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Onshore Oil and Gas: Regulatory Approach 
 
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 2014. 
http://dea.org.au/images/uploads/submissions/DEA_Hydraulic_fracturing_in_NT_inq

uiry_final.pdf 

 

We thank the Northern Territory Government for the consultation and 
education sessions offered and for opportunity to contribute to this 

critical part of NT’s economic and energy development. 
  

We note the pre-commitment of the Northern Territory Government to 
the development of onshore oil and gas. In the current situation of 

increasing recognition of the short and long term problems arising 

from oil and gas, it is timely to question the rationale for such 
commitment. Health, economic, ecological and employment costs and 

benefits of oil and gas development need to be addressed to guide 
development. 

 
The most recent comprehensive assessment of health and 

environmental threats of unconventional gas has been submitted to 
the current Senate Select Committee and will be presented to the 

Committee in Darwin April 12, 2016. We ask that the Northern 
Territory government takes note of these concerns. 
http://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Gasmining/Gas

mining/Submissions (Number 116) 

 

As noted, oil and gas developments must be undertaken in a manner 
that will both protect the health of its citizens, preserve and enhance 

the Territory’s unique surroundings, our way of life and ensure the 

viability of other crucial sectors of our economy such as agriculture 
and tourism. These outcomes should be considered in adequate time 

frames such as many decades. With the increasing concern about 
climate change globally and methane release regionally it is possible 

that although the immediate impact of oil and gas development is 
benign, the longer term financial and ecological effects of such 

investment could be detrimental. 

  

http://dea.org.au/images/uploads/submissions/DEA_Hydraulic_fracturing_in_NT_inquiry_final.pdf
http://dea.org.au/images/uploads/submissions/DEA_Hydraulic_fracturing_in_NT_inquiry_final.pdf
http://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Gasmining/Gasmining/Submissions
http://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Gasmining/Gasmining/Submissions
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Relevant Legislation 
 
 

Petroleum Act 
 
The overriding concern of DEA is with the on-going development of 

petroleum and how this is inevitably a regressive decision. However 
there are a number of other concerns with the proposed NT regulatory 

approach.  
 

“Offences for causing environmental harm” are too late. Equally 
important are offences involving the risk of environmental harm. High 

levels of monitoring and vigilance are required to anticipate and 
prevent leakage and spills. In this way whether or not environmental 

harm is caused, any activity that risks environmental harm should be 

subject to appropriate penalty. 
 

 

Environmental Assessment Act  
 
This Act should be invoked for all oil and gas developments rather 

than only for selected projects. Oil and gas developments inevitably 

pose significant risks to health and the environment. The current 
proposal to invoke the Environmental Assessment only for projects 

deemed to pose significant risks to the environment is subject to bias 
and influence by proponent and by Governments seeking revenue, and 

may lead to failure to anticipate and prevent risks. Governments 
should be arbiter in the process once all the evidence is put forward. 

 
 

Objective based regulation 
 
This contemporary form of regulation based on objectives rather than 

particular indicators is inappropriate for the introduction of large scale 
petroleum development in remote areas of NT. While in the longer 

term it is appropriate to monitor outcomes, in the development and 
active phases, companies must meet on-going requirements for high 

levels of monitoring, vigilance and response. The objective of “no 

detectable harm” in the longer term does not ensure that no harm has 
been done during the development and extraction phases. This is 

particularly the case with developments in very remote regions and 
those that potentially infringe on Aboriginal cultural values, which may 

not reach the company’s definition of “objective”.  
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Draft Petroleum (Environment) Regulations 
 
An excellent series of Petroleum (Environment) Regulations are the 

key to best practice environmental protection, so should be rigorous.  
 

However we are disappointed to see that Environmental Management 
Plans being proposed as alternatives to Environmental Impact 

Statements (EIS). The EIS process provides a comprehensive analysis 

of the range of possible impacts of developments. The EIS process 
allows for public scrutiny rather than the requirements as proposed in 

this draft. EIS is a generally accepted national standard and with its 
small population NT should be as demanding as the remainder of 

Australia of developers. Furthermore the EIS encompasses health 
Impact Assessment as part of the process and this must take place to 

protect human health. 
 

The current proposal for Environmental Management Plans is based on 
a level of trust that has not been shown to be justified, based on 

recurrent reports of leakages, spills, inability to meet standards and 
poor worker safety in NT. Examples at Ranger Uranium Mine, 

MacArthur River, Inpex are in the media regularly. 
 

In summary, DEA notes that the hasty development of onshore oil and 

gas in NT appears to reflect commitment to this industry which we feel 
should be rationally reviewed. Greater community participation, 

economic analysis, following of trends in energy development and 
forethought would suggest that a more considered approach, based on 

investment in renewable energy and conservation of the environment 
would be healthier both for Territorians and public health globally even 

in the relatively short term. 


