the children 
that want Christmas presents their parents can’t afford. They’re not concerned about any of 
those things. They’re more concerned about the Black-rooted [sic] Finch. I’m more concerned 
about the people who want jobs, the community that needs investment and the future that 
we can offer for people in central Queensland, rather than the Black-throated Finch. And 
fortunately, if I was the finch I’d be more concerned about them, but I’m not.

40
 

 
 

 The proponent has also outlined the possibility of rehabilitation being included in its 
‘offset package’: 
 

Subject to further investigation on the long-term viability of the BNR located above the 
underground mining, and landholder consultation, direct offsets may include rehabilitation 
to improve linkages between the area of the BNR to currently isolated remnant vegetation 
on the range to the northwest of the site’ (section 5.2, Appendix 27, p.29). 
 

A couple of extremely serious concerns with this suggestion include: 
 

o The area to the northwest of Bimblebox Nature Refuge coincides with 
the area of greatest expected subsidence from the proposed 
underground mine, in order of the range of 3.27m: 
 

The greatest (maximum) total subsidence will occur in the surface areas 
which are affected by the operations in both the B-seam and D-seam 
operations… These areas occur in the north western section of the 
underground mine foot print. The total cumulative subsidence in the area is 
predicted to reach a maximum depth of 3.27 m (section 1.3.6, Vol 2 Ch 1, 
p.71).  

 
This area would be an extremely poor choice for any serious 
rehabilitation due to the unknown and unquantified impacts on the 
soil, hydrology and vegetation due to subsidence.  
 

o The area to the north-west of Bimblebox is also currently composed of 
nearly 100% cleared, blade ploughed Buffel Grass pasture. There is no 

                                                 
40

 Transcript of Clive Palmer on ABC Capricornia, Dec 1
st

 2011. Audio recording available here: 
http://www.abc.net.au/rural/qld/northwest/ 

http://www.abc.net.au/rural/qld/northwest/
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evidence that this kind of highly disturbed area could be rehabilitated, 
to any extent. 

 
 

 A related concern is the reference to ‘non-remnant’ areas that might be included in 
Waratah Coal’s offset plan: 
 

Offsets may consist of a combination of remnant and non-remnant areas that are located in 
biodiversity corridors and adjacent to protected areas or large tracts of bushland to enhance 
the viability and connectivity of existing habitats’ (section 3.4, Appendix 27, p.14). 

 
However, it is not explained what is included in the classification of ‘non-remnant 
areas’. If it refers to regrowth areas, then there is little chance that there would be 
ecological equivalence with the areas being ‘offset’.41 Remnant areas contain greater 
biodiversity, and in the Desert Uplands, regrowth could take up to 200 years to reach 
the form and structure of remnant woodland that would be impacted by the 
proposed mine. 
 
Of great concern, ‘non-remnant’ areas could also potentially include cleared, blade-
ploughed Buffel pasture, for which there is no evidence of successful rehabilitation. 

 
 

No long term security (legal) 
 

 There is no way to guarantee security for offsets on private land. 
 

Since broad scale land clearing was finally phased out in Queensland on the 31st 
December 2006, remnant vegetation is no longer under threat from clearing for 
agriculture,42 and offset areas like the ones proposed by Waratah Coal in its 
Biodiversity Offset Strategy (Appendix 27) cannot be easily legally secured from 
destruction or degradation from mining, as exemplified by a statement in the 
proponent’s own EIS: 
 

The Project is not subject to the VM Act as mining activities are exempt from the need to 
obtain clearing permits under the Act (section 4.2.2, Appendix 27, p.17). 

 

This is despite legal security being a requirement under both the QGEOP and the EPBC 
Draft Policy Statement 1999. According to these guidelines: 

 
… the proposed offsets are required to be legally secured to ensure that all project related 
environmental impacts are adequately compensated over the long term (section 7.1, 
Appendix 27, p.39). 

 
It is stated in the EIS, in section 5.2, Appendix 27 p.29: 

                                                 
41

 Gibbons & Lindenmayer, above n34, p.28. 
42

 McGrath, C. 2007, ‘End of broadscale clearing in Queensland’, Environment and Planning Law Journal, 24(1), 
pp. 5-13. Available at http://www.envlaw.com.au/vegetation5.pdf 

http://www.envlaw.com.au/vegetation5.pdf
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Offset sites could be secured through Nature Refuge conservation agreement or other legally 
binding mechanisms with the landowner and be actively managed to enhance their 
biodiversity values. Or Waratah Coal may seek to acquire a property or properties and 
dedicate to [sic] the State as future protected areas, which is an option currently being 
explored for the BNR 

 
However, the only way to guarantee that any biodiversity offset created for the loss 
of Bimblebox Nature Refuge would not be destroyed for mining in the future is 
dedication of the land to the State as one of the national parks listed in section 27(1) 
of the Nature Conservation Act 1992. The inability to exclude mining on private land is 
explained in section 7.1.2, Appendix 27, pp.39-40: 
 

A nature refuge is a voluntary agreement between a landholder and the Queensland 
Government that allows for the management and preservation of conservation significant 
land while allowing compatible and sustainable land uses to continue. These agreements 
attach to land title and are therefore binding on both present and future owners of the 
property. Landholders with a nature refuge continue to own and manage their land to 
generate an income and in keeping with their lifestyle. They also have a supporting 
conservation agreement (a type of management plan) written for the areas subject to the 
nature refuge which is administered and enforced by DERM. A nature refuge is recognised as 
a type of ‘protected area’ in Queensland. Nature refuges comprise the second largest expanse 
of Queensland’s protected areas estate, and actually out number national parks. 
 
Mining or petroleum leases may be granted over nature refuge areas, although the presence 
of a nature refuge may lead to additional State imposed condition on the mining or petroleum 
proponent. In all other situations a nature refuge agreement will only be terminated in 
exceptional circumstances. It is the highest level of protection that can be afforded to a 
freehold or leasehold property in Queensland. 

 
So, in the proponent’s own words, despite Nature Refuge Agreements providing the 
‘highest level of protection that can be afforded to a freehold or leasehold property in 
Queensland’, ‘mining or petroleum leases may be granted over nature refuge areas’. 
The circumstance of where nature refuges with recognised high biodiversity values 
can be mined is exemplified in no case clearer than the Waratah Coal proposal over 
Bimblebox Nature Refuge.  
 
The current proposal by Xstrata to mine its own offset area ‘Newlands Nature 
Refuge’43 is further evidence of the lack of security for ‘protected’ offset areas. The 
current offset framework will quite simply lead to forever diminishing biodiversity. 
 
This implies that the only means by which an offset area could be legally protected is 
through the creation of a National Park, or equivalent, for which an offset area would 
have to qualify. 
 
 

                                                 
43

 http://www.derm.qld.gov.au/environmental_management/impact_assessment/eis-
processes/documents/newlands-extension-ias.pdf 

http://www.derm.qld.gov.au/environmental_management/impact_assessment/eis-processes/documents/newlands-extension-ias.pdf
http://www.derm.qld.gov.au/environmental_management/impact_assessment/eis-processes/documents/newlands-extension-ias.pdf
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No long term security (management)  
 

 It is implied in the EIS that a conservation covenant would ensure that the offset 
areas would be managed to ‘improve their ecological condition’: 

 
By providing a direct offset it will ensure habitat for these species and ecosystems are 
protected and managed to improve their ecological condition (section 5.2, Appendix 27, p.29). 

 
 And also: 

 
Offsets will be protected on title and actively managed through sustainable land management 
practices to enhance their biodiversity values (section 3.4, Appendix 27, p.15). 

 
However, it is extremely unlikely that any offset area could match the efforts and 
experience of ecological management on Bimblebox Nature Refuge considering that: 
co-owner Carl Rudd holds a PhD in a related field and has solid experience and strong 
interest in habitat conservation;  the primary manager, Ian Hoch, has 25 years 
experience of environmental restoration in the Desert Uplands with a proven track-
record of commitment and dedication to this task, and; the fact that a number of 
long-term research projects in collaboration with agencies such as Queensland 
Herbarium, CSIRO and Birds Australia are hosted on Bimblebox, with the aim of 
improving biodiversity outcomes in the region. 

 
 

 The proponent has indicated that it does not foresee that management of offset 
areas would need to occur for longer than the life of the mine: 

 
Active management of the offset site is expected to continue for a number of years depending 
on the condition of the offset. The VMP for each site will specify the key objectives for 
restoration and ecological criteria that determine when ongoing management will be 
complete. It is estimated that management would be undertaken up to a period no greater 
than 20 years (section 7.4, Appendix 27, p.41). 

 

This is an inadequate approach to genuine sustainable land management, which 
requires on-going commitment to deal with the long-term, ongoing pressures on 
ecological systems of the region, such as the intrusion of Buffel Grass and other 
environmental weeds, feral animals, fire and the likely impacts from climate change. 

 
Under the current framing of the proponent’s offset strategy, once its obligation to 
the offset areas have expired (which it has suggested is no longer than 20 years), the 
on-going responsibility and financial burden of properly maintaining an offset area is 
likely to fall on individual landholders, the State government, and ultimately, tax 
payers. 
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No long term security (monitoring and enforcement)  
 

 There is little to no monitoring and enforcement of conservation land management 
objectives in the Desert Uplands. A commitment might look good on paper, but may 
make little or no difference in reality. 

 
 

Direct loss of biodiversity 
 

 The proponent has stated that it will only consider ‘key threatened ecosystem types 
and fauna species impacted by the Project’, (section 3.4, Appendix 10A, p.15). This 
implies that non-‘Threatened’ species and ecosystems would not be accounted for. 
Specifically, the 15 migratory and marine species and the 18 regionally significant 
species, and the scores of other species not recognised on any particular list, would 
be totally ignored by the proponent’s offsetting strategy.  

 
This approach would further guarantee that there would be a net loss of habitat for 
both listed and non-listed species as a result of the proposed development going 
ahead. 

 
The narrow focus of the proponent in this regard is made even more concerning 
considering the likely cumulative impact of species in the region due to the multiple 
planned ‘mega’ mines.  

 

 
Failure to comply with State and Federal offset policies 
 

 The proponent’s offset strategy in Appendix 27 states that: 
  

… all proposed offset sites will meet the intent of relevant State and Commonwealth offset 
policies… (section 5.1, Appendix 27, p.28) 

 

However it fails in this obligation in numerous ways as summarised in the following 
table. Note that we have drawn on the current 2011 Draft EPBC Act Environmental 
Offsets Policy, rather than the 2007 Draft Policy Statement used in Appendix 27:  

 

 Policy principle Failure to satisfy the principle due 
to: 

2011 Draft EPBC 
Act Environmental 
Offsets Policy

44
 

  

Requirement 1 deliver an overall conservation 
outcome that improves or maintains 
the viability of the aspect of the 

It is unlikely that the proposed offset 
strategy would achieve ‘an overall 
conservation outcome’ due to the fact 

                                                 
44

 SEWPaC, 2011, EPBC Act Environmental Offsets Policy, Commonwealth of Australia, p.4. Available at 
http://www.environment.gov.au/epbc/publications/consultation-draft-environmental-offsets-policy.html 

http://www.environment.gov.au/epbc/publications/consultation-draft-environmental-offsets-policy.html
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environment that is protected by 
national environment law and 
affected by the proposed development 

that it would result in a net loss of 
biodiversity, and because offset areas on 
private lands would not be secure from 
future mining or other development 

Requirement 2 be efficient, effective, transparent, 
proportionate, scientifically robust and 
reasonable 

Arguably the strategy would be 
ineffective for the reasons given above. In 
regard to the  other issues, there is a lack 
of detail provided in the offset strategy to 
ascertain if it would meet this 
requirement  

Requirement 2 be built around direct offsets but may 
include indirect offsets 

There is insufficient detail provided in the 
offset strategy to ascertain if it would 
meet this requirement, but there are 
indications that the proposed offsets for 
the Black-throated Finch may not be built 
around direct offsets (section 5.3, 
Appendix 27, p.30) 

Requirement 4 be of a size and scale proportionate to 
the impacts being offset 

There is insufficient detail provided in the 
offset strategy to ascertain if it would 
meet this requirement 

Requirement 5 be in proportion to the level of 
statutory protection that applies to the 
affected species or community 

Indications that the proposed offsets for 
the Endangered Black-throated Finch may 
be built around indirect offsets (section 
5.3, Appendix 27, p.30) raises questions in 
relation to this requirement 

Requirement 6 effectively manage the risks of the 
offset not succeeding 

There is  no indication that this has been 
considered in the proponent’s offset 
strategy 

Requirement 7 have transparent governance 
arrangements including being able to 
be readily measured, monitored, 
audited and enforced. 

This requirement has been adequately 
considered in the proponent’s offset 
strategy 

Policy principles 
from the QGEOP

45
 

  

Principle 1 offsets will not replace or undermine 
existing environmental standards or 
regulatory requirements 

The offset would be used to justify the 
destruction and degradation of the State 
Significant Bimblebox Nature Refuge.  
The offset would result in a net loss of 
biodiversity in Queensland 

Principle 2 environmental impacts must first be 
avoided, then minimised, before 
considering the use of offsets for any 
remaining habitat 

There is no evidence the proponent has 
considered avoiding or minimising the 
extent of its proposed damage to habitat 

Principle 3 offsets must achieve an equivalent or 
better environmental outcome 

The offset would result in a net loss of 
biodiversity in Queensland. 
 The numerous values of Bimblebox 
Nature Refuge, as outlined in this 
submission on pp. 4-12, would be lost and 
not replaced 

                                                 
45

 EPA, 2008, Queensland Government Environmental Offsets Policy, Queensland Government, pp.11-12, 
available at 
http://www.derm.qld.gov.au/environmental_management/planning_and_guidelines/policies_and_strategies/environment

al_offsets/ 

http://www.derm.qld.gov.au/environmental_management/planning_and_guidelines/policies_and_strategies/environmental_offsets/
http://www.derm.qld.gov.au/environmental_management/planning_and_guidelines/policies_and_strategies/environmental_offsets/
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Principle 4 offsets must provide environmental 
values as similar to those being lost 

There is no evidence that the proponent 
will able to provide environmental values 
as similar to those being lost 

Principle 5 offset provision should minimise the 
time-lag between the impact and 
delivery of the offset 
 

The consideration of rehabilitation as part 
of the offset package would require many 
decades to provide any kind of 
meaningful biodiversity outcomes, and 
would require a level of investment and 
commitment in management that is 
unlikely to transpire 

Principle 6 offsets must provide additional 
protection to environmental values at 
risk, or addition management actions 
to improve environmental values 
 

It is unlikely that any offset area would 
receive the level of attention and 
commitment required to provide 
‘additional’ safeguards and management 
actions besides those already required by 
the Vegetation Management Act  and 
obligatory land management review on 
the renewal of leases 

Principle 7 offsets must be legally secured for the 
duration of the offset requirement 

Apart from establishing National Parks or 
their equivalent, there is no way to 
guarantee that the offset areas would be 
secure from one of the key emerging 
threats to habitat in the region; large-
scale mining projects 

 
 

 Koala habitat is not included in the table of ‘Offset Liability of the Galilee Coal Project’ 
(Table 4, Appendix 27, p.25-27), despite being one of the three ‘specific-issue offset’ 
policies in operation under the Queensland framework is Koala habitat (listed in 
section 3.3, Appendix 27, p.14).  

