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Recommendations 
 
Doctors for the Environment Australia recommends that the following be 

considered for inclusion in the terms of reference and membership of the panel. 
 

An Indigenous representative needs to be a member of the Panel. 

 
A member of the Panel should have public health and epidemiological expertise. 

 
All impacts of the unconventional gas industry should be considered not just 

those due to fracking 

 Surface water impacts as well as ground water; waste water 

 Sustainability impacts of water usage and impacts on community needs. 
Assessment of baseline NT water resources before UG development is 

considered 

 The overall human health risks and impacts over the short and long term 

 Noxious emissions from all sources in the UG process 

 Greenhouse emissions and their climate change impacts on the NT and 

Australia’s ability to fulfil its international obligations 
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Doctors for the Environment Australia (DEA) is an independent, self-funded, non-
government organisation of medical doctors in all Australian States and 

Territories. Our members work across all specialities in community, hospital and 
private practices. We work to prevent and address the diseases - local, national 

and global - caused by damage to our natural environment. We are a public 
health voice in the sphere of environmental health with a primary focus on the 

health harms from pollution and climate change.  
 

Based upon our public health expertise DEA has made many submissions into 

unconventional gas developments including our submission to the Hawke Report 
in 20142.  

 
We acknowledge the Northern Territory Government for its implementation of a 

moratorium on hydraulic fracturing (fracking), and the establishment of this 
inquiry and public consultation. The people of the NT deserve this opportunity to 

speak directly to decision-makers, and to contribute to this critical part of NT’s 
economic and energy development. The current economic approach focuses on 

short term benefits without adequate attention to longer term costs and risks.  
 

In the view of DEA, further development of the unconventional gas industry 
would have serious health, social and environmental ramifications. 

 
It is timely for the new NT ALP government to question the rationale for such 

commitment given healthier, more environmentally friendly and economically 

viable energy options.  
 

In response to the published draft terms of reference, we support all the 
following proposed inclusions: 

 
 Assess the scientific evidence to determine the potential effects of hydraulic 

fracturing of unconventional gas reservoirs in the Northern Territory context 

o Aquifers (groundwater) 

o Surface water 

o Geology 

o Land and terrestrial ecosystems 

o Ecotoxicology 

o Human health, particularly with respect to the use and regulation of 
chemicals used in the hydraulic fracturing of unconventional reservoirs 

process 

o Current and future land uses (e.g. pastoral production) 

o Emissions (e.g. fugitive emissions); 

 
 Assess the effectiveness of mitigation and rehabilitation methods used 

throughout the hydraulic fracturing of unconventional reservoirs processes; 
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 Advise whether hydraulic fracturing of unconventional reservoirs can be 
undertaken in the Northern Territory without adverse impacts on 

environmental, social and economic values of the Northern Territory; 
 

 Identify the regulatory requirements necessary to reduce the environmental 
impacts and risks associated with hydraulic fracturing of unconventional 

reservoirs to a level that is as low as reasonably practicable and acceptable; 
and 

 

 Advise on research priorities to improve scientific understanding and meet 
government’s need for further evidence to inform decision making. 

  
We advise however that additional considerations are required, namely the 

impact on traditional lands and culture, and assessment of air pollutants in 
addition to fugitive emissions, and their impact. 

 
We further suggest that all impacts of the unconventional gas industry be 

considered, not just those from hydraulic fracturing.  
 

 

1. Water  
 

Ground and surface water can be contaminated by chemicals in drilling and 

fracking fluids, and by compounds mobilised during mining, such as heavy 
metals, salts, volatile organic compounds and radioactive elements. Spills, 

failures of holding ponds and releases of waste water into soil and waterways are 
known to occur. Few of the chemicals used in fracking have undergone 

comprehensive safety assessments. This problem is compounded by the fact that 
public disclosure of these chemicals is not always required. However what 

information we do have suggests that if the dose and exposure are sufficient, 
some of these chemicals have the potential to adversely affect health. 

 
The fracking process often requires significant volumes of water, which may 

affect the availability of water for other purposes. The waste water produced is 
highly saline and needs to be treated to remove contaminants. This highly saline 

water is damaging to soils and waterways and tonnes of salt generated may end 
up as landfill in a land where salinity is already a problem. The productive life of 

UG wells is relatively short, compared to that of sustainably managed agricultural 

land. 
 

Ground water supplies are a particular concern especially as water is already 
being extracted at unsustainable rates in much of NT.  

 
Aboriginal communities at particular risk: Yuelamu is already periodically 

dependent on water being trucked in, while Yuendumu also requires regular 
hydrogeological re-assessment. This is evidence for the lack of understanding 

and response to water supplies in NT.  
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Water for urban centres such as Alice Springs and Tennant Creek, which depend 
on single underground aquifers, is vulnerable to contamination.  

 
The lack of data on underground water in NT is a significant deficit. It is essential 

that baseline data on water resources throughout NT be collected prior to any 
further oil and gas development, whether or not fracking is considered.  

