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Doctors for the Environment Australia welcomes the opportunity to comment on the 

proposed SEPP amendments, as this has important public health implications for the 

residents of New South Wales, Australia and globally.  

 

 

Who is DEA? 
 

Doctors for the Environment Australia (DEA) is an independent, non-government 

organisation of medical doctors in all Australian States and Territories. Our members 

work across all specialties 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 climate change and the health harms from pollution. 

 

 

Background   
 

DEA understands from government explanatory notes that: 

 

The proposed amendments to the State Environmental Planning Policy (Mining, 

Petroleum Production and Extractive Industries) 2007 (the Mining SEPP) will introduce 

provisions related to the determination of development applications (DAs) under Part 4 

of the Act for mining proposals. 

 

The primary purpose of the proposed SEPP amendments is to ensure that where mineral 

resources are demonstrated to be significant to the State, they are given greater 

consideration in the assessment of DAs. This is to be achieved through the proposed 

SEPP by: 

 

 acknowledging the relative significance of each mineral resource to the State and 

to regions, based on economic benefits, as well as strategic considerations such 

as alignment with infrastructure provision and inter-dependencies with other 

industries and developments;  

 

 ensuring that the balancing of other considerations under the SEPP is done in a 

manner which is proportionate to the relative significance of the resource; and  

 

 establishing clear environmental and amenity criteria for resource proposals 

which are deemed to be acceptable standards.  

 

The proposed SEPP will introduce the following provisions in relation to mining 

development proposals:  

 

 a new aim (in clause 2 of the Mining SEPP) to promote the development of 

significant mineral resources, and give the aims of the SEPP effect when a 

consent authority determines a mining DA;  

 

 making the ‘significance of the resource’ the consent authority’s principal 

consideration under Part 3 of the Mining SEPP when determining a resource DA, 

and setting out the matters which will assist the consent authority in establishing 

the resource’s relative significance in comparison with other resources across the 

State; 

 

 identifying non-discretionary development standards addressing the following 

matters - noise, air quality, air blast overpressure, ground vibration and aquifer 

interference; 
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 clarifying in the SEPP that these standards will, when satisfied, prevent a consent 

authority from refusing consent to the development on the specific grounds to 

which the standard relates, but will not prevent a consent authority from 

regulating the development on other grounds;  

 

 ensuring that a consent authority considers any certification by the Chief 

Executive of the Office of Environment and Heritage that measures to mitigate or 

offset biodiversity impacts of the proposed development will be adequate. 

 

 

DEA is opposed to the proposed SEPP and makes the 
following comments: 
 

 

Economic Benefits above all other considerations 
 

The stated purpose of the proposed SEPP is to ‘promote the development of significant 

mineral resources’ in NSW. Far from the government’s own stated goal of taking a 

balanced triple bottom line approach, this new policy sets out the supremacy of 

economic factors in the decision to approve resource developments. In fact the 

“significance of the resource” is defined primarily in terms of economic benefits, which 

thus pre-emptively outweigh negative impacts, such as economic costs, social and 

environmental considerations. 

 

If the principal criterion is to be economic, then each and every development must 

undergo a thorough cost benefit analysis. Indeed this may follow the comprehensive 

process very like the government’s own Draft Guideline for the use of Cost Benefit 

Analysis in mining and coal seam gas proposals. 
http://www.planning.nsw.gov.au/tabid/205/ctl/View/mid/1408/ID/102/language/en-
US/Default.aspx  

 

This must include externalities; including health and environmental harm, as costs 

associated with each project. A cost benefit analysis would estimate the revenue 

generated from the proposal and take in to account the ownership, foreign or local, so as 

to determine how much money stays in Australia, and how much is destined for 

overseas shareholders.  

 

Review and re-calculation of just such an analysis, by the Land and Environment Court, 

lead to the decision not to approve the extension to the Warkworth coal mine near the 

small town of Bulga, as the economic benefits of the project had been vastly overstated, 

and were outweighed by the economic costs. 

 

Economist Rod Campbell from Economists at Large writes: 

So does the minister really want a closer focus on the economics of mining projects? 

If so, he will be disappointed to find that the flaws found in the Warkworth economic 

assessment are common. For example, consultants to Xstrata’s nearby Bulga mine, 

Economic Consulting Services, recently made exactly the same mistakes – including 

foreign profits in NSW benefits and using and input output study to exaggerate 

employment estimates.  
http://newmatilda.com//2013/07/31/how-bulga-burst-minings-economic-bubble  

 

A full economic cost benefit analysis must include cumulative effects and externalities on 

health and environment, including effects on the climate. 