 
Koalas have been observed on Bimblebox Nature Refuge on a number of occasions, 
and the map on the following page, courtesy of the Australian Koala Foundation, 
demonstrates the extent of potential koala habitat on Bimblebox (entirely made up of 
‘Secondary Habitat – Class A’ and ‘likely Secondary Habitat – Class A’). 

 
 

 The proposal at hand is being considered in the absence of any offset guidelines being 
available specifically for protected areas. It is stated in the EIS: 
 

…No specific offset policy is currently in place for protected areas (Appendix 27, p.15).  

 

This suggests that both the State and Federal governments are yet to determine how 
the destruction of protected areas could be appropriately compensated in kind, if at 
all. Since there has been no adequate or conclusive public discussion of this matter, it 
would be highly inappropriate to proceed with any action causing significant negative 
impact on a protected area, including Bimblebox Nature Refuge. 
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Source: Australian Koala Foundation 
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Inadequate offset targets 
 

 The offset strategy proposes only 2,822 ha of offset for the BTF (Table 4, Appendix 27, 
p.25-27), despite the proponent acknowledging in Appendix 10A that: 

 
It is apparent from the review of existing information that there have been no systematic or 
regular surveys in regards to BTF in the Desert Uplands, with most data derived 
opportunistically and descriptive in nature. In considering the information available at the 
time of preparing this report, it is clear that there is insufficient information for adequate 
conservation planning for BTF [in] the bioregion (section 4.1, Appendix 10A, p.21). 
 

This statement would suggest that there is currently inadequate data and information 
to ascertain what would be required for a functional ‘offset’ for this species. 

 

 The offset strategy proposes only 801 ha of offset for the Large-Podded Tick-trefoil 
(Desmodium macrocarpum) (Table 4, Appendix 27, p.25-27), while elsewhere in the 
EIS the potential habitat for this Near Threatened species on Bimblebox Nature 
Refuges has been stated as being 3,926 ha (section 6.4.4, Vol 2 Ch 6, p.189). The 
limited survey effort that was performed as part of this EIS due to ‘unfavourable 
seasonal conditions’ (ES, Appendix 10, p.12) further indicates the likely under-
representation of this species. 

 
 

Insufficient basic information provided 
 

 The offset strategy provided in Appendix 27 of the EIS is at such a preliminary stage 
that it is of little value in terms of offering a realistic indication about what a final 
offset plan could possibly be offered. It has been based solely on desktop studies set 
with very broad parameters. As such, the maps and figures that are provided only 
serve to be misleading as to the actual offset areas available. Only a very general 
comment is offered: 

 
The EIS lists broad habitat ranges for the potential impact to the threatened fauna species as 
defined by SEWPaC. Where information is available these broad habitat ranges have been 
refined to more accurately define the impact in this preliminary offset strategy. It is likely that 
these impact areas will be further reduced following more detailed investigations (section 
4.2.3, Appendix 27, p. 17).  

 
Any discussion about habitat identified through satellite data is meaningless without: 
thorough ground-truthing the broad vegetation classes and the condition of the 
ground-story flora; surveying for the abundance and diversity of species; excluding all 
areas that may have extractable minerals beneath them; factoring in the pressures on 
individual species and habitat from predicted climate change, and; gauging the 
willingness of the landholders to commit to a stringent conservation agreement in 
perpetuity, among other things. 

 



Paola Cassoni & Sonya Duus December 19
th

 2011 

 

61 

 

Further, it is stated in section 4.2.3, Appendix 10A, p.23 that: 
 

The proposed approach for compensation is to identify another parcel of land within the same 
bioregion (Desert Uplands) that is of ‘ecological equivalence’ to the BNR. Criteria will include 
an area that contains a mix of the same REs and the same or higher biodiversity values. To 
assist in determining ‘ecological equivalence’ DERM’s biocondition methodology and BPA 
mapping will be used. It is currently estimated the BNR compensation may be twice the total 
area (approx. 16,000 ha) and the intent is it will become a future protected area. 

 
An inclusion of the biocondition methodology and BPA mapping would have been a 
straight-forward ‘desktop study’ task, yet the proponent has failed to include these 
results in the offset strategy. 

 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION:  
 
The recently launched Queensland Biodiversity Offsets Policy states: 
 

The purpose of this policy is to increase the long-term protection and viability of the state’s 
biodiversity where residual impacts from a development, on an area possessing State significant 
biodiversity values cannot be avoided.

46
 

 
However, the proponent’s offset strategy outlined in Appendix 27 does not comply with this 
policy goal. 
 
The substantial direct loss of remnant woodland and biodiversity in the order of 7,300 
hectares, as well as unquantified damage and disturbance to a further 3,600 hectares or 
more resulting from subsidence, cannot be offset.  These areas would not be replaced, so 
would lead to a net loss of biodiversity. Through the destruction and degradation of 
Bimblebox Nature Refuge, the proposed development would also result in the loss of a 
number of other important values.  
 
The lack of effective mechanisms to secure offset areas on private land from future 
destruction, especially from mining, means that there is unlikely to be guaranteed ‘long term 
protection’ of the offset areas. 
 
These issues warrant refusal of the proposed development. 

                                                 
46

 DERM, Oct 2011, Queensland Biodiversity Offset Policy (version1) 
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Climate Change 
 
 

Failure to account for environmental impact of proposed development 
 
ISSUE: A significant failing of Waratah Coal’s EIS is an insufficient analysis of the climate 
impact from the proposed development. It is specified in the ToR that: 
 

Direct, indirect and cumulative impacts must be fully examined and addressed (section 4, ToR, p.11). 

 
Given that the purpose of the proposed mine is to generate thermal coal to be used for 
electricity generation in China, and that there is currently no commercially viable method of 
producing electricity from thermal coal without generating greenhouse gas emissions,47 the 
inevitable consequence will be a contribution of greenhouse gases to the atmosphere. 
 
However, the current analysis is limited to only scope 1 and 2 emissions, so fails to account 
for one of the largest indirect environmental impacts that would result from the proposal. 
Over the life of the mine, the scope 1 and 2 emissions would account for only 6% of the total 
emissions, when including also scope 3 emissions (the emissions from the end use of the 
coal).48 In other words, the EIS fails to account for nearly 95% of the total climate impact 
from the proposed development. 
 
The scale of the climate impact from the Galilee Coal project is outlined below: 
 

 The annual carbon emissions that would result from the burning of the coal from the 
proposed Galilee Coal project would amount to around 95 million tonnes of CO2-e. 
This is equivalent to: 

 
o around 17% of Australia’s annual national emissions;49 
o over twice New Zealand’s annual emissions;50  
o the annual emissions of over 5 million Queensland households;51   
o taking at least 18 million cars off the road;52 and 
o over $2.1 billion worth of emissions trading permits annually.53 

                                                 
47

 Carbon capture and storage is not a commercially viable proposition for the foreseeable future, see for 
example the report of Mr Stanford to the Queensland Land Court in the recent case against the Wandoan Coal 
Project. 
48

 Calculated using figures provided in Appendix 19, and assuming a mine life of 25 years, calculated from the 
provided figure of 1.4 Bt coal resources, with a 71% wash yield. 
49

 564.5 Mt in 2009 from the National Greenhouse Inventory in 2010. 
50

 36.036 Mt in 2009 from the United National Framework on Climate Change data. 
51

 Approximately 17 tonnes per household from Queensland Government (2008) Achieving early and affordable 
greenhouse gas reductions in Queensland. 
52

 Based on average emissions of 5.2 tonnes per vehicle from US EPA (2005) Emission Facts: Greenhouse Gas 
Emissions from a Typical Passenger Vehicle. 
53

 Based on the starting price of $23 per tonne. 

http://www.envlaw.com.au/wandoan7.pdf
http://ageis.climatechange.gov.au/
http://unfccc.int/ghg_data/items/3800.php
http://www.climatechange.qld.gov.au/pdf/workingpaper1-householdlifestylechanges.pdf
http://www.climatechange.qld.gov.au/pdf/workingpaper1-householdlifestylechanges.pdf
http://www.epa.gov/otaq/climate/420f05004.htm
http://www.epa.gov/otaq/climate/420f05004.htm
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 Over the life of the mine, with an estimated resource of 1.4 billion tonnes of raw coal, 
the total emissions from the coal produced at this mine would be around 2.4 billion 
tonnes of CO2-e.54 This is equivalent to:  
 

o around 420% of Australia’s annual national emissions 
o around 5% of the world’s annual emissions  
o around 0.37% of the global budget of 643,000 Mt of carbon dioxide emissions 

if we are to have a reasonable chance of keeping global warming below the 
internationally agreed threshold of 2oC warming above pre-industrial levels.55 

 
The massive quantity of emissions from the use of the product coal over the life of the mine 
will significantly increase the adverse impacts of global warming and ocean acidification.56   
Australia is particularly vulnerable to these impacts being the driest inhabited continent with 
a high coastal population and containing iconic ecosystems at or near their thermal threshold 
(including the Great Barrier Reef and Wet Tropics World Heritage Areas).  As carbon dioxide 
continues to enhance global warming for thousands of years, the climate impacts of the 
proposed project will be irreversible on human timescales. 
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: The climate impacts that would result from the proposed 
development amount to an unacceptable adverse environmental impact, and warrant 
refusal. 
 
If the Coordinator General lacks sufficient information of the impacts to warrant refusal, the 
proponent should be requested to provide supplementary assessments of: 

 
- all the indirect emission likely to result from the transport and use of the product 

coal; 
- the likely effect of the total emissions from the project, including the transport and 

use of product coal, on climate change and ocean acidification;  
- the impacts on Queensland’s environment from contribution of the project to climate 

change and ocean acidification; and 
- the impacts on matters of national environmental significance from contribution of 

the project to climate change and ocean acidification. 

                                                 
54

 Assuming a 71% wash yield 
55

 Meinshausen, M (2011) Contribution of the Wandoan Coal Mine to climate change and ocean acidification, 
http://www.envlaw.com.au/wandoan12.pdf  
56

 The exact scale of impacts is capable of measurement but beyond the scope of this submission.  The impacts 
will be at approximately twice as great as the Wandoan Coal Project as described by Dr Meinshausen and 
Professor Heogh-Guldberg for Queensland Land Court as part of a recent appeal. 

http://www.envlaw.com.au/wandoan12.pdf
http://www.envlaw.com.au/wandoan12.pdf
http://www.envlaw.com.au/wandoan13.pdf
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Out of line with current thinking 
 
ISSUE: The ‘project rationale’ provided in the Executive Summary describes how the product 
coal from the proposed development will go towards meeting global energy demand, for 
instance:  
 

In 2007, 58% of the world’s exported thermal coal was imported by Asian countries, which is expected 
to steadily rise to 65% by 2030. Australia has large proven reserves of thermal coal, including an 
estimated 14 billion tonnes of inferred coal resource lying untapped within the Galilee Basin. Being 
well situated geographically to Asian markets, Australia is in a strong position to be a major supplier to 
these coal dependent countries (section 1.4.1, Executive Summary, p.15). 

 
However, it is no longer acceptable to blandly present the future of coal production and 
trade without associating it with one of the largest environmental challenges facing the 
planet. To argue that ‘Australia is in a strong position to be a major supplier to these coal 
dependent countries’ puts Australia in an ethically compromised position, and potentially in 
a position that will leave Australian markets stranded if the world moves away from coal. 
 
It is relevant to note recent conclusions from the International Energy Agency’s latest World 
Energy Outlook (2011):57  
 

We cannot afford to delay further action to tackle climate change if the long-term target of limiting 
the global average temperature increase to 2°C, as analysed in the 450 Scenario, is to be achieved at 
reasonable cost. In the New Policies Scenario, the world is on a trajectory that results in a level of 
emissions consistent with a long-term average temperature increase of more than 3.5°C. Without 
these new policies, we are on an even more dangerous track, for a temperature increase of 6°C or 
more. 
 
Four-fifths of the total energy-related CO2 emissions permissible by 2035 in the 
450 Scenario are already “locked-in” by our existing capital stock (power plants, buildings, factories, 
etc.). If stringent new action is not forthcoming by 2017, the energy-related infrastructure then in place 
will generate all the CO2 emissions allowed in the 450 Scenario up to 2035, leaving no room for 
additional power plants, factories and other infrastructure unless they are zero-carbon, which would 
be extremely costly. Delaying action is a false economy: for every $1 of investment avoided in the 
power sector before 2020 an additional $4.3 would need to be spent after 2020 to compensate for the 
increased emissions. 

 

 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: Global efforts to move away from carbon-rich fossil fuels further 
warrants refusal of the proposed development. 

                                                 
57

 http://www.iea.org/weo/ 

http://www.iea.org/weo/
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Approach to sustainability and the natural environment  
 
The proponent presents its approach to environmental responsibility and ‘Ecological 
Sustainable Development’ in its Environmental Policy (Vol 1 Ch 1, p.5) and in the chapter 
called ‘Sustainability’ (Vol 1 Ch 3). These are crucial sections of the EIS in terms of 
understanding the proponent’s approach to dealing with the massive scale and range of 
negative impacts that would result from the proposed project, which would cover 70,000 
hectares and deliver serious consequences on surface and ground water, terrestrial ecology 
and the global climate.   
 
