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Introduction 
 
Doctors for the Environment Australia (DEA) is a voluntary organisation of 

medical doctors in every state and territory working to protect health 

through care of the environment. 
   

The Coal Seam Gas Amendment to the State Environmental Planning Policy 
(Mining, Petroleum Production and Extractive Industries) implements 2km 

buffer zones around coal seam gas exclusion zones for residential zones, 
future residential growth area land and additional rural village land. It also 

includes exclusion zones for critical industry clusters, namely vineyards and 
horse-studs. The changes thus protect these areas from some of the risks 

of coal seam gas (CSG) mining development. The NSW Government is to 
be congratulated on this initiative, which acknowledges the risks of living in 

very close proximity to CSG extraction, and gives a measure of certainty 
and protection from the worst impacts of the industry for many of the 

residents of NSW, and for the viticulture and equine industries of the 
Hunter Valley. 

 

As detailed in our previous submissions, the coal seam gas industry (and 
indeed the unconventional gas industry as a whole) poses many risks to 

public health, both in the short and long term. DEA’s Senate and NSW 
Government submissions are available at: 
www.dea.org.au/images/uploads/submissions/MDB_CSG_Senate_submission_June_2011.

pdf and 
www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/prod/parlment/committee.nsf/0/f96d076732225603ca25791

b00102098/$FILE/Submission%200412.pdf. DEA’s submission in May 2013 to the 
Chief Scientist of NSW is available at: 
www.dea.org.au/images/uploads/submissions/Review_of_CSG_in_NSW_-

_Chief_Scientist_Submission_05-13.pdf. 

 
The Australian Medical Association has also voiced its concern regarding 

the risks to human health of the coal seam gas industry, the need for air 
and water monitoring for pollutants, and independent health risk 

assessments www.ama.com.au/media/ama-calls-coal-seam-gas-health-checks. 
 

It is vital that new regulations such as this proposed amendment are 
sufficient to protect public health. However, although it is a step in the 

right direction, it does not adequately protect other areas at risk - our 
prime farming land, our water catchments, and unique natural 

environments like the Pilliga forest (with its state significant biodiversity). 

Under the changes, these natural resources remain vulnerable to the 
impacts of coal seam gas mining. Moreover, the amendment does not 

apply to existing CSG developments, with only areas exposed to new 
exploration and production development being assured of exclusion.  

 

  

http://dea.org.au/images/uploads/submissions/MDB_CSG_Senate_submission_June_2011.pdf
http://dea.org.au/images/uploads/submissions/MDB_CSG_Senate_submission_June_2011.pdf
http://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/prod/parlment/committee.nsf/0/f96d076732225603ca25791b00102098/$FILE/Submission%200412.pdf
http://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/prod/parlment/committee.nsf/0/f96d076732225603ca25791b00102098/$FILE/Submission%200412.pdf
http://dea.org.au/images/uploads/submissions/Review_of_CSG_in_NSW_-_Chief_Scientist_Submission_05-13.pdf
http://dea.org.au/images/uploads/submissions/Review_of_CSG_in_NSW_-_Chief_Scientist_Submission_05-13.pdf
https://ama.com.au/media/ama-calls-coal-seam-gas-health-checks


   

[3] 
 

Doctors for the Environment Australia reminds the NSW government that 
the environmental determinants of public health include clean air, clean 

and plentiful water and a safe food supply. An unconstrained 

unconventional gas industry threatens all three of these vital determinants 
of health.   

 
We note that the amendment only applies to coal seam gas, and not to all 

types of unconventional gas, including shale gas and tight sands gas. 
However, these types of unconventional gas pose similar risks to health. 

DEA recommends that the amendments encompass all types of 
unconventional gas.  

 
 

Prime Agricultural Land 
 
Under the amendments, strategic farming land is not adequately covered 

by the exclusion zones and is not guaranteed protection. The Gateway 
Panel does not have the power to reject a project based on its risk to 

agricultural land and has only two options: to approve the project as it is, 
or to approve it with conditions. The government describes the Gateway 

process as follows: 
 

The Strategic Regional Land Use Policy will protect strategic 
agricultural land through an independent scientific assessment prior 

to the development application stage. This is known as the Gateway 

Process. Under the Gateway Process, a panel of independent experts 
will assess any potential agricultural and water impacts of a proposal 

against set criteria. If a proposal is unable to demonstrate that it 
meets these criteria, it will be subject to stringent recommendations 

that must be addressed at the development application stage. 
www.csg.nsw.gov.au/features/what-you-need-to-know-about-coal-seam-gas-

csg#.UnwvY5QuDVV.  

 

NSW Farmers president Fiona Simson notes “there is no ‘gate’ in the 
Gateway” www.theland.com.au/news/agriculture/general/news/no-gate-in-gateway-

simson/2673757.aspx?storypage=1. As such, significant agricultural resources 
remain unassured of protection from mining by the Gateway process. While 

wine growing and horse breeding in the Hunter Valley are protected as 
‘critical industry clusters’, the production of food in our most productive 

agricultural land is not. It is hard to see how growing grapes to make wine 
could be classified as critical, whereas broad acre farming for grains is not.  