 

For example the health burden of coal in Australia was estimated by the Australian 

Academy of Technological Sciences and Engineering to be $2.6 billion per annum in 

2009. The estimate included health burden from only 3 pollutants: PM10 particles, SO2 

and NOX. It did not include calculations for climate impacts or environmental damage. 
http://www.atse.org.au/Documents/Publications/Reports/Energy/ATSE%20Hidden%20Costs%20El
ectricity%202009.pdf  

 

http://www.planning.nsw.gov.au/tabid/205/ctl/View/mid/1408/ID/102/language/en-US/Default.aspx
http://www.planning.nsw.gov.au/tabid/205/ctl/View/mid/1408/ID/102/language/en-US/Default.aspx
http://newmatilda.com/2013/07/31/how-bulga-burst-minings-economic-bubble
http://www.atse.org.au/Documents/Publications/Reports/Energy/ATSE%20Hidden%20Costs%20Electricity%202009.pdf
http://www.atse.org.au/Documents/Publications/Reports/Energy/ATSE%20Hidden%20Costs%20Electricity%202009.pdf
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Research from Harvard Medical School has determined that a full appraisal of all the 

externalities of coal combustion may double the true cost of electricity in the US.  

See Epstein P R et al. 2011. Ann. N.Y. Acad. Sci. 1219: 73–98. 
http://solar.gwu.edu/index_files/Resources_files/epstein_full%20cost%20of%20coal.pdf  

 

Finally we note that the value of a resource to the economy may fluctuate by a factor of 

2 or even 10 dependent on current commodity price, whereas the true value (not the 

economic value) of environmental and human health remain constant.  

 

Mining may adversely affect other industries such as agriculture and tourism, and 

adverse impacts include both social and economic costs. Therefore concentrating 

principally on expected economic benefits from mining, distorts decisions affecting 

communities in a way that is out of line with community expectations and good long-

term management of resources. 

 

Based on the evidence outlined in our recent submissions to the NSW and other 

Australian governments on coal and coal seam gas reviews and proposals, we urge the 

government not to legislate favouritism to the activities of the coal and petroleum 

industries over the economic, social and environmental needs of the people of NSW. 

 

There is strong consensus now across many health and medical organisations that poorly 

regulated fossil fuel mining, and fossil fuels as an energy source, pose serious risks to 

human health. The Australian Medical Association has stated in policy that all future 

proposals for coal seam gas mining should be subject to rigorous and independent health 

risk assessments, which take into account the potential for exposure to pollutants 

through air and groundwater and any likely associated health risks. In circumstances 

where there is insufficient evidence to ensure safety, the precautionary principle should 

apply. https://ama.com.au/media/ama-calls-coal-seam-gas-health-checks  

 

DEA has recently reported on the damaging consequences of poorly examined approvals 

and poorly regulated operations in a sample of coal and coal seam gas mining initiatives, 

some in NSW (http://dea.org.au/news/article/the-health-factor-ignored-by-industry-overlooked-

by-government). The aims and details of this proposed SEPP legislation could be viewed 

as further erosion of the rights of the citizens of NSW, not only to protect themselves 

from risk or harm, but even to stop or receive recompense for harm that does ensue to 

their health and livelihoods as a result of poor policy decisions. 

 

We urge the NSW government not to relax, but to enhance, the capacity of approval 

processes to ensure that the legislation that is put in place provides safety for the people 

of NSW. 

 

 

The addition of “non-discretionary development 

standards”  
 

The proposed SEPP sets out ‘non-discretionary development standards’ for five 

environmental and social impacts (cumulative noise levels, air quality levels, air blast 

overpressure, ground vibration and aquifer interference). If the standards are met, the 

project cannot be refused on those grounds. However, we note that consent authorities 

still have discretion to approve the project even if the ‘non-discretionary’ standards are 

not met.  

 

We note these standards are defined to relate only to ‘private dwellings’. We understand 

it is common, however, for residences in the vicinity of a resource development to be 

purchased by the mining company and then rented back to local residents. In order for 

public health to be protected these standards as defined in the proposed SEPP, must be 

adequate to ensure minimal harm is done to the health of individuals, and must be 

applied to all residences, regardless of ownership.  