 
Environment Policy 
 
ISSUE: The one-page Environmental Policy in Vol 1 Ch 1, on p.5 states: 

 
Waratah Coal recognises its responsibilities for implementing sound environmental stewardship of the 
environment in which it works. We will care for and manage the environment to deliver environmental 
better practice outcomes. Our Commitment extends to all those who work with and for Waratah Coal. 

 
This statement is very general and it is difficult to comprehend its intended meaning. For 
instance: 
 

- it is not clear, and it is not described, what ‘better practice outcomes’ actually means; 
- in extending its commitment to ‘all those who work with and for Waratah Coal’ could 

imply that those who do not work ‘with or for’ the company would be exempt from 
its ‘commitment’, which is also not explained; 

- if the proponent is able to describe its intention to develop one of the world’s largest 
coal mines in an era of dangerous climate change, through destroying a significant 
conservation reserve as ‘responsible environmental stewardship’, it is a substantial 
diminishment of the genuine notion of environmental responsibility. This is a 
concerning example of the proponent’s willingness to use environmentally-friendly 
jargon to disguise the significant impacts that the proposed project would have on 
the natural environment.  

 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: The proponent should be required to provide an honest 
statement as to its approach to the natural environment on which its proposed development 
would have a significant impact. 
 
 
Failings and inconsistencies in respect to the NSESD 
 
ISSUE: As specified in section 5.2 of the ToR (p.65), the proponent is required to ‘provide a 
comparative analysis of how the project conforms to the objectives for ‘sustainable 
development’ as it is framed in the National Strategy for Ecologically Sustainable 
Development (1992). The proponent is required to address this, as determined by the EPBC 
Act (Section 3).  
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It is clear in reading the objectives and principles of the National Strategy that the objectives 
of a massive new coal development are diametrically opposed to the objects of the National 
Strategy in most respects.  
 
In large part this dilemma is due to the mixed motives of the Australian government, which is 
to both generate revenue through mining royalties, and to genuinely pursue the principles of 
ESD. In the case of large coal developments, these motives are simply mutually exclusive. To 
attempt to squeeze developments that would result in a range of significant negative impacts 
into the principles of ESD is to debase the meaning of ESD.  
  
For instance, the core objectives of the National Strategy are as follows: 
 

- to enhance individual and community well-being and welfare by following a path of economic 
development that safeguards the welfare of future generations; 

- to provide for equity within and between generations; 
- to protect biological diversity and maintain essential ecological processes and life-support 

systems. 

 
The proposed Galilee Coal project or any other large new coal mine would actively work 
against each one of these objectives through: 
 

- its contribution to the current mining boom which is boosting the Australian dollar at a 
significant cost to many non-mining, arguably more sustainable, sectors; making the cost of 
living unaffordable for non-mining workers in the region; contributing to an increased 
disparity between the ‘haves and have-nots’; contributing to global climate change which 
puts at serious risk the welfare of future generations; 
 

- its depletion of a valuable finite natural resource that will not be available for future 
generations; in its contribution to climate change which would deliver a potentially unsafe 
climate for future generations; 
 

- its destruction and degradation of over 10,000 ha of remnant woodland, including a 
significant private conservation area; inadequately compensating for the loss of biodiversity 
through a faulty offsetting strategy; potentially paving the way for other Nature Refuges to be 
mined;  the undermining of Australia’s obligations to uphold the recommended treatment of 
IUCN category ‘protected areas’; the degradation of essential, life-supporting groundwater 
systems, including aquifers that make up the Great Artesian Basin; the ‘liberation’ of fossil 
fuels from a benign state under the ground to a potentially dangerous component of the 
atmosphere, resulting in negative impact on flora and fauna species. 

 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: This is a dilemma that needs to be resolved at the level of 
government policy and priorities. The current contradictory approach by Australian 
governments of encouraging massive coal exports on the one hand and attempting to 
address climate change must be resolved in line with its own National Strategy for 
Sustainable Development.  
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ISSUE: Besides the larger problem of contradictory aims between the NSESD and the 
continuing expansion of coal development in Australia, there are serious concerns about how 
the proponent has undertaken this section of the EIS. In short, the proponent has both failed 
to properly address the required issues as outlined in the ToR, and has plainly distorted 
information in places. 
 
The proponent has a patchy and illogical approach to analysing the project’s alignment with 
NSESD guiding principles. This is summarised in the following table, which is followed by 
more discussion: 
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Guiding principles of the NSESD58 As interpreted in EIS (3.2.2, p.37) As discussed in EIS (3.5.3, pp. 44-45) 

‘decision making processes should effectively 
integrate both long and short-term economic, 
environmental, social and equity 
considerations’ 

‘Long term and short term economic, 
environmental, social and equitable 
considerations’ 

‘Decision-making considers environmental, 
social and equity considerations’ 

‘where there are threats of serious or 
irreversible environmental damage, lack of full 
scientific certainty should not be used as a 
reason for postponing measures to prevent 
environmental degradation’ 

‘The precautionary principle’  ‘Precautionary Principle’ 

‘the global dimension of environmental 
impacts of actions and policies should be 
recognised and considered’ 

 ‘Global Dimension’ 

‘the need to develop a strong, growing and 
diversified economy which can enhance the 
capacity for environmental protection should 
be recognised’ 

 ‘Strong Economy and International 
Competitiveness’ 

‘the need to maintain and enhance 
international competitiveness in an 
environmentally sound manner should be 
recognised’ 

  

‘cost effective and flexible policy instruments 
should be adopted, such as improved 
valuation, pricing and incentive mechanisms’ 

‘Improved valuation, pricing and incentive 
mechanisms’ 
 

 

‘decisions and actions should provide for 
broad community involvement on issues 
which affect them’ 

 ‘Community Involvement’ 

 ‘Inter-Generational equity’  

 ‘Conservation of biological diversity and 
ecological integrity’ 

 

 
Table: The proponent’s dealings with the guiding principles of the NSESD  

                                                 
58

 http://www.environment.gov.au/about/esd/publications/strategy/intro.html#GoalsEtc 

http://www.environment.gov.au/about/esd/publications/strategy/intro.html#GoalsEtc
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Just a few examples from this discrepancy between the NSESD and the proponents 
dealing with the topic include: 
 

 The proponent has failed to demonstrate it has an understanding of the 
precautionary principle, evident through its summary description of the 
precautionary principle and how it applies to the proposed development. In 
particular, the proponent states that adhering to the precautionary principle 
requires: 

  
…taking a conservative approach to EIA and management so that the proponent is 
prepared for the worst case scenario that may arise as a result of the project (section 
3.2.2.2, Vol 1 Ch 3, p.37) 

 
This statement does not seem to relate to the precautionary principle.  

 
 

 The NSESD principle of:  
 

the need to develop a strong, growing and diversified economy which can enhance the 
capacity for environmental protection should be recognised 

 
                     has been interpreted simply as: 

 
Strong Economy and International Competitiveness (section 3.5.3.4, Vol 1 Ch 3, p.44) 

  

This interpretation has dropped out any discussion or acknowledgement of 
the importance of a diverse economy, which the proposed development 
would serve to compromise. 

 
 

 The NSESD principle of:  
 

the global dimension of environmental impacts of actions and policies should be 
recognised and considered 

 

has been addressed under the heading of ‘Global Dimension’ (section 3.5.3.3, Vol 1 Ch 
3, p.44), for which the proponent has identified only three issues, and only one 
related to the environment:  

 
 the supply of materials and equipment from overseas suppliers 

particularly during the construction phase;  
 trade and economic flows between suppliers, the project and 

customers and;  
 potential impacts to migratory species. 
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The proponent has failed to acknowledge the most obvious global dimension of 
environmental impacts from the proposed development, which is the mining and 
delivery of a highly polluting fossil fuel to the world, a major driver of global 
climate change. 
 

 In a discussion of ‘Social and Community’ (section 3.4.3.2, Vol 1 Ch 3, p. 41), the 
proponent has listed as number one: 
 

fully engage the community by holding information sessions during planning and using 
planning and construction phases of the project 

 
It would appear to be a contradiction in terms to suggest that by holding 
‘information sessions’ that the community is being ‘fully engaged’. It is quite 
clear that communities have very few rights and power when it comes to dealing 
with the mineral industry, which in most cases has right-of-way over their land 
and whose interests are usually put before community interests. To use the 
word ‘consultation’ gives the impression that there is some equal exchange, 
when in fact there is no equality in this context.  

 
 

 In section 3.5.2.4 (p.44) -  ‘Biological diversity’ -  the proponent states that it will: 
 

protect diversity and maintain essential ecological processes and life-support systems by 
adopting sustainable practices including: avoiding areas of high ecological value; minimising 
impacts to biodiversity in general; progressively rehabilitating disturbed ecosystems, and 
offsetting unavoidable impacts 
 

In its plan to open-cut mine over half of Bimblebox Nature Refuge and 
underground mine the remainder, the proponent has clearly not avoided areas 
of high ecological value.  The proponent has failed to provide any details about 
its rehabilitation plan, and has not investigated the possibly substantial impacts 
on ecological systems from subsidence of up to 30,000 ha, with resulting 
disturbance to hydrology and the soil profile. Further, its offsetting strategy, as 
described in Appendix 27, would result in a net loss of biodiversity in 
Queensland. 

 
 

  The proponent discusses how its operations align with the NSESD goal (section 
3.5.1, Vol 1 Ch 3, p.42):  

 
[NSESD goal:] Development that improves the total quality of life, both now and in the 
future, in a way that maintains the ecological processes on which life depends 

 

and asserts that ‘the project’s purpose aligns with this goal’: 
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Waratah Coal will create value for our stakeholders by delivering environmentally, 
socially and economically responsible energy from Waratah Coal’s resources in the 
Galilee Basin. We will achieve this through teamwork, innovation, integrity and the 
application of safe and sustainable practices that match or exceed industry standards. 
We will not compromise the safety and well-being of our employees or local 
communities in delivering our vision 
 

To describe coal as ‘environmentally, socially and economically responsible 
energy’ is to deny the near total worldwide scientific consensus of the role that 
fossil fuels play in significantly driving human-induced climate change, which is 
likely to result in a plethora of negative consequences for people and the non-
human world. No amount of ‘teamwork, innovation, integrity and the application 
of safe and sustainable practices that match or exceed industry standards’ can 
change the basic chemical structure of coal. 

 

 
Overall, the proponent has failed to deliver an honest or comprehensive ‘comparative 
analysis of how the project conforms to the objectives for ‘sustainable development’’ as 
it is framed in the National Strategy for Ecologically Sustainable Development (1992). 
 

It is outlined in the ToR that that in analysing the proposal against the terms of the 
NSESD that the proponent should consider:  

 
…the cumulative impacts (both beneficial and adverse) of the project from a life-of-project 
perspective, taking into consideration the scale, intensity, duration and frequency of the 
impacts to demonstrate a balance between environmental integrity, social development and 
economic development. 

 
However, the proponent has demonstrated a narrow and simplistic understanding of 
the range of impacts that its project is likely to have, and has fallen well short of 
considering ‘both beneficial and adverse’ impacts of the proposed project. 
 
 

COMMENT/SUGGESTION: The proponent must comprehensively revise its dealing with 
the topic of ‘sustainability’ to present an honest representation of the proposed 
development. 
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Terrestrial ecology  
 
The EIS has failed to describe the complex, long-term consequences of the proposed 
mine on the terrestrial ecology of the region. In particular, the changes to hydrology 
from ‘drawdown’ and subsidence, the risks of fire, and the consequences this might 
have on the individual species and ecological communities have not been adequately 
addressed. Also of great concern is the absence of any mention of the predicted impacts 
from climate change on the region’s ecological systems. Some general points will be 
made before more detailed discussion on flora and fauna. 
 
 
Land management and medium-long term trends 
 
ISSUE: Given the importance of healthy and intact habitat for the survival and 
flourishing of threatened species, as well as those not yet on the threatened species 
lists, a more comprehensive and holistic assessment of the terrestrial ecology needs to 
be made. In particular, the trends of ecological health in these ecological communities 
must be properly considered.  
 
As a minimum, multiple comprehensive surveys would be required over a substantial 
period of time so as to capture the range of ecological dynamics through different 
seasons and weather cycles. Data from a specific location would have to be compared 
against that at the regional level. 
 
Perhaps most crucially, and a significant driver of trends in the health of a system, is the 
approach of the land manager/s. It is clear that ecological assessments that rely on 
satellite-derived information are prone to giving a totally false impression of conditions 
on the ground.  
 
Management decisions by landholders that influence the quality of the habitat include: 
stocking rates at different stages of under-story growth, the sowing or weeding of exotic 
pasture species, the retention or not of fallen timber, and the particular fire practices 
that are utilised, amongst other things. Importantly, the philosophy and values of the 
land manager/s, as well as their experience and skills, are manifested in the conditions 
for biodiversity on the ground. Any ecological snap-shot of an area that fails to take into 
account the objectives and outcomes of management risks being totally irrelevant in the 
medium-long term. 
 
The current terrestrial ecology report is inadequate in providing an understanding of 
how the ecological systems under question will change in the medium-long term. This is 
crucial given the likely life-expectancy of the mine of 20-30 years and the on-going 
pressures on the terrestrial ecology in the long term, 50-100 years and beyond. By 
failing to mention the objectives and approaches of management on the different 
properties, and how management decisions influence the state of terrestrial ecology, 
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the EIS has failed to communicate a key driver of ecological health (or otherwise), in the 
study area. 
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: An ecological snap-shot is inadequate to address the true 
costs of the proposed mine going ahead. The proponent should be re required to 
provide a holistic and accurate picture of how the condition of the terrestrial ecology 
across the different properties within the proposed mine area, is influenced by the 
different management approaches. This would then form the basis for a crucial 
discussion about the likely state of these areas for individual species and at an 
ecosystem level, over the medium-long term.  
 
Some of the important questions for this work would include: 
 

- What is the land-management history of an area, in terms of values, priorities, 
skills and outcomes? 