 
 

2. Human health  
 

The health risks of unconventional gas developments are increasingly being 
recognised, as this new industry becomes more mature.3 Good health for current 

and future generations of Australians is dependent on having clean air, clean 
water, a safe sustainable food supply and a stable climate. There is the potential 

for these determinants of health to be affected by unconventional gas operations. 
It must be recognised that cumulative long-term effects risk damaging the 

natural systems upon which we rely for our well-being. Throughout Australia 
current assessment, monitoring and regulation of UG remains inadequate to 

protect health. 
 

The view of medical organisations such as DEA4,5 and the Australian Medical 
Association (AMA)6, in relation to unconventional gas development is that there 

are a range of potential health risks which need to be seriously considered. There 

is a lack of information on the chemicals used and wastes produced, insufficient 
data on cumulative health impacts, and a lack of comprehensive environmental 

monitoring and health impact assessment. Therefore, the precautionary principle 
should be applied. This means that those wanting to take an action which may 

cause harm, need to provide evidence of safety before proceeding. Health needs 
to be a central component of this inquiry.  

 
Adverse social effects can occur to the fabric of rural communities with the influx 

of outside workers, changes in rental availability and land values, with increased 
local tensions. Lack of power of veto over development, increased noise and 

traffic, and industrialisation of rural landscape may all be factors imposing 
considerable stress on mental health and well-being. Worker health is often poor 

in the fly-in-fly-out workforce, employment is uncertain and stressful, and does 
little to benefit communities in the longer term.7 

 

 

Recent research from the USA provides increasing evidence of 
a range of health impacts from unconventional gas 

development.   
 

‘Human exposure to toxic chemicals and other pollutants can occur throughout 
the life cycle of Unconventional Gas Development (UGD). These include surface 

leaks, spills, releases from holding tanks, venting, well-casing failure and 

accidents during transportation of fluids. Air pollutants such as volatile organic 
compounds, aromatic hydrocarbons, diesel particulate matter and tropospheric 
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ozone can come into contact with human populations from atmospheric 
dispersion of UGD air emissions. As with air, risks to water quality can occur over 

the full life cycle of UGD, and surface water and aquifer contamination has been 
linked to UGD on numerous occasions. Potential exposure to endocrine-disrupting 

chemicals (EDCs) is an increasing concern in the context of UGD, primarily 
because these chemicals, even at low levels of exposure, interfere with the 

body’s endocrine system and multiple other physiological systems to produce 
adverse developmental, reproductive, neurological and immune effects.’’8 

 

 

3. Air and Greenhouse Emissions  
 

Emissions related to unconventional gas development include those in 
exploration, development, extraction and rehabilitation. Initially promoted as a 

transition fuel from coal to renewable sources of energy, this has not really 
occurred, and renewable energy sources are now developed that can 

immediately replace coal, making gas expensive and unnecessary.9 
 

Greenhouse emissions 
Climate change risks must be adequately considered. As we prepare this 
submission in October 2016, the world’s first legally-binding agreement to cut 

carbon emissions was voted into law this week. Market mechanisms to cut 
carbon emissions could make fracking in NT extremely expensive. A strong and 

pro-active research commitment to renewable energy, energy efficiency and 
energy justice, will lead to a much stronger future for NT. 

 
We already know that we cannot afford to burn all the fossil fuels we have 

identified if we are to hold climate change to less than 2 degrees of warming. 
Climate change is already affecting our health with the increased risk of 

bushfires, hotter, longer and more frequent heat waves, deteriorating air quality, 

changes in disease patterns and other serious impacts. Many of these are already 
evident in the Northern Territory. 

 
When fugitive emissions from UG are included, the greenhouse gas emissions 

may be as high as those from coal, particularly as methane is a very potent 
greenhouse gas. 

  
We therefore repeat that immediate and substantial reductions in greenhouse 

gas emissions urgently demand that energy development focus on renewable 
energy sources rather than fracking for natural gas. 

 

Noxious emissions 
While methane emissions are of concern from a climate change perspective, 

other emissions potentially have direct human health impacts. Petroleum related 
products (hydrocarbons), volatile organic compounds, methane and other 

chemicals can be released into the air from venting, flaring, machinery, truck 
movements and evaporation ponds. Some of these compounds can combine to 

form ozone, which is known to irritate and inflame the lungs. The USA has 
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moved to introduce special regulations to reduce the volume of hazardous air 
pollutants produced from gas fields and there has been research from the USA 

suggesting greater health risks for those living close to gas wells. 
 

 

Comments in relation to the advisory panel 
 

We feel that an Indigenous representative needs to be a member of this panel to 

advise on the cultural impacts of any proposed developments. 
 

Given that human health is a major concern with unconventional gas 
development, it is essential that there is a panel member with public health and 

epidemiological expertise, who can investigate and synthesise the now large and 
growing evidence about impacts on the determinants of health. 
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