 

  

http://solar.gwu.edu/index_files/Resources_files/epstein_full%20cost%20of%20coal.pdf
https://ama.com.au/media/ama-calls-coal-seam-gas-health-checks
http://dea.org.au/news/article/the-health-factor-ignored-by-industry-overlooked-by-government
http://dea.org.au/news/article/the-health-factor-ignored-by-industry-overlooked-by-government
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Below we review the standard for cumulative air quality in the proposed SEPP. 

 

 

The proposed SEPP air quality standard is inadequate to 

protect NSW citizens 
 

The SEPP proposes a 30μg/m3 average annual air standard for PM10 for any residence 

not belonging to a mining company. 

 

Our national PM10 air quality standard (which is reflected in state standards) does not 

have an averaging period of a year, but is set at a maximum concentration of 50μg/m3 

for a 24-hour period.  
http://www.environment.gov.au/atmosphere/airquality/standards.html 

 

It should be noted that health effects are well established at levels below these 

standards, and that all jurisdictions have been progressively lowering their standards for 

particulate matter, as health impacts are better understood. 

 

DEA’s submission to the recent Senate Inquiry into the Impacts on Health of Air Quality 

in Australia (March 2013), gives a review of the current scientific understanding of the 

impacts of particulate matter and other pollutants on human health. 
http://dea.org.au/images/uploads/submissions/Impacts_on_health_of_air_quality_in_Australia_Su
bmission.v1_03-13.pdf  

 

As an example of the inadequacy of the proposed standard, observations from the EPA 

Upper Hunter air quality network were examined. 

 

At Singleton NW air monitoring station, located 900m from houses and between the Rix 

Creek Mine and the suburb; in 2012 there were 30 exceedances of the 50μg/m3 24-hour 

average for PM10. The annual PM10 for this location was 25.9μg/m3. 

 
 
Table 1: Relationship between annual and daily PM10 readings for 2012, Upper Hunter 

(Source: EPA NSW). 

 
Location Annual average PM10 (μg/m

3
) Exceedances of 24 hour 

50μg/m
3
 PM10 standard (days) 

Singleton NW 25.9 30 

Singleton 22.3 7 

Singleton South 19 2 

Camberwell 26.5 23 

Maison Dieu 25.7 21 

Muswellbrook NW 19.1 1 

Muswellbrook 21.8 1 

Mt Thorley 24.7 28 

Bulga  18.6 2 

Wybong 15.4 1 

Aberdeen 17 0 

Jerrys Plains  10.8 0 

Warkworth 21.1 0 

Merriwa 14.2 1 

 

It can be seen from this table that an annual standard of 30μg/m3 would expose 

residents to a very large number of exceedances of the 24-hour PM10 national standard 

per year.  

 

The proposed legislation would therefore be in conflict with both state and federal policy 

on air quality and would fail to give adequate protection to communities in the vicinity of 

mining operations.  

http://www.environment.gov.au/atmosphere/airquality/standards.html
http://dea.org.au/images/uploads/submissions/Impacts_on_health_of_air_quality_in_Australia_Submission.v1_03-13.pdf
http://dea.org.au/images/uploads/submissions/Impacts_on_health_of_air_quality_in_Australia_Submission.v1_03-13.pdf
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The World Health Organisation (WHO) has set the following guidelines for particulate 

matter: 
http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs313/en/ 

 

PM2.5 

10 μg/m3 annual mean 

25 μg/m3 24-hour mean 

 

PM10 

20 μg/m3 annual mean 

50 μg/m3 24-hour mean 
 

 

The WHO also states that the aim should be to achieve the lowest concentrations 

possible, as no threshold for particulate matter has been identified below which no 

damage to health is observed. Chronic exposure to particles contributes to the risk of 

developing cardiovascular and respiratory diseases, as well as of lung cancer 

 

It could be argued that the NSW government would be failing in its duty of care to its 

citizens if it legislated air quality standards so inadequate in relation to national and 

international standards. 

 

This would allow annual mean particulate air pollution levels in exposed Australian 

communities to be in excess of current annual levels in all Australian capital cities, and 

even in excess of those in London and Los Angeles. 

 

Given there is a large margin of error in predicting the effect of a mine on particulate 

matter exposure for surrounding communities, the precautionary principle would dictate 

setting a much stricter standard. Such predictions rely on assumptions about the 

effectiveness of dust control measures, the application of those measures, detailed 

understanding of weather variables and forecasts about climate over the decades that 

the mine will operate.  

 

Relaxing air quality standards would also represent costs to the economy of NSW 

through potential additional costs to the health care system. A 2005 NSW government 

report estimated costs per capita of up to $1,594 for air pollution in the Sydney Greater 

Metropolitan Region. 