- How have past and current management approaches and decisions influenced 
the state of terrestrial ecology, as is represented in quantitative survey data? 

o Cover of exotic pasture species 
o Quality of habitat for various species 
o Diversity and abundance of species 

- What will be the future management of an area, and how is this likely to 
influence outcomes for terrestrial ecology, both in terms of individual species 
and at an ecosystem level? 
 
 

Subsidence 
 
ISSUE: The EIS has failed to account for some of the potentially large direct impacts on 
the terrestrial ecology from subsidence. The following extracts from the EIS give an 
indication of the area and extent of impact from subsidence that would result from the 
proposed mine: 
 

The total area to be affected by subsidence is expected to be in the order of 25,161 ha. This area 
contains both improved pasture and Least Concern remnant vegetation and includes a large part 
of the BNR… (section 6.4.1.2, Vol 2 Ch 6, p.187). 

 
The total cumulative subsidence in [the north western section of the underground mine foot 
print] is predicted to reach a maximum depth of 3.27 m. Average subsidence across the bulk of 
the underground mine areas is expected to range between 1.3 m to 1.61 m (section 1.3.6, Vol 2 
Ch 1, p.71). 

 
It is also stated in section 3.1.8.2, Executive Summary, p.35 that: 
 

… the underground mining area takes up the remaining 48% [of Bimblebox Nature Refuge] and 
has the potential to cause subsidence and other impacts on the soil profile, hydrology etc. which 
may then negatively impact on the vegetation .  
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While this passage outlines the potential impact on the vegetation of Bimblebox Nature 
Refuge from subsidence and ‘other impacts on the soil profile hydrology etc.’, there is 
barely any mention of subsidence and its likely impacts on the terrestrial ecology in the 
main consultant’s report on this topic. In fact, rather than approaching this issue in a 
rigorous scientific manner, the consultant’s report in Appendix 10 – Terrestrial Ecology, 
dismisses it from the outset. Among the list of assumptions that set the parameters for 
their investigation the following points are included (in section 4.5, Appendix 10, p.31): 
 

In undertaking this terrestrial flora and fauna assessment the following assumption have been 
applied: 

 
o There is not significant alteration of hydrological characteristics of areas adjoining and 

downstream of the mine 
o No significant subsidence will be caused by the mine and that the hydrological 

characteristics of the land surface above the underground min areas will not be 
significantly altered 

 
That is despite the ‘potential to alter the hydrological characteristic for the adjoining 
and downstream areas’ being determined to be ‘possible’ with potentially ‘severe’ 
consequences, with an overall ‘high’ impact (table 12, Vol 2 Ch 6, p.205). 
 
And the report also concludes with: 
 

The majority of the mine will be underground and is unlikely to impact on terrestrial flora and 
fauna (section 9.1, Appendix 10, p.81). 

 

There is no evidence presented for these assumption or the conclusion, which in itself is 
greatly concerning and raises the question as to the rigour of the report overall. 
Elsewhere in the EIS it is at least acknowledged that there could be a connection 
between subsidence and impacts on the terrestrial ecology: 
 

… more work will need to be undertaken to quantify the type and magnitude of the impacts of 
subsidence on the habitat above the underground mining activities (section 6.4.1.2,  Vol 2 Ch 6, 
p.187). 

 
And also, 
 

A Subsidence Management Plan will be prepared prior to the commencement of underground 
mining operations. The plan will be risk based, flexible, responsive and capable of dealing with 
unexpected changes or uncertainties (section 6.4.1.2, Vol 2 Ch 6, p.187) 
  

But these weak acknowledgements do not go far enough to spell out the potential 
severe ramifications for terrestrial ecology from subsidence. It is of utmost relevance to 
note that earlier this year the NSW government made the following important 
recognition of such impacts: 
 



Paola Cassoni & Sonya Duus December 19
th

 2011 

 

75 

 

‘Alteration of habitat following subsidence due to longwall mining' has been listed by the NSW 
Scientific Committee as a key threatening process under the Threatened Species Conservation Act 
1995.

59
 

 

COMMENT/SUGGETION: The proponent must more adequately discuss the issue of 
subsidence and its potential impacts on terrestrial ecology. Given the large area that is 
likely to be impacted by the proposed underground mines, a thorough assessment must 
be made of the potential impacts on the terrestrial ecology from altered hydrological 
regimes, and soil profiles changes associated with subsidence across the area. This work, 
as well as a detailed Subsidence Management Plan should be made available for public 
scrutiny. 

 
 
Changes to fire regimes 
 
ISSUE: The EIS has failed to properly address the likely changes to fire regimes in and 
around the proposed mine site, and the impact this could have on terrestrial ecology in 
the medium to long term. There are many complex factors to take into account on this 
issue, and just a couple will be mentioned here, but they will hopefully provide an 
indication of the kind of work that would need to be done to properly account for the 
range of possible impacts on the terrestrial ecology.  
 
Interrupted grazing regimes leading to increased fire risk: it is stated in the EIS that local 
aquifers are likely to be substantially impacted from draw down in an area of up to 
30km around the mine. This together with a possible degradation in the quality of the 
water due to aquifer mixing, could lead to a dramatically altered grazing regime in the 
area due to the difficulty of providing water for cattle. On top of this are some of the 
unknown consequences of subsidence on the land surface, and again, how this could 
impact local grazing regimes. These factors are likely to result in an increase in the 
volume and height of grasses, which for much of the area is composed of the introduced 
Buffel Grass, a species known to ‘burn hot’ and which can lead to dramatic changes in 
the composition and structure of vegetation, thus altering the habitat for innumerable 
fauna species.60  
 
Ground disturbance leading to increased fire risk: Given the amount of land disturbance 
across the 70 000 hectares of mine site, it is highly likely that the volume of Buffel Grass 
will increase throughout the area. As per the point above, any increase in the volume of 
Buffel Grass equals an increase in fire risk which can dramatically impact on whatever 
remnant woodland remains around the proposed mine site. 
 

                                                 
59

 http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/threatenedspecies/LongwallMining.htm 
60

 For instance, see http://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/347153/awmg_buffel-
grass.pdf 

http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/threatenedspecies/LongwallMining.htm
http://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/347153/awmg_buffel-grass.pdf
http://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/347153/awmg_buffel-grass.pdf
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While it is acknowledged in the consultant’s report – in Appendix 1 of Appendix 10, 
p.102, that there is a potential for increased fire intensity in Bimblebox Nature Refuge if 
the mining operations result in an increase in Buffel Grass, it suggests as a mitigation 
measure that a weed and pest management plan be developed. However, there has 
been no large-scale Buffel Grass eradication program successful anywhere in the world 
that we have been able to find. The successful removal of Buffel Grass is extremely 
labour intensive and is unlikely to be undertaken in or around the proposed mine site. 

 

SUGGESTION/COMMENT: If the proposed development is not rejected outright, the 
proponent should be required to provide a detailed analysis of the complex and long 
term consequences of changes to the land surface from subsidence and depletion of 
ground water used for servicing cattle grazing. In particular the long-term associated 
changes to fire patterns and the impacts on individual species and ecological 
communities in the region need to be thoroughly addressed. 
 
 
Climate change modelling and biodiversity impacts 
 
ISSUE: In not mentioning the predicted climate change impacts for the region, the EIS 
has failed to mention one of the most significant pressures on terrestrial ecology in the 
medium to long term future. It is no longer possible to assume that the temperature 
and rainfall regimes that we have lived with in Australia to date are going to resemble 
those in the future, due in large part to the addition of carbon dioxide to the 
atmosphere from the burning of fossil fuels. It is an issue receiving active scientific 
investigation in Australia, represented in the major 2009 report ‘Australia’s Biodiversity 
and Climate Change’61 and programs such as the South Australian initiated ‘Transect for 
Environmental Monitoring and Decision-Making’ project.62 
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: In order for the assessment of impacts to the terrestrial 
ecology to be comprehensive and valid in the long term, consideration must be given to 
the predicted changes for the region from climate change. In particular, how the new 
regime would affect both individual species as well as ecological communities must be 
addressed in light of the impacts that would result from the proposed mine. 
 

                                                 
61

http://www.climatechange.gov.au/publications/biodiversity/~/media/publications/biodiversity/biodiver
sity-vulnerability-assessment-lowres.ashx 
62

 http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/scienceshow/observing-effects-of-a-changing-
climate/3709808 

http://www.climatechange.gov.au/publications/biodiversity/~/media/publications/biodiversity/biodiversity-vulnerability-assessment-lowres.ashx
http://www.climatechange.gov.au/publications/biodiversity/~/media/publications/biodiversity/biodiversity-vulnerability-assessment-lowres.ashx
http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/scienceshow/observing-effects-of-a-changing-climate/3709808
http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/scienceshow/observing-effects-of-a-changing-climate/3709808
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Methodology issues 
 
ISSUE: In section 4.5, Vol 5 Appendix 10, p.31 there is a list of the assumptions that were 
applied in the undertaking of the flora and fauna assessment for the EIS. One of the 
points is: 
 

The mine surface clearance footprint will be limited to the area shown in Figure 1 
 

The map in figure 1 is found on p. 16 of Appendix 10 is of a scale that is very difficult to 
interpret. It is also of a style that is in contrast to the other maps provided in this report, 
for instance Figure 2 on p. 24, Figure 3 on p. 36 and Figure 4 on p.45. This raises the 
question as to whether the map was a later addition to the report.  
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: The Coordinator General should ask the consultant to certify 
that the map provided in Figure 1 is that which they used in undertaking the flora and 
fauna assessment – this is important as is it one of the basic assumptions for the validity 
of the assessment. 
 
 
ISSUE: There was an inadequate number and spread of terrestrial ecology survey sites in 
Bimblebox Nature Refuge. Figure 2 of Appendix 10, p.24, show that most of the sites 
surveyed in Bimblebox were on, or a short distance from, the property boundaries 
neighbouring extensively cleared and modified environments. None of the survey sites 
were near the centre or south of the property. This indicates that the results from the 
survey potentially only provide a marginal representation as to the terrestrial ecology of 
the property. More detailed discussion of this issue can be found within the individual 
‘flora’ and ‘fauna’ sections below. 
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: A more comprehensive and extensive survey effort on 
Bimblebox Nature Refuge would have been required to properly represent the 
terrestrial ecological vales of the property. 
 
 
ISSUE: The assessment of significant impacts that would result from the proposed 
development have been determined through a complex matrix presented in section 4.4, 
Appendix 10, pp.29-30.  This matrix is difficult to understand, has not been adequately 
explained and is not consistently applied. A general criticism of such risk assessment 
approaches is that it can end up obscuring and abstracting a serious risk.   
 
As an example, if this assessment method had been accurately applied it would seem 
that the proponent would have to report an Extreme Impact for the Bimblebox Nature 
Refuge, considering that the proposed mine would have a Severe (C=5) consequence 
through the: 
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Permanent loss of protected social or cultural values (i.e. not in accordance with agreements in 
place)  

 
With an ‘Almost Certain’ likelihood that this consequence would occur. Rather, the 
impact on Bimblebox is determined to be High (9) in the EIS (section 6.13, Appendix 10, 
p.68). 
 
Another example is the fact that the likely result for the Desert Mouse of the mine going 
ahead has been judged to be have simultaneously a ‘Moderate Consequence’ and a 
‘High Impact’, which is likely be confusing and misleading for people who don’t have an 
understanding of the matrix system and without having a thorough understanding of 
the rationale behind the ratings, which is not provided (section 6.10, Appendix 10, p.66).   
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: The assessment of the potential impact on terrestrial ecology 
must be clearly and consistently explained. The use of an impact assessment tool, like 
the matrix, should not stand in the place of adequate and defensible descriptions of 
particular impacts. 
 
 
User ‘un-friendly’ report 
 
ISSUE: It is not insignificant to mention the difficulty in reviewing the 211 page Appendix 
10 on Terrestrial Ecology due to an extremely limited term-search function. For 
instance, to search ‘Endangered’ does not pick up all mentions of the word (for example 
in regards to the Endangered bat mentioned on the bottom of p.46), the bird species 
listed in ‘Appendix 7’ of Appendix 10 cannot be term-searched, and there are many 
other examples.  
 
Further, on some computers there is also an extremely slow scroll function for Appendix 
10, apparently due to the size and formatting of the document. 
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: The lack of a user-friendly version of Appendix 10 should be 
taken into account as a significant set-back for the public reviewing the EIS. All future 
publications from the proponent for public review must include a functional term-
search capability and be of a size and format that can be handled by various computers. 
This should be a minimum requirement, out of respect for the time and effort of the 
directly affected landholders and members of the public who must undertake these 
tasks in their limited spare time.  
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Flora 
 
Un-representative sampling 
 
ISSUE: The EIS has failed to adequately assess individual flora species and floristic 
communities that would be impacted by the proposed mine. General site descriptions 
and a list of flora were recorded at 31 sites across the study area, but there are 
shortcomings in regard to the survey coverage, particularly within Bimblebox Nature 
Refuge. 
 
Based on the map provided on p.24, Appendix 10 (Figure 2), out of the 8 flora survey 
sites on Bimblebox Nature Refuge: 
 

- 5 were located on the property boundaries, directly bordering cleared areas 
dominated by exotic pasture grasses. These sites would be influenced by edge 
effects and therefore unlikely to provide a realistic representation of the species 
and condition of flora within the nature refuge; 

- 1 of the remaining 4 sites was located within 500m of the property boundary so 
is also probably prone to edge effects; 

- The 3 remaining flora survey sites were located at least 1.5 km from the 
property’s boundary. Significantly, all of these sites (BB01, BB05, BB14) were 
recorded to contain less than 5% weed cover and were found to be in very good 
(BB01, BB05) and good (BB14) condition (see Appendix 3 of Appendix 10);  

- It should be noted that while site BB04 as indicated on the map on p.24, 
Appendix 10 (Figure 2), is south of the Bimblebox property boundary, it is named 
as being on the western edge of Bimblebox in Appendix 3 of Appendix 10.  
 

These findings indicate that a more thorough flora survey of Bimblebox Nature Refuge 
would be required to properly represent the species and condition of flora that exists on 
the property.   