 
(See page 17, section (c), DEA submission to the NSW Chief Scientist, 

Review of Coal Seam Gas activities, NSW, for a detailed summary of how 
the unconventional gas industry affects the productivity of agricultural 

land.)  
www.dea.org.au/images/uploads/submissions/Review_of_CSG_in_NSW_-

_Chief_Scientist_Submission_05-13.pdf 

http://www.csg.nsw.gov.au/features/what-you-need-to-know-about-coal-seam-gas-csg#.UnwvY5QuDVV
http://www.csg.nsw.gov.au/features/what-you-need-to-know-about-coal-seam-gas-csg#.UnwvY5QuDVV
http://www.theland.com.au/news/agriculture/general/news/no-gate-in-gateway-simson/2673757.aspx?storypage=1
http://www.theland.com.au/news/agriculture/general/news/no-gate-in-gateway-simson/2673757.aspx?storypage=1
http://dea.org.au/images/uploads/submissions/Review_of_CSG_in_NSW_-_Chief_Scientist_Submission_05-13.pdf
http://dea.org.au/images/uploads/submissions/Review_of_CSG_in_NSW_-_Chief_Scientist_Submission_05-13.pdf
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Water Catchments 
 
Coal Seam Gas extraction poses many threats to water quality and quantity 

and all water catchment areas should be designated exclusion zones for 
CSG activity. Access to an adequate and clean water supply is a basic 

determinant of human health. We live on the driest continent on earth, and 
fresh water is one of our most precious and vital resources.  

 
(Our recent submission to the NSW Chief Scientist outlines in detail the 

various risks to water posed by the CSG industry, see pages 7–11.) 
www.dea.org.au/images/uploads/submissions/Review_of_CSG_in_NSW_-

_Chief_Scientist_Submission_05-13.pdf 
 

In a survey by the Australian Water Association of over 2,000 water 
industry leaders, 73% overall and 78% in NSW think CSG is a significant or 

moderate risk to the management of ground and surface water. Only 1% of 
respondents thought CSG posed no risk, and 14% did not know.  
www.deloitte.com/view/en_AU/au/insights/browse-by-service/strategy-and-

operations/007707ea15caa310VgnVCM3000003456f70aRCRD.htm#  

 

We therefore urge the NSW government to extend the exclusion zones to 
include all water catchments, in accordance with Premier Barry O’Farrell’s 

pre-election promise. See http://stop-csg-illawarra.org/csg-in-water-catchments/. 
DEA views a ban on coal seam gas extraction in water catchments as a 

minimum requirement to protect public health from the potential problems 
of this industry. 

 

 

The arbitrary 2 kilometre Buffer Zone around residential 
areas 
 
Limitation of the residential exclusion zone to 2 kilometres is not founded 

on current evidence of health or environmental impacts from 
unconventional gas extraction. Air and water pollution do not respect such 

arbitrary boundaries. Water contaminants can travel many kilometres 
underground. While keeping surface activity 2km away from residential 

areas may mitigate some of the worst direct health impacts from chemical 
contamination events, and from the impact of noise, lights and 

industrialisation, it will do little to ameliorate the community and 
cumulative impacts. Additionally, horizontal drilling and hydraulic fracturing 

can extend many kilometres underground away from the surface activity 

on the well pad. The co-location of multiple wells on one well pad with 
horizontal drilling spreading radially in all directions is increasingly a 

technique that is deployed to reduce surface impact from unconventional 
gas extraction. The amendment does not specifically indicate whether the 

2km buffer zone applies to subsurface activity or only to surface activity, 
but it should apply to both. 

 

http://dea.org.au/images/uploads/submissions/Review_of_CSG_in_NSW_-_Chief_Scientist_Submission_05-13.pdf
http://dea.org.au/images/uploads/submissions/Review_of_CSG_in_NSW_-_Chief_Scientist_Submission_05-13.pdf
http://www.deloitte.com/view/en_AU/au/insights/browse-by-service/strategy-and-operations/007707ea15caa310VgnVCM3000003456f70aRCRD.htm
http://www.deloitte.com/view/en_AU/au/insights/browse-by-service/strategy-and-operations/007707ea15caa310VgnVCM3000003456f70aRCRD.htm
http://stop-csg-illawarra.org/csg-in-water-catchments/
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Other impacts from the coal seam gas industry that cannot be bounded by 
distance from the industry include cumulative impacts on vital groundwater 

supplies such as the Great Artesian Basin, water and food security, air 

quality, greenhouse gas emissions, and the disturbance of community well-
being and mental health. 

 
As a minimum precaution for public health, the 2km buffer zones should 

also apply where projects are already underway or approved, and to 
natural resource reserves like our drinking water catchments and native 

forests.  
 

 

Conclusion and Recommendations 
 

The new coal seam gas buffer and exclusion zones, which have been 
developed to reduce the impact on people residing near CSG activities and 

on certain industry clusters, are an important first step, but do not go far 
enough to protect the health of current and future citizens of NSW.  

 
Doctors for the Environment Australia makes the following 

recommendations regarding this amendment: 
 

1. That the definition of the amendment be changed from Coal Seam 
Gas to Unconventional Gas, so that these measures also apply to 

shale gas and tight sands gas as well as to coal seam gas activities in 

NSW. 
 

2. That the exclusion zones include all drinking water catchments in 
NSW. 

 
3. That the exclusion zones include all areas of high biodiversity in 

NSW. 
 

4. That prime agricultural land be protected, so that food production 
stays secure, and so that contamination does not affect the quality of 

food produced. There needs to be a ‘gate’ that can be shut, in the 
Gateway process. 

 
5. That the 2km buffer zone around residential areas be considered the 

minimum buffer zone, provisional on the outcome of health impact 

assessment of proposed new projects, when it may be extended. 
 

6. That the amendment be applied retrospectively to include previously 
approved CSG exploration and production licences. 

 
7. That the government reviews our previous recommendations to the 

NSW Chief Scientist which outline in more detail the concerns 
regarding the potential impacts of unconventional gas development 

on human health and well-being. 