It concluded:  

“Using PM10 as the index pollutant, this study has conservatively estimated the health 

cost of ambient air pollution in the GMR to be between $1.01 billion and $8.40 billion per 

annum. If the health impacts of PM10 are estimated without a threshold, the cost 

increases to between $1.66 billion and $15.21 billion per annum. The health costs of air 

pollution are real and substantial, and a reduction in air pollution would deliver long-term 

benefits from the population’s improved health.” 
http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/resources/aqms/airpollution05623.pdf  

 

Thus, there is an imperative, not only to protect health, but also to protect our economy 

against inadequate air quality standards. Otherwise the people of NSW will pay doubly 

for the consequences of this legislation – not only with their health but also through their 

taxes. 

 

 

Other “non-discretionary development standards for 
mining” 
 

Due to the extremely brief comment period, we are not able to provide detailed analysis 

of other additional components. However, we caution that the state’s water supply and 

the peace and harmony of our communities, like clean air, are extremely important 

determinants of our health and wellbeing.   

http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs313/en/
http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/resources/aqms/airpollution05623.pdf
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To provide just one example of the importance of protecting all of our water resources 

we urge the Department to review the report from the Planning and Assessment 

Commission refusing exploratory drilling in the Special Protected Area of Sydney’s 

drinking water catchment. Consistent with the many public submissions opposing the 

extension of that proposal, the Sydney Catchment Authority (SCA) stated clearly in 

writing:  

 

“The ongoing management of these areas for water quality purposes therefore depends 

on the effectiveness of the controls. Having established this low hazard environment 

adjacent to Sydney’s major water supply storages, it is essential to ensure that water 

quality benefits are not diminished. Past, present and foreseeable land uses are putting 

pressures on the Special Areas. Water quality is being impacted and the integrity of 

ecosystems is being compromised. The Metropolitan and Woronora Special Areas are 

already experiencing major pressures from longwall coal mining… [these] are of 

increasing concern to the SCA”.  

 

These observations of the SCA suggest that legislative protection of the NSW water 

resources is currently insufficient to ensure the quantity and quality of water for human 

health and development into the future.  

 

Groundwater resources are equally important and clearly require greater, not less, 

protection. In a report by the National Centre for Groundwater Research and Training 

(NCGRT), Professor Craig Simmons, stated: 

 

“Groundwater accounts for about 90 per cent of Australia’s total fresh water reserves – 

only a fraction is in rivers, lakes and dams on the surface,” he says. “Currently it 

supplies 30 per cent of our daily water needs – and will be called on a lot more in 

future. It’s vital for water supplies, agriculture, industry, mining and the environment. 

The problem in Australia is that we really do not have a clear idea exactly how much 

groundwater there is, how rapidly it is recharged – or how quickly it is being depleted. 

What we do know is based on data largely supplied by 23,000 monitoring bores spread 

across the continent – more than two thirds of which are now falling into disrepair. It’s 

an old saying: if you can’t measure it, you can’t manage it…that is rapidly becoming the 

case for the one resource which all Australians are really going to need if we are to 

inhabit this continent in the long term: fresh water.” 

 

Farmers who rely on secure water supplies to produce our food supply and provide an 

enormous export industry for Australia are rightly concerned that their livelihoods are 

placed second-in-line to the mining and fossil fuel industry. 

 

 

Climate change implications in the assessment of 
proposals for coal and gas mining  
 

The proposed SEPP has not incorporated any consideration of the substantial adverse 

changes predicted to result from the warming world as a result of additional fossil fuel 

extraction and combustion. This is despite the fact that NSW is already experiencing the 

impacts of the 0.9oC increase in average temperature so far. 2013 is predicted by our 

Bureau of Meteorology to become the hottest year on record 

(http://theconversation.com/2013-shaping-up-to-be-one-of-australias-hottest-years-on-record-

16295) following the breaking of 123 records in just 90 days in December and January 

across Australia (http://climatecommission.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/130408-Angry-Summer-

report.pdf).  