 
More generally, this inadequate sampling of flora in the proposed mine area is a 
significant failing of the EIS, considering that the abundance and diversity of flora 
provide an indication of the overall system health. Crucially, flora also provides key 
habitat requirements for fauna species. Linking abundance and diversity of flora to 
management practices would also provide an important indication of the likely future 
condition of the different properties, including those being considered to form part of 
the proponent’s offset strategy. 
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: The likely impacts on terrestrial ecology from the proposed 
mine cannot be properly assessed due to an inadequate level of understanding of flora 
species and communities in the area. 
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Large-podded Tick-trefoil 
 
ISSUE: The extent and significance of the Near Threatened Large-podded Tick-trefoil 
(Desmodium macrocarpum) on Bimblebox Nature Refuge, and the likely impact on the 
species resulting from the proposed mine, has not been adequately addressed in the 
EIS. In section 5.2.3 of Appendix 10, p.40, it is stated: 
 

The WorleyParsons (2009) survey of the Bimblebox Nature Refuge recorded Large-podded Tick-
trefoil plants at five locations… one of which had been previously recorded by the Queensland 
Herbarium (in 2003). The October 2009 and April 2010 surveys were unable to confirm the 
potential extent of this species beyond these five locations. Conditions for detection of Large-
podded Tick-trefoil individuals and groups were problematic during both these periods… Due to 
the challenges of surveying for this species it is considered likely that additional individuals and 
groups occur within the study area. 

 

A few issues arise from this: 
 

- ‘Unfavourable seasonal conditions’ (ES, Appendix 10, p.12) is not a valid reason 
to overlook the possible extent of this species in the footprint area of the 
proposed development; 

- Little indication has been given in the EIS as to the status of this plant in the 
region, and therefore it is not possible to gauge the significance of the Bimblebox 
population. For example, section 5.2.3, Appendix 10, p.41 describes ‘the closest 
populations are known to occur ‘50 km and 70km northwest and 120 km east of 
the study area’, yet no more detail is provided about the age of these records of 
the health of those populations; 

- If conditions during the survey were not appropriate for the detection of this 
species, it may be an indication that other threatened and significant plants were 
not detected for the same reason. 

 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION:  A comprehensive flora assessment of the proposed mine site 
would have to be undertaken in ‘favourable’ conditions, when flora species are most 
likely to be detected, before a reasonable assessment could be made of the likely 
impacts from the proposed mine. A thorough assessment is required of the significance 
of the population of Near Threatened Large-podded Tick-trefoil (Desmodium 
macrocarpum) on Bimblebox Nature Refuge. This would require a more complete 
understanding of abundance of this plant in the region. 



Paola Cassoni & Sonya Duus December 19
th

 2011 

 

81 

 

Fauna 
 
Black-throated Finch 
 
The Black-throated Finch is an Endangered species listed under the EPBC Act. It has been 
recorded on Bimblebox Nature Refuge by four Birds Australia observers across two visits 
(in May and November) 2011. It is a highly significant find due to its southerly extent, as 
testified by the following extract from the National Black-throated Finch Recovery Plan 
2007 (p.9):63 
 

Very few black-throated finches have been reported south of Clermont or Aramac in Queensland 
(23

o
S) since the late 1970s (Blakers et al. 1984). On the coast there are few records south of Ayr 

(19.5°S). The species was numerous around cattle troughs on properties near Rockhampton in 
the 1950s (C. Larsen, pers. comm.) but apparently disappeared from most of this area between 
the early and mid 1970s (Longmore 1978; Blakers et al. 1984). There is a record from the 
Hedlow/Alligator Creek area in 1988-1989 (G. Porter, pers. comm.) and more recent sightings 
near Rockhampton. 
 
In southern Queensland, the most recent southern records were on private land in the early 
1980s and again in the mid 1990s along the Severn River near Ballandean in the New England 
Tableland bioregion. They have not been seen there since (P. Haselgrove, pers. comm.), although 
searching may not have been comprehensive. They disappeared from the Murphy’s Creek area at 
the foot of the main range during the 1940s (P. Walker, pers. comm. Via R. Hobson).  
 
In NSW black-throated finches were extending their range along a creek near Inverell until a 
severe drought in 1967 and there was a record as far south as Gilgandra in 1968 (Baldwin 1975, 
1976; McCutcheon 1976). Since then there have been only five records, all from the southern 
New England Tablelands (Rogers and Lindsey 1977; Morris et al. 1981). The most recent record in 
NSW was on private land in 1994 below Pindari Dam, near Ashford (Ley and Cook 2001a,b). No 
birds have been sighted in the last decade, despite specific and general surveys being undertaken 
during this time. 
 
Over the last 20 years it is estimated that there has been a contraction in the extent of 
occurrence of the species by approximately 80 percent of its former extent (comparing Blakers et 
al. 1984 with Barratt et al. 2003). At the same time the area of occupation and, presumably, the 
population size has also declined. Circumstantial evidence points to an overall decline of more 
than 50 percent in the population of this species in the past ten years. 

 
 
The following map is of confirmed sightings of the species since 1995: 
 

                                                 
63

 Black-throated Finch Recovery Team, Department of Environment and Climate Change (NSW) and 
Queensland Parks and Wildlife Service. 2007.  National recovery plan for the Black-throated finch southern 
subspecies (Poephila cincta cincta). Report to the Department of Environment and Water Resources, 
Canberra. Department of Environment and Climate Change (NSW), Hurtsville and Queensland Parks and 
Wildlife Service, Brisbane. Available at 
http://www.environment.gov.au/biodiversity/threatened/publications/recovery/black-throated-finch-
southern/ 

http://www.environment.gov.au/biodiversity/threatened/publications/recovery/black-throated-finch-southern/
http://www.environment.gov.au/biodiversity/threatened/publications/recovery/black-throated-finch-southern/
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The birds found on Bimblebox are also the first known report of the species on an 
existing conservation reserve (Black-throated Finch Recovery Team, 2007, p.11). 
 
There are a number of deeply concerning ways in which this Endangered species has 
been handled in Waratah Coal’s EIS. 
 
ISSUE: As stated in section 4.1, Appendix 10A, p.21:  
 

It is apparent from the review of existing information that there have been no systematic or 
regular surveys in regards to BTF in the Desert Uplands, with most data derived opportunistically 
and descriptive in nature. In considering the information available at the time of preparing this 
report, it is clear that there is insufficient information for adequate conservation planning for BTF 
[in] the bioregion. 

 
This statement makes it clear that a comprehensive regional survey and habitat 
assessment is crucial before it is possible to understand the importance of Bimblebox 
Nature Refuge for the Black-throated finch in the regional context, or to estimate the 
full impact on species from Waratah Coal’s proposed development. 
 

COMMENT/SUGGESTION: An extensive regional assessment for the species must be 
undertaken by specialists approved by the Black-throated Finch recovery team and 
independent from Waratah Coal. This survey must take into account the likely cumulative 

 
 
 
Map showing the location of 
sightings of the Black-throated 
finch since 1995 (Black-throated 
Finch Recovery Team et al., 2007, 
p.10) 
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impacts from all the proposed mines in the region and in Black-throated Finch habitat 
corridors. Special attention must be given to the current coverage of native grass feed 
species within these sites, and the trend of this coverage (eg. if the native grasses are 
stable, increasing or being rapidly being outcompeted by Buffel Grass in any particular 
woodland patch). Careful consideration also must be given to the likely impacts of 
predicted climate change in the region and its impacts on habitat and species 
distribution and robustness. 
 
 
ISSUE:  In section 6.3.2.6, Vol 2 Ch 6 it is stated:  

 
Additional work as part of an on-going site survey and habitat assessment program for black-
throated finch (southern) (Poephila cincta cincta) has revealed a putative record of black 
throated finch from the BNR. SEWPaC have advised Waratah Coal that they have been in contact 
with an ornithologist who claims to have recorded black-throated finch on the Bimblebox Nature 
Refuge, and with Birds Australia.  

 
The sighting of the Black Throated Finch on Bimblebox Nature Refuge in May was 
accepted by Birds Australia which gave notification to SEWPaC no later than August 
10th, which was more than six weeks before the public release of the EIS (on Sept 
26th).  It is highly negligent of the proponent not to include this information in its EIS, 
and it raises questions as to the commitment to genuinely representing the range of 
environmental values of the proposed mine site and the likely impacts from the 
construction and operation of the proposed mine. 
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: The proponent should have included the highly significant 
find of the Black-throated Finch on Bimblebox in its EIS, and should be required 
to include it in all future publications. Further, this and all other important errors and 
omissions that are identified through the public submission process should be publicly 
released in a concise document for public perusal. 
 
 
ISSUE: The proponent has failed to fully identify the potential impacts on the Black-
throated Finch (Poephila cincta cincta) as represented in Table 2 ‘Significance of Impacts 
on MNES Fauna’, in Appendix 1 of Appendix 10. It has also failed to describe adequate 
mitigation measures for the impact on the species from its proposed development. 
Detailed comments are in the table below: 
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ISSUE: From Table 2. ‘Significance of Impacts on MNES Fauna’  
Appendix 1 of Appendix 10, Assessment against MNES 
Significance Criteria 

SUGGESTION/COMMENT: 

“An action is likely to have a significant impact on a critically endangered or 
endangered species if there is a real chance or possibility that it will: 

 

Lead to a long-term decrease in 
the size of a population; 

This will not occur because pre-clearance 
survey will be undertaken to confirm the 
absence/presence of the species. If nesting 
birds are found to be present clearing 
activities will be delayed until birds have 
left the area. 
 

Given the fact that ecologists employed by Waratah Coal failed to discover the 
species when four Birds Australia observers have, there is a serious question as to 
their ability to ‘confirm the absence/presence of the species’ prior to clearing its 
habitat. Further, the clearing or disturbance of known habitat of the Black-
throated Finch is likely to have an impact on the local population, and there are 
limited areas of appropriate native feed grasses in the surrounding areas. It is also 
relevant to note: 
 

The minimum area of nesting habitat required to sustain a viable breeding colony 
is unknown (DEWHA 2009b) (section 3.3.4, Appendix 10A, p.18). 

 

Reduce the area of occupancy of 
the species; 

 

The area of occupancy will not be 
significantly reduced. 

 

This is not consistent with information in section 4.1, Appendix 10A, p.21:  
 
It is apparent from the review of existing information that there have been no 
systematic or regular surveys in regards to BTF in the Desert Uplands, with most 
data derived opportunistically and descriptive in nature. In considering the 
information available at the time of preparing this report, it is clear that there is 
insufficient information for adequate conservation planning for BTF [in] the 
bioregion. 

 
The fact that there have not been ‘systematic or regular surveys in regards to BTF 
in the Desert Uplands’ implies that it is not known what the current area of 
occupancy is for the species in the region, thus it is impossible to say that it will 
not be significantly reduced. 
 

Fragment an existing population 
into two or more populations; 

 

Fragmentation of existing populations will 
not occur. 

 

This is not consistent with information in section 4.1, Appendix 10A, p.21 (see 
above). Due to inadequate surveying in the region it is not possible to know what 
populations exist where, and if the development would fragment them.  
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Adversely affect habitat critical 
to the survival of the species; 

 

This will not occur. This species is highly 
mobile and could potentially utilise 
adjacent habitats. 

This is not consistent with information in Appendix 10A, for instance section 3.4, 
p.20: 
 

The relatively sedentary lifestyle of the BTF is considered to significantly increase 
its vulnerability to disturbance, or modification, of any of its three key resources 
(i.e. water sources, seeding grasses; and tree providing suitable nesting habitat) 
(DEWHA 2009b). 

 

Also, section 3.3.6, p.18: 
 

The BTF is typically associated with large patches of remnant vegetation, though 
also where suitable seeding grasses exist in areas adjacent to intact habitat. The 
availability and relationship between the key habitat resources regulates its 
distribution and any disruption to the connectivity between these resources is 
likely to have a serious impact on an area’s ability to sustain BTF populations 
(DEWHA 2009b).  

 
And from the National Recovery Plan 2007 (p.8): 
 

The species is believed to be sedentary in nature, although it may move around 
locally (McCutcheon 1976; Blakers et al. 1984). 

 
These passages indicate that the BTF is neither highly mobile nor able to exist in 
areas without connectivity between key habitat resources.  
 
Without thorough ground investigations, it would be impossible to establish if 
suitable habitat exists in adjacent areas. In particular, the availability of suitable 
nesting sites and native grasses must be established. It must also be considered 
what impact noise, dust and light from the proposed mine operation would have 
on the species in adjacent areas. 
 

Disrupt the breeding cycle of the 
a population; 

 

This will not occur. No population of Black-
throated Finch is known to occur within 
the mine footprint area.  

 

This is a false statement. Black-throated Finch were first sighted on Bimblebox 
Nature Refuge in May 2011 by a Birds Australia observer, and were again recorded 
in November 2011 by three other Birds Australia observers.  
Further, the fact that BTF can breed throughout the year (see section 3.3.4, 
Appendix 10A, p.18) means that there may not be any ‘safe’ time to destroy its 
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habitat. 
 

Modify, destroy remove isolate 
or decrease the availability or 
quality of habitat to the extent 
the species is likely to decline 

 

This will not occur. This species is highly 
mobile and could potentially utilise 
adjacent habitats. 

 

This is not consistent with information in Appendix 10A, for instance section 3.4, 
p.20: 
 

The relatively sedentary lifestyle of the BTF is considered to significantly increase 
its vulnerability to disturbance, or modification, of any of its three key resources 
(i.e. water sources, seeding grasses; and tree providing suitable nesting habitat) 
(DEWHA 2009b). 

 
Also, section 3.3.6, p.18: 
 

The BTF is typically associated with large patches of remnant vegetation, though 
also where suitable seeding grasses exist in areas adjacent to intact habitat. The 
availability and relationship between the key habitat resources regulates its 
distribution and any disruption to the connectivity between these resources is 
likely to have a serious impact on an area’s ability to sustain BTF populations 
(DEWJA 2009b). 

 
These passages indicate that the BTF is neither highly mobile nor able to exist in 
areas without connectivity between key habitat resources.  
 
Without thorough ground investigations, it would be impossible to establish if 
suitable habitat exists in adjacent areas. In particular, the availability of suitable 
nesting sites and native grasses must be established. It must also be considered 
what impact noise, dust and light from the proposed mine operation would have 
on the species in adjacent areas. 
 

Result in invasive species that 
are harmful to a critically 
endangered  or endangered 
species becoming established in 
the endangered or critically 
endangered species’ habitat; 

This is unlikely to occur. 

 
There is a reasonable risk that disturbance from the proposed mine would 
increase the abundance of the highly invasive buffel grass (Pennisetum ciliare 
formerly Cenchrus ciliaris) in the immediate vicinity, which would both diminish 
the bird’s access to suitable feed grasses as well as increase the risk of fire, which 
is noted to be a key threatening process for the species (see section 3.4. Appendix 
10A, p.19 of the EIS). 
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Introduce disease that may 
cause the species to decline, or 
 

This is unlikely to occur. 

 
-  

Interfere with the recovery of the 
species 

 
 

This is unlikely to occur. 
 

This is an unsupported claim. Given the sighting of the BTF on Bimblebox Nature 
Refuge this year was the first record to that southerly extent since a 2004 sighting 
in Rockhampton, and given the general lack of survey data for the species, it is 
reasonable to consider that the population could be important in efforts to extend 
the range and recovery of the species in Queensland. 
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COMMENTS/SUGGESTIONS: The level of uncertainty in regards to the current status of 
the Endangered Black-throated Finch in the region warrants refusal of the project on the 
grounds that it could severely interfere with the current existing population and possibly 
also the recovery of the species. Until a comprehensive survey effort and regional 
assessment is made of the species, it will not be possible to know the extent of the likely 
impact. Applying the precautionary principle in relation to this endangered species 
would most certainly warrant refusal of the project. 
 
 
Migratory fauna species  
 
ISSUE: The EIS has failed to provide a realistic and comprehensive assessment of the 
likely impact on migratory animals. The approach is summarised in section 3.1.11.2.3 of 
the Executive Summary, p.41: 

 
Migratory species are all high mobile species which may visit the study area periodically. The 
mine footprint and adjoining areas do not include significant or locally uncommon habitat values 
and the site would not constitute a critical resource to any migratory species given the 
availability of similar habitat within the local area. As such, the impacts from the construction of 
the mine on all these species have negligible consequences and have been determined to be 
Low. 

 

Whilst migratory animals are by definition ‘highly mobile species’, this does not 
necessarily reflect an ability to utilise novel habitat upon the destruction of current 
sites. Most often migratory species show specific site fidelity, arising from adaptive 
reinforcement over generations. Fidelity to these sites carries significant influence of the 
genetic structure of populations, and the destruction of a site can carry highly significant 
consequences for the persistence of species, either by genetic diversity loss or increased 
mortality. 
 
Also single sites, such as the proposed project location, are not the complete picture, as 
many sites along a pathway link to form migration site networks. Different sites along 
these networks can carry varied significances to the persistence of species, with some 
acting as a corridor for the majority of individuals and others being sites accommodating 
a small proportion of the population. 
  
Without knowledge of the degree of linkage between the Bimblebox refuge and other 
sites along the route of migratory fauna, claims regarding the impact level of the 
proposed development cannot be validated. Until a time when the migrations of these 
species have been fully mapped, and site significance has been documented, it is an 
impossible task to assess the effects that the proposed project will cause. 

 
The statement that, ‘the site would not constitute a critical resource to any migratory 
species given the availability of similar habitat within the local area’, shows ignorance of 
the great extent to which ‘similar’ habitat types can differ, both in their resource and 
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habitation potential. Two sites, both comprised of one of the broad habitat types 
presented in the proposal, may differ slightly in a factor, for example canopy cover, 
which renders one site more favourable than the other in terms of survivorship. The 
population may indeed move to frequenting another site, but this may have significant 
effects on the populations’ structure and abundance as a result. Expecting a migratory 
species to be able to effortlessly utilise another site of the same habitat type when the 
first choice is destroyed is simply naïve to the complexities of ecosystems and thus this 
reasoning is not a solid basis for making impact assessments.  
 
(N.B: This sub-section is the work of Mr Michael Collins) 

 
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: Further research would be required to ascertain the 
significance of Bimblebox Nature Refuge and surrounding woodlands as part of the 
corridor of suitable habitat for the migratory fauna species found on the property. 
 
 
Regionally significant fauna 
 
ISSUE: The EIS has failed to provide a realistic and comprehensive assessment of the 
likely impact on regionally significant fauna species. This is particularly important given 
that these are the species that would be ‘next in line’ to appear in the Threatened 
species lists. An example here is for the regionally significant Desert Mouse (Pseudomys 
desertor). In section 6.10, Appendix 10, p.66 it is stated:   
 

…However, for the Desert Mouse, the consequence is potentially moderate (C=3) as this species 
is known to be dependent on perennial native groundcovers (Kutt el al. 2004) which are well 
represented in the footprint area and generally less abundant in surrounding areas. Desert 
Mouse is known to be sensitive to grazing and fire (Kutt at al . 2004; Kutt and Woinarski 2007). As 
such the impact on this species is classified as potentially High (8). 

 
The above passage acknowledges that the significant loss of habitat for the Desert 
Mouse that would result from the proposed mine. However, the report does not 
elaborate and/or fails to mention the following important aspects: 

 
- the likely change in fire and grazing pressure in the region as a result of changed 

land-management practices associated with the proposed development. Some 
aspects of this are discussed on p.75 of this submission; 

- the cumulative impact on regionally significant species from all the proposed 
mines in the region. In particular, the likely impact on habitat corridors must be 
thoroughly assessed; 

- the predicted changes that are likely to impact on the species resulting from 
climate change. 
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COMMENT/SUGGESTION: Given the pressure on the region’s fauna from the multiple 
large-scale mining proposals, the predicted climate change impacts, and on-going 
marginalisation of habitat areas due to the encroachment of Buffel Grass (among other 
things), regionally-significant species should be given greater attention in an assessment 
of the likely impacts from the proposed development. 
 
 
ISSUE: In section 3.1.11.2.2 of the Executive Summary, p.41 it is stated: 
 

A Significant Species Management Plan for desert mouse, including monitoring and evaluation, 
will be implemented 

 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: The Desert Mouse ‘management plan’ must be made 
available for public scrutiny, and should be evaluated by an independent ecologist. Also, 
details must be provided regarding what measures will be taken if it is found through 
the proposed ‘monitoring and evaluation’ program that the species has been negatively 
impacted by the development and/or operation of the proposed mine. 
 
 
Insufficient survey effort 
 
ISSUE: The case of the Black-throated Finch and its treatment in the proponent’s EIS 
raises a number of concerns.  
 
Given that the Black-throated Finch has now been verified by four different Birds 
Australia observers (including an audio-recording made of its call) the lack of discovery 
by the proponent’s paid consultants calls into question a range of other species which 
may have not have been discovered during the survey for the EIS.  
 
The Near Threatened (DERM) Black-necked Stork and the regionally significant White-
eared Honeyeater were sighted on Bimblebox in November 2011 by a visiting DERM 
ecologist. Birds Australia observers sighted a further five new bird species (Shining 
Bronze Cuckoo, Brush Cuckoo, Horsfield’s Bushlark, Pelican, Little Pied Cormorant) on 
two separate visits in November-December 2011. So, seven new bird species were 
sighted on Bimblebox in the last two months alone.  
 
The Northern Brown Bandicoot was also recently found for the first time by the 
Bimblebox landholders on the western boundary of Bimblebox in late November 2011. 
Numerous conical mounds at the head of the burrows of this species have also been 
found near the centre of Bimblebox Nature Refuge. 
  
These recent finds are testament to the need for genuinely longitudinal ecological 
survey work to be undertaken to understand the range of species that may inhabit the 
area. Given the semi-arid nature of the environment in central-west Queensland, and 
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the often decade-long seasonal trends, genuine ecological survey work would need to 
be based on a similar timeframe. 
 
Another example of the need for long-term survey work to properly give an indication of 
the conservation values of the proposed mine site, is the number of bird species sighted 
over time on Bimblebox Nature Refuge. Birds species have by far received the greatest 
independent survey effort on Bimblebox Nature Refuge, so provide a useful measure of 
the ratio between species found during the EIS commissioned survey, and the closer 
representation of the number actually existing there.  
 
It is stated in section 6.3.2.8 of Vol 2 Ch 6, p.185 that a total of 88 birds species were 
recorded during the Unidel (2010) survey across the whole proposed mine site. This is in 
contrast to the 145 species that have been recorded on Bimblebox Nature Refuge over 
the past 9 years. So, the commissioned survey found less than 61%, of this total. 
Crucially, they failed to record any of the four Endangered, Threatened or Near 
Threatened species that have been recorded before or since the Unidel survey (Black-
throated Finch, Squatter Pigeon, Black-chinned Honeyeater or Black-necked Stork).  
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: The examples presented above indicate that a much more 
rigorous survey effort in the bioregion, over a number of seasons, is required to 
establish the importance of the area for a range of biodiversity, including threatened 
and significant flora and fauna species. If the precautionary principle were to be applied, 
the inadequate understanding of the range of flora and fauna species that the proposed 
mine is likely to impact upon would warrant refusal of the project. 
 
 
ISSUE: Based on the map provided on p.24, Appendix 10 (Figure 2), and on information 
in Appendix 5 of Appendix 10, there were only 2 sample sites for fauna in Bimblebox 
Nature Refuge, and one of these was located on the western boundary of the property, 
bordering a highly modified neighbouring paddock. There was also only one bat 
recording site on the property. This narrow coverage of fauna sampling on Bimblebox 
Nature Refuge is likely to have led to an under-representation of the species that exist, 
or potentially exist, on the property. 
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: The likely impacts on terrestrial ecology from the proposed 
mine cannot be properly assessed due to an inadequate level of understanding of fauna 
species and ecological communities in the area. 
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Need for independent scrutineering 
 
ISSUE: The Unidel (2010) have recorded the sighting of the regionally significant Great 
Brown Broodfrog (Pseudophryne major) on Bimblebox Nature Refuge. However, the 
photos of the frog relating to this record were checked by fauna expert Eric Vanderduys 
from the CSIRO and it was established that it was a mis-identification (Vanderduys, pers. 
comm. 07.12.11). 
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: The mis-identification of this frog species indicates that the 
original report and all related documents from the Unidel survey should be scrutinised 
by an independent ecologist.  
 
 
ISSUE:  The following passage is from section 5.3.3, Appendix 10, p.46: 
 

The Endangered (NC Act listed) Troughton's Sheathtail-bat (Taphozous troughton) was 
tentatively recorded (ultrasound recording) within the Bimblebox Nature Refuge by 
WorleyParsons (2009) on the basis of the echolocation call analysis. The calls of this species are 
very similar to those of a free-tail bat, Mormopterus sp.3. and since there are no cave formations 
within the local region (roosting habitat for Taphozous), it is most likely that the echolocation call 
records are attributable to this latter species which is not listed as threatened under any 
legislation. Further, preliminary genetic investigation suggests that the name T. troughtoni is 
synonymous with the common and widespread Taphozous geogianus in Queensland. For these 
reasons, the species has been excluded from the report' 

 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: This justification for excluding that Endangered Troughton's 
Sheathtail-bat from the report must be scrutinised by a fully independent bat expert.  
The original WorleyParsons (2009) report must be made available for public scrutiny. If 
it is already publicly available then location details for access should be provided. More 
than one bat survey site on Bimblebox Nature Refuge would be required to ascertain 
the likely diversity and abundance of bats on the property. 
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Subsidence 
 
Questionable extent of subsidence 
 
ISSUE: There is significant discrepancy in the information provided in the EIS regarding 
the extent of likely subsidence from the proposed mine. 
 
The figure for the total area that is expected to be affected by subsidence is given in a 
number of places as being ‘in the order of 25,161 ha’ (for instance, section 6.4.1.2, Vol 2 
Ch 6, p.187).  
 

This figure is based upon an expectation of subsidence in the areas directly above the 
underground mine, as well as an additional ‘buffer’ area of 350 m directly adjacent to the actual 
mined areas. It should be noted that this 350 m buffer is a very conservative estimate as the level 
of extension of subsidence outside the limits of extraction is usually assumed to be half the depth 
of cover (to the coal) in Queensland coalfields (section 6.4.1.2, Vol 2 Ch 6, p.187).  

 
Elsewhere, the figure for the underground longwall area is given as 29,755 ha (section 
2.2, Appendix 27, p.9). 
 
However, a simple calculation based on information about the width, length and 
number of longwall blocks provided in Table 8 on p.71 in Vol 2 Ch 1 (480 X 7,000 X 103) 
indicates that there would be a total subsidence area of 34,608ha, not including any 
buffer areas. 
 
This indicates that either the stated areas of 25,161 ha, 29,755 ha, or the number 
and/or dimensions of the underground mine blocks presented in the EIS is wrong. 
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: If the proposal is not rejected outright, the proponent should 
be required to comprehensively revise its EIS. Correct figures relating to the proposed 
mine must be provided, including the total land area that is likely to be impacted in 
which way by both the open cut and underground mine. The discrepancies highlighted 
in the above example questions about what other information may in incorrect or 
inconsistent throughout the EIS. 
 
 
Inconsistent claims regarding impact on terrestrial ecology 
 
ISSUE: There are contradictory claims given as to the impacts from subsidence on 
terrestrial ecology. For instance, in Appendix 10 – Terrestrial Ecology, it is stated that 
one of the assumptions for the analysis was based on that there would not be a 
significant impact: 
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No significant subsidence will be caused by the mine and that the hydrological characteristics of 
the land surface above underground mine areas will not be significantly altered (section 4.5, 
Appendix 10, p.31). 

 
Also,  

The majority of the mine will be underground and is unlikely to impact on terrestrial flora and 
fauna (Appendix 14, p. 104). 
 

The use of the world ‘significant’ is not explained. For most people, a drop of 1.3-1.61, 
and up to 3.27 metres, of their land would be considered significant. These claims from 
the Terrestrial Ecology report are also contradicted by information elsewhere in the EIS: 
 

the underground mining area takes up the remaining 48% and has the potential to cause 
subsidence and other impacts on the soil profile, hydrology etc. which may then negatively 
impact on the vegetation (section 3.1.8.2, Executive Summary, p.35) 

 
Whilst the predicted levels of subsidence can be quantified, the impacts of those changes on 
natural features such as stream flow, groundwater regime, water discoloration, habitat 
alteration and vegetation die-back are less easily quantified. These changes can lead to alteration 
of species habitats and the ecological function of communities (section 1.3.6.4, Vol 2 Ch 1, p.72). 
 