 

The Climate Commission has published a specific report on the impacts and opportunities 

for NSW where there are serious health, economic and social consequences: 

 

New South Wales (NSW) is home to over a third of Australians, 31% of the national 

economy and is highly vulnerable to climate change. Scientists are concerned that 

http://theconversation.com/2013-shaping-up-to-be-one-of-australias-hottest-years-on-record-16295
http://theconversation.com/2013-shaping-up-to-be-one-of-australias-hottest-years-on-record-16295
http://climatecommission.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/130408-Angry-Summer-report.pdf
http://climatecommission.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/130408-Angry-Summer-report.pdf
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climate change is increasing the risk of hot weather, heatwaves, and bushfires, and 

changing the patterns of drought and heavy rainfall. A changing climate is costly, putting 

pressure on human health, agriculture, infrastructure and the natural environment. 
http://climatecommission.gov.au/report/climate-impacts-and-opportunities-for-nsw/  

 

It warns that climate change is a serious risk to the health of Australians. 
http://climatecommission.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/key-messages_FINAL-FOR-WEB1.pdf 

 

“The risks to human health from climate change include: injuries and fatalities related 

to heatwaves and other severe weather events; spread of some infectious diseases from 

rising temperatures and changes in rainfall; water and food contamination from rising 

temperatures, changes in rainfall patterns and extreme events; ... exacerbated 

respiratory and heart diseases in response to increases in some air pollutants; mental 

health problems in those experiencing physical and economic impacts…” 

 

The Australian Senate has just released a report on Recent trends in and preparedness 

for extreme weather events which outlined the enormous costs to society from extreme 

weather events, with some estimates between $990m to $4b annually. 
http://www.aph.gov.au/parliamentary_business/committees/senate_committees?url=ec_ctte/com
pleted_inquiries/2010-13/extreme_weather/report/c03.htm  

 

With increasing action necessary to limit carbon emissions, there is a risk of stranded 

assets resulting from our investment in un-burnable carbon resources that will be less 

marketable.  
http://www.carbontracker.org/wp-content/uploads/downloads/2013/05/Unburnable%20-
Carbon_Australias_Carbon_Bubble.pdf  

 

Thus, continued and increased investment into coal and gas mining (as appears to be 

facilitated by the proposed SEPP amendments) would lock in and accelerate climate 

change contributions, and at the same time reduce protection of the very resources that 

will determine people’s resilience, e.g. clean air, intact aquifers to enable sufficient and 

clean water for drinking and agriculture in the face of droughts and water scarcity. 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

In the opinion of DEA, the proposed SEPP inappropriately promotes and facilitates the 

development of resource mining at the expense of the other valuable land uses, 

ecosystems, local communities, our health and the stability of our climate. It appears to 

be in direct contradiction to the NSW government’s own planning legislation, and overall 

policy to assess the triple bottom line in new developments. It could be perceived by the 

NSW public to be an attempt to smooth the way for further expansion of mining in NSW, 

for short term financial gain at the expense of community well being, the environment, 

climate and public health. This will do little to increase the social licence for this industry 

or encourage confidence in the government’s ability to represent the best interests of 

NSW citizens. 

 

 

Recommendations 
 

DEA strongly recommends that the proposed SEPP not proceed as planned.  

 

However, if the government decides to go ahead with these amendments to the mining 

SEPP we recommend as a minimum that the current proposal be substantially modified 

to:  

 

1. promote the ecologically sustainable development of significant mineral 

resources; 

 

2. require that consent authorities consider both the economic benefits and costs of 

developing the resource; 

http://climatecommission.gov.au/report/climate-impacts-and-opportunities-for-nsw/
http://climatecommission.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/key-messages_FINAL-FOR-WEB1.pdf
http://www.aph.gov.au/parliamentary_business/committees/senate_committees?url=ec_ctte/completed_inquiries/2010-13/extreme_weather/report/c03.htm
http://www.aph.gov.au/parliamentary_business/committees/senate_committees?url=ec_ctte/completed_inquiries/2010-13/extreme_weather/report/c03.htm
http://www.carbontracker.org/wp-content/uploads/downloads/2013/05/Unburnable%20-Carbon_Australias_Carbon_Bubble.pdf
http://www.carbontracker.org/wp-content/uploads/downloads/2013/05/Unburnable%20-Carbon_Australias_Carbon_Bubble.pdf
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3. commission a thorough cost benefit analysis for each resource development, 

including the externalities of damage to health, environment and climate; 

  

4. apply the ‘non-discretionary development standards’ to all residences regardless 

of ownership; 

 

5. the SEPP cumulative air quality standards for PM10 should include both annual and 

24-hr means consistent with national and international standards. The annual 

mean PM10 standard should be no greater than 20μg/m3; 

 

6. there be discretion to lower those limits according to sensitive receptors (schools, 

homes, residential areas of all sizes) and further scientific evidence as it comes to 

hand. 