The surface above the underground mining area will not be cleared of vegetation, but it is 
acknowledged that there may be long-term impacts to the surface vegetation communities due 
to change in hydrology and subsidence because of the underground operations (section 1.3.6.4, 
Vol 2 Ch 1, p.72). 

 
… it is acknowledged that there may be depressions resulting from this degree of subsidence. 
This could affect surface drainage patterns and possibly create long-term impacts to the surface 
vegetation communities such as alteration of species habitats and the ecological function of 
communities. Species and ecological communities dependent upon aquatic ad semi-acquatic 
habitats are particularly susceptible to the impacts of subsidence. Effects could be temporary or 
long-term. Given the uncertainties described, more work will need to be undertaken to quantify 
the type and magnitude of the impacts of subsidence on the habitat above the underground 
mining activities (section 6.4.1.2, Vol 2 Ch 6, p.187). 

 
And it is important to note the recent listing of subsidence as a key threatening process 
in NSW: 
 

‘Alteration of habitat following subsidence due to longwall mining' has been listed by the NSW 
Scientific Committee as a key threatening process under the Threatened Species Conservation 
Act1995.

64
 

 
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: If the proposal is not rejected outright, the proponent should 
be required to comprehensively revise its EIS. The proponent must undertake 
comprehensive analysis as to the likely impacts on vegetation and biodiversity on 
subsided ground. Experience from NSW and elsewhere should be taken into account. 
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The proponent also must be required to present consistent and correct information 
throughout all future publications.  
 
 
Questionable description of subsidence impacts 
 
ISSUE: The impact of subsidence on rural properties appears to have been grossly 
under-stated in the Social Impact report, which is of particular concern given that this 
information is presumably what was presented during the community information 
sessions. For instance:  
 

Subsidence is not expected to cause any discernable change on the surface: a drop of around 1 
metre is expected across a 470 metre long-wall panel. This is not expected to impact on 
vegetation, fences, power lines or roads, although water tanks, pipes and creek beds will be 
checked after subsidence occurs (section 7.4, Appendix 23, p.54). 

 
In fact, Table 8 on p.71 in Vol 2 Ch 1 details how the 480 m wide panels would be 7,000 
m in length and that there would be a total of 103 blocks. Overall, the underground 
mines would extend over an area of up to 35,000 ha. Also, it is stated elsewhere in the 
EIS that: 
 

The total cumulative subsidence in this area is predicted to reach a maximum depth of 3.27 m. 
Average subsidence across the bulk of the underground mine area is expected to ranged 
between 1.3 m to 1.6 m (section 1.3.6, Vol 2 Ch 1, p.71). 

 
This depth and extent of subsidence is highly likely to impact on vegetation, fences, 
power lines and roads as well as water tanks, pipes and creek beds should these be 
present on the subsided ground. 
 
It is clear that details of the depth and extent of anticipated subsidence, and the impact 
that this would have on property infrastructure, are not accurately reported in the 
Social Impact report.  
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: The proponent should be required to provide details about 
what information was presented to the public during information sessions, and an 
explanation as to why there is incorrect and misleading information presented in the 
Social Impact report. The proponent must be required to present consistent and correct 
information throughout all future publications.  
 
 

ISSUE: It is stated in section 4.3.2 of Vol2 Ch 4, p.153 that: 
 
During the operation of the mine, existing land uses, such as grazing may be able to continue 
within the proposed mining lease in areas not directly impacted by the open cut mines and 
supporting infrastructure… It is important to note that agricultural land uses on surface areas 
above underground mines is not expected to be significantly affected by mining operations. 
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However, it is reasonable to assume there would be a significant danger posed to both 
cattle and workers when working on heavily subsided land, and there is no guarantee 
that water supply for the operation of cattle grazing would be secured from the impacts 
of subsidence and draw-down. 
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: The proponent must be required to give a more realistic 
assessment of the future of land use in the area of the proposed mine operation, and 
discuss the ramifications of cattle being prohibited from the area due to the danger 
posed by uneven, potentially unstable, subsided ground and the lack of water supply. 
Notably, an assessment of the increased fire hazard in the area must be identified and 
analysed. 
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Rehabilitation 
 
A major failing of the EIS is a lack of a detailed rehabilitation plan. Considering the total 
mine area extends across around 70,000 ha of land, and would include around 15,000 
ha of open cut voids and possibly up to around 35,000 ha of subsided land (section 2.2, 
Appendix 27, p.9; calculation on p.93 of this submission), the lack of a detailed 
rehabilitation plan is a major omission. 
 
It appears that the only section in the EIS that deals with rehabilitation is in section 1.3.3 
of Vol 2 Ch 1, but this contains only a very general discussion, and relevant information 
from this section is not provided elsewhere in the EIS where it would seem applicable.  
 
For example, the brief section in the body of the EIS that describes the fact that the 
open cut voids would remain in the landscape for perpetuity (section 1.3.5.1.1, Vol 2 Ch 
1, p.67) includes the statement: 
 

Final voids are unlikely to be suitable for agricultural use, and will be investigated for alternative 
beneficial uses such as wetlands.  

 
This statement would need to be elaborated on, providing examples from other retired 
mine voids, to give people in the region an idea of what this part of their landscape 
might look like and be used for, for decades and centuries to come.  
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: The proponent should be required to provide detailed 
information about the proposed rehabilitation plan, including: 
 

- The total land area to be impacted by open-cut voids and subsided ground; 
- The likely on-going costs associated with the long-term management of the 

open-cut voids and subsided ground; 
- The species anticipated to be used in any revegetation activities; 
- The duration of the proponent’s responsibility for the post-mining land. 
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 Community consultation  
 
Fundamental power imbalance 
 
ISSUE: There is a fundamental problem in the use of the word ‘consultation’ to describe 
mining companies’ operations in towns and communities impacted by their activities. To 
our minds, meaningful consultation would be that which occurs between two or more 
people or groups/organisations/bodies, where there is equal power to influence the 
outcome. In the case of mining companies, current legislation in Australia grants them a 
higher privilege to a wide range of resources (eg. minerals, land, water, vegetation 
clearing permits). If granted the status of Significant Project Status by the Queensland 
government, as is the case with the project at hand, the company is able to forcibly 
acquire property even if the legal owner does not want to give it up. On top of that, 
mining executives often have the ear of government officials and quantities of money 
and resources on hand that are simply not matched by the public attempting to 
scrutinise their proposals.65 Thus, the power differential between mining companies and 
local communities is enormous and no genuine consultation is possible.  
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: The phrase ‘community consultation’ should be replaced 
with more accurate descriptions of what is taking place. Here we will use ‘information 
sessions’, which in our experience are usually uni-directional. 
 
 
Questionable social commitment 
 
ISSUE: The proponent’s commitment to providing accurate information and engaging in 
genuine community ‘consultation’ is highly questionable. A few examples indicate there 
could be a problem in the culture at all levels of the company in this regard. A few 
specific examples illustrate this point:  
 

 Clive Palmer’s wildly inaccurate comments that appeared in national media on 
December 1st 2011 suggest that he is not concerned for presenting accurate 
information to the public so that the merits of his proposal can be reasonably 
assessed. It is worth noting a few of his statements in a recorded interview, the 
false comments are highlighted in bold: 

 
Clive Palmer: The Black-throated Finch has wings and can fly. It’s found right 
throughout Queensland. But really, when you look at the nature reserve, originally it 
was a farm, a pastoral area which had devoided all of the vegetation, the main trees 
and things like that so that the water table had risen substantially. It was then 
donated as a nature reserve. The state government independently assessed it and it 
was given the lowest classification of any environmental reserve in the state, allowing 
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development to take place.  So all that was done not by me, but by the state 
government independent environment. So it’s just another beat up really.

66
 

  
He was also reported widely that day as saying that 9000 jobs would be created 
in the construction phase of his proposed development. 
  
A few notes of correction:  

o The Black-Throated Finch has a severely retracted range, indicated by its 
Endangered status. The sighting on Bimblebox was the most southerly 
sighting since 2004, when it was seen in Rockhampton. The following 
statement is from section 3.2, Appendix 10A, p.15 of Waratah Coal’s EIS: 
 
The BTF was previously known from habitats extending from the Atherton Tablelands in 
north Queensland, to the Northern Tableland and north-west slope regions of New 
South Wales… Over the last 20 years, it is estimated that the extent of occurrence of the 
subspecies has contracted by approximately 80% of its former extent… It has been 
postulated that circumstantial evidence suggests, concomitant with the known 
contraction in extent of occurrence, an overall decline of 50% in the population of this 
species has occurred in the past ten years… 

 
o Over 96% of Bimblebox has never been ‘devoided’ of its vegetation, and 

all of its ‘main trees and things like that’ remain perfectly intact;  
o There has never been a problem with rising water tables on Bimblebox;  
o The property was not donated as a nature reserve, it was purchased by a 

group of concerned families, whose efforts effectively saved the property 
from being cleared. In recognition of its conservation values the Federal 
Government’s National Reserve Program also contributed funds for its 
purchase; 

o The Nature Refuge Agreement that covers the entire Bimblebox property 
is the highest level of protection of private land in Queensland; 

o The proponent’s own Executive Summary states that there would only be 
‘3,500 direct jobs during construction and 2,360 permanent employees 
for the long term operation of the mine, rail and port facilities’ (section 
1.4.2, p.16), and the lower figures of 2,914 and 1,240  are given in the 
EIS’s economic assessment (Appendix 24, p. xvi).  

 
Further, Clive Palmer’s other reported comments in the media in regard to 
‘kicking the state government in the arse’ (see p.103 of this submission) to get 
approval for this project does little to inspire community confidence that he is 
committed to working in an open and honest fashion with a local community.  
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ABC Capricornia, in a recorded interview with Megan Hendry, available at 
http://www.abc.net.au/rural/qld/northwest/ 
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 Waratah Coal Managing Director Nui Harris was recently quoted in a newspaper 
article: 

 
Waratah Coal managing director Nui Harris said now the project had gone out to public 

consultation, they would wait to receive the written submission from Ms Cassoni. 

 

Mr Harris said the company had met with her twice previously to discuss the complex 

issue….. 

 

"What we will do is be guided by the owners of the Bimblebox operations," Mr Harris 

said.
67

 
 
 

However, Paola Cassoni has never met with Waratah Coal representatives 
outside of one public information session, at which no private conversation was 
held. Further, given that the Bimblebox Nature Refuge landholders are opposed 
to the proposed mine, it would seem that its claim that ‘they will be guided by 
the owners of the Bimblebox operations’ would amount to a willingness to 
shelve the project. There has never been any indication however that that is the 
case.  
 

 Community information sessions as part of Waratah Coal’s ‘consultation’ process 
involved scheduled meetings in September 2010, which was the wettest month 
on record for Queensland, with Alpha recorded as the wettest town.68 The ability 
of landholders in the area to leave their properties in these conditions was 
severely hampered, yet the meetings were not re-scheduled. The experience has 
made at least some landholder’s reluctant to attend other Waratah Coal 
sessions.  
 

 In a community meeting held in Clermont, in September 2010 (at which several 
landholders arrived by helicopter due to the wet conditions), a Waratah Coal 
employee aggressively forbade the filming of the event by an independent film-
maker and accused him of lying in front of the assembled group of landholders. 
 

 In May 2011, it was discovered by one of the authors of this submission that 
Waratah Coal’s upgraded website included a photo of Bimblebox Nature Refuge 
which had presumably been copied from the Bimblebox website, without 
permission. With almost comical irony, the ‘borrowed’ photo appears on the 
page named ‘community relations’ and the photo was taken in an area on 
Bimblebox Nature Refuge that Waratah Coal proposed to turn into an open-cut 
coal mine. 
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 http://www.brisbanetimes.com.au/queensland/fight-to-save-refuge-from-coal-mine-20111020-
1ma1p.html#ixzz1gMXTplD1 
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 http://www.abc.net.au/local/stories/2010/10/04/3029089.htm 
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Screenshot of Waratah Coal’s ‘community relations’ page next to original photo taken by Sonya Duus, one 
of the authors of this submission, posted on the Bimblebox Nature Refuge website (www.bimblebox.org) 

 
 
ISSUE: In the conclusion of Waratah Coal’s EIS Executive Summary it is stated: 
 

… Waratah Coal is committed to effective ongoing community engagement throughout the 
Project’s development and operational phases. 
 
Waratah Coal is committed to delivering a project founded on ecologically sustainable principles 
and commissioned with a social license to operate. Waratah Coal will deliver an environmentally, 
socially and economically sustainable project which will support and enhance regional 
advancement throughout its whole project life. 
 

In the Bimblebox landholders’ experience of dealing with representatives of the 
proponent, and to talking to many people in the region, it is clear that commitments 
outlined in the Executive Summary of the EIS are not matched by their actual 
performance and behaviour.   
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: Given that the company-funding EIS process is the only way 
through which the effected community and the broader public can learn about the 
intended actions of the company and the likely consequences of the project, at the very 
least, it should offer only straight-forward comments and claims that can be backed-up 
with evidence. Otherwise, the risk is for the EIS process to become a form of glossy 
advertisement, rather than a source of detailed and accurate information pertaining to 
the likely significant impacts from a project. 
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Social licence  
 
ISSUE: There is no indication that the proponent has, or is likely to have, a social licence 
to operate. It is stated in the EIS: 
 

Generally speaking, the majority of people support the development of the project, based on 
expectations for increased local employment and business opportunities and the development of 
local infrastructure and improvements to public services. However, this support is condition on: 
 

 Adequate environmental practices, particularly in relation to groundwater… surface 
water … and impacts on wetland and the marine environment 

 The provision of improved infrastructure and services, particularly in the Alpha and 
Bowen area; and 

 Adequate measures to avoid the negative aspects of mine development, particularly in 
Alpha, that are typically associated with a mining town…  

 
(section 10.3.1.3, Vol 1 Ch 10, p.298). 

 
Information provided elsewhere in the EIS describes how the groundwater impacts from 
the mine are likely to extend up to 30km radius from the proposed operation and may 
not recover for 50-100 years, if at all. There is no guarantee of improved infrastructure 
beyond those parts which the mines operation requires, such as upgraded roads and 
airport. It is not clear who will bear the majority of the costs for the upgraded 
infrastructure and who it will mostly benefit. There is no certainty that the employment 
and business opportunities generated by the mine would go to locals (see Appendix F of 
this submission). There are also not adequate mitigation measures proposed in the EIS 
that would prevent Alpha from suffering the worst characteristics of a mining town.  
 
If public support in the vicinity of the mine is indeed conditional on the above issues, 
then the proponent has failed to prove that it will be able to win this support, thus will 
not be operating with a social licence.  
 
In regards to the rail line, the proponent acknowledges that: 
 

Many people from Collinsville are less supportive of the project …. 

 
And 
 

… the majority of property owners who will potentially be impacted by the railway are not 
supportive 

 
So, it seems that if the proposed development were to proceed, it would be actively 
going against the wishes of the communities that it will most directly impact. 
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: The lack of a social licence to operate warrants refusal of the 
project. 
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General comments on the project and the EIS process 
 
Non-transparent and questionable actions 
 
ISSUE: It appears that there are multiple ways in which mining executives attempt to 
influence governmental decision-making in regard to approvals for their projects. The 
following exert is from the business pages of The Australia on December 15th 2010, and 
it reveals a shocking approach used by Clive Palmer, Chairman of Waratah Coal, in 
seeking the approval for the project at hand: 
 

… Palmer says the only thing stopping him is the state government approval processes. 

He has a simple remedy: "We'll just kick them in the arse. We'll kick pretty hard and we'll push 

pretty hard and there's an election on next year and the Premier wants to have 100,000 jobs. 

Well, she's not going to get it unless they get these projects going. 

"Queensland does lead the world in the worst bureaucratic approvals system. 

"We've got small thinkers in the state who've taken over things, not saying what they can do, but 

worrying about what they can't do. 

"The Galilee Basin overall has got 100 billion tonnes of thermal coal, so it's a great reservoir for 

Queensland in the future, so you'd be crazy not to develop it."
69

 

 
Clive Palmer was also recorded making blatantly false, exaggerated and misleading 
claims about the employment benefits of the proposed project, and diminishing the 
value of the Bimblebox Nature Refuge and the impact the mine would have on the 
Black-throated Finch. For instance: 
 

"Fortunately the black-throated finch has wings and can fly, but when you look at the nature 
reserve it was originally a farm and a pastoral area, which had 'devoided' all of the vegetation, 
the main trees and things like that," he said. 

"It was then donated as a nature reserve - the State Government independently assessed it and 
it was given the lowest classification of any environmental reserve in the state." 

… He says up to 4,000 of the 10,000 workers needed to build the Waratah Coal project are likely 
to come from the Rockhampton region.

70
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Every comment that Palmer made in this example is contradicted by information within 
his company’s own EIS. This is further discussed on pp.98-99 of this submission. 
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: All of Clive Palmer’s dealing with the state and federal 
government in relation to the project at hand should be transparent and thus subject to 
public scrutiny. 
  
 
The public at a significant disadvantage 
 
ISSUE: It has been made clear in numerous forums that the current public comment 
period is the primary avenue through which the directly-affected landholders, as well as 
the community more broadly, should formally express their opinions and concerns. 
However, it is alarming that the onus is on the public to scrutinise such proposed 
developments. In this case, there are several thousands of pages of document to read 
(see photo below), but no resources or funding made available to support this work.  
 
The time frame of six weeks to respond to a project of this scale and with potential 
impacts of such magnitude is entirely inadequate, especially considering that the 
proponent had several years to prepare the document. Even with the extension of six 
weeks for the proposal at hand, it has been impossible for members of the public to 
devote the time that would be necessary to provide the in-depth and comprehensive 
feedback that is required. 
 
More generally, it is also extremely alarming that in Australia, environmental 
assessments are undertaken by development proponents, who inevitably have vested 
interests in a particular outcome. This concern is only exacerbated by the lack of any 
formal mechanism to ensure the independence and rigour of consultants who are paid 
by the proponents to undertake analysis. Further, the fact that the intellectual rights of 
consultants’ work are handed over to the proponents who are then free to edit and 
change their reports does little for the credibility of the process. 
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COMMENT/SUGGESTION: The process of environment impact assessment must be 
thoroughly reviewed. Ideally, the assessments would be conducted by bodies totally 
free of any vested interest. As a bare minimum, the current arrangement for 
assessments should be overseen by an independent ombudsman with the ability to 
scrutinise both the integrity of consultants’ work and the proponents’ use and 
presentation of that work. 
 
The public submission period for the supplementary EIS should be proportional to the 
size of the document and the number of issues demanding a response. 

 

The hard copy of the Galilee Coal Project EIS, 
totalling 79 chapters and several thousands of pages 
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Inadequate and misleading Executive Summary 
 
ISSUE: As specified in the ToR (p.15): 
 

The function of the executive summary is to convey the most important aspects and options 
relating to the project to the reader in a concise and readable form. It should use plain English 
and avoid the use of jargon and esoteric terms. The executive summary should be written as a 
standalone document, able to be reproduced on request and distributed to interested parties 
who may not wish to read or purchase the EIS as a whole. 
 
The structure of the executive summary should follow that of the EIS, and focus strongly on the 
key issues to enable the reader to obtain a clear understanding of the project and its potential 
adverse and beneficial environmental, social and economic impacts and the management 
measures to be implemented by the proponent to mitigate all residual impacts. 

 

The proponent has failed to provide a balanced representation of the key issues. In 
some cases it has exaggerated the potential benefits, and down-played or omitted to 
include the potential adverse impacts. Thus, as a stand-alone document, readers would 
be unable to get a clear understanding of the project and the range of likely impacts. 
 
For instance, omissions from the Executive Summary include: 
 

- A full description of Bimblebox Nature Refuge and the multiple values that are 
likely to be impacted by the proposed mine; 
 

- The confirmed sightings of the Black-throated Finch in the area of the proposed 
mine; 
 

- The likely scale, extent and duration of likely impacts to groundwater, including 
to aquifers that make up the Great Artesian Basin; 
 

- Adverse impacts on the economy and employment resulting from the proposed 
project; 
 

- The fact that the agreement reached between the proponent and the Export-
Import Bank of China specifies that the project must include ‘at least 50% 
Chinese content’(Appendix 23, p.xviii); 
 

- The total land areas that would be impacted by the open-cut voids and 
subsidence from underground mining; 
 

- The landscape impacts from the mine that would remain in perpetuity. 
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Further, the Executive Summary also contains statements that do not appear, and are 
not further explained, elsewhere in the EIS. As such, they could be regarded as being 
unsubstantiated. For instance: 
 

- That ‘an additional 70,000 indirect jobs is anticipated’ as a result of the project 
(section 1.4.2, Executive Summary, p.16), and;  

- That ‘the coal within the [Bimblebox Nature Refuge] is the highest quality and 
most shallow coal and contributes over 30% of the coal to be mined. As such, the 
project will not be viable without coal reserves under the BNR’ (section 1.6.1, 
Executive Summary, p.20) 

 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: If the proposed development is not rejected outright, the 
proponent should be required to provide a thoroughly revised Executive Summary that 
adequately meets the requirements outlines in the ToR. It should include information 
that properly reflects the scale and range of impacts from the project. 
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Failings of the EIS format and usability 
 
Inability to copy and paste 
 
ISSUE: It is not possible to copy and paste from the EIS which has lead to an inordinate 
amount of time being spent typing sections out by hand. It has meant that far more 
time has been spent undertaking basic information management than actually reading 
and commenting on the proposed development. 
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: All future documents from the proponent released for public 
comment should include capability to ‘copy and paste’.  
 
 
Difficulty to navigate and find relevant sections 
 
ISSUE: It has been extremely difficult to understand the proposal at hand due to the EIS 
not having an index or logical layout. For instance, for substantial topics, such as 
geology, subsidence and terrestrial ecology, there is information scattered throughout a 
number of chapters and Appendices, some of which is inconsistent. This makes it nearly 
impossible for an average member of the public to properly comprehend the proposal 
and the likely impacts from the proposal as described in this lengthy EIS. This is despite 
Warren Twist from Waratah Coal providing an assurance at a meeting of ‘corridor to 
coast’ landholders that its EIS would be a ‘concise, user friendly document’.71 
 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: If the proposed development is not rejected outright, the EIS 
should be substantially re-written and re-formatted so that the public can easily make 
sense of what is being proposed. It is essential that there is some way of knowing where 
information is located in several thousand pages of the EIS. A comprehensive index is 
the very least that is required.  
 
 
Errors that lead to difficulty in comprehension and navigation 
 
ISSUE: Instances of out-of-date information, faulty references to other sections within 
the EIS, and similar errors include:  
 

- In section 1.4.3, p.16 of the Executive Summary it is stated ‘The remaining 15% 
equity ($2.4 Billion AUD) is expected to be funded by cash proceeds from an IPO 
of Resourcehouse on the Hong Kong Stock Exchange set for completion mid-
2011’. We cannot find any information that this has occurred to date (the end of 
2011); 
 

                                                 
71

 http://www.paulaheelanphotojournalism.com/articles_186071.html 

http://www.paulaheelanphotojournalism.com/articles_186071.html
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- Section 1.4.2, p.16 of the Executive Summary it is stated ‘The project is 
committed to commence early engineering works in late 2010 with final 
construction due for completion in 2014’. This statement is clearly incorrect; 
 

- In section 1.4.2, p16 of the Executive Summary it is stated that ‘The project will 
assist in driving growth of Central and North West Queensland’. It would seem 
that the proponent meant to say North East Queensland. These kinds of errors 
lead to confusion for the public trying to understand the impact of the proposed 
development;  
 

- There is a false reference given in section 6.4.1.2, p.187 of Vol2 Ch 6: ‘See 
Section 1.3.5 of Volume 2, Chapter 2 for a more detailed description of the 
subsidence expected as a result of the project’. However, no such section exists 
in Vol 2 Ch 2. Clearly the wrong chapter has been mentioned;  
 

- Section ‘6.3.6’ on mitigation is referred to once in the Executive Summary, where 
it clearly doesn’t exists, and also a number of times in Vol 2 Ch 6, where it also 
doesn’t exist, but probably refers to section 6.6. These kinds of errors make it 
very difficult for the public to make sense of the very large EIS; 
 

- Pages 32 and 33 are missing from Appendix 27; 
 

- On p.8 of Appendix 3 – ‘study team’, it lists ‘Tailing and Rejects Report’ as 
Appendix 6. However, this Appendix has not been made available on the 
Waratah issued CD of the EIS or on the Waratah website. This would be an 
important report, but as it stands we have been unable to find the related 
information anywhere in the EIS. The proponent must explain why the ‘Tailing 
and Rejects Report’ was not included in the publicly available appendices, 
despite it being listed in Appendix 3.  
 

 
COMMENT/SUGGESTION: All future publications from the proponent must be required 
to be thoroughly edited to minimise the time spent by the public reviewing the 
information. 
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Summary and conclusion 
 
The proposed Galilee Coal/China First development would result in negative impacts of 
such a range and scale, that they warrant refusal of the project. These include: 
 

- The destruction and degradation of the multiple values of Bimblebox Nature 
Refuge through open cut and underground mining; 

- A net loss of remnant woodland with high biodiversity values ; 
- Economic and employment impacts on the region, the state and the nation; 
- A significant impact on local aquifers, including those that make up the Great 

Artesian Basin; 
- Unquantified impacts from subsidence on remnant vegetation and biodiversity;  
- The larger consequences of setting a precedent in the mining of an IUCN 

category IV protected area;  
- Significant contribution to global climate change, including consequences on 

human health and the environment.  
 

Crucially, these impacts would not be occurring in isolation, but rather would contribute 
to the cumulative impact from a number of other proposed ‘mega’ mines and 
petroleum and gas projects in the Galilee Basin. Altogether, the impacts on groundwater 
and other sectors in the region raise serious questions about the long-term health and 
viability for the region after the short-medium term coal rush is over.  

 
The EIS has largely failed to adequately describe the range of risks posed by the 
proposed project. Where it has attempted to quantify the negative impacts, it has 
generally failed to describe adequate mitigation measures. The EIS has also failed to 
honestly and consistently represent information. Overall, there is insufficient good 
quality information to properly assess the proposed development. If it is not rejected 
outright, the proponent should be required to substantially revise and re-write its EIS. It 
should also be required to conduct a thorough cost-benefit analysis, with the 
parameters established in consultation with all the potentially affected individuals, 
communities and sectors. 
 
Further, in some key aspects of the proposed development, it is clear that there is not 
sufficient information available to be able to judge the impacts and risks from the 
project going ahead, for instance: 
 

A review of available groundwater data on the Galilee Basin indicates that little is currently 
known about the hydrogeological regime in the area (Executive Summary, Appendix 14, ES1). 
 
It is apparent from the review of existing information that there have been no systematic or 
regular surveys in regards to BTF in the Desert Uplands, with most data derived opportunistically 
and descriptive in nature. In considering the information available at the time of preparing this 
report, it is clear that there is insufficient information for adequate conservation planning for BTF 
[in] the bioregion (section 4.1, Appendix 10A, p.21). 
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These issues are of national significance, and an application of the precautionary 
principle would warrant refusal of the project on these grounds alone. 
 
The touted benefits of the proposed development are highly questionable, and overall 
this is no evidence provided that these benefits would not be outweighed by the likely 
substantial and long-term negative consequences of the project.  
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Appendices 
 

 

APPENDIX A: Regionally significant fauna found on Bimblebox Nature Refuge 
 
APPENDIX B: Bird species found on Bimblebox Nature Refuge 2003-2011 
 
APPENDIX C: Climate change impacts on flora and fauna 
 
APPENDIX D: Summary of research conducted on Bimblebox Nature Refuge 
 
APPENDIX E: Geological Map of Jericho Queensland 
 
APPENDIX F: Review of Economic Impact Assessment (Economists at Large) 

 
 


