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Commended aspects of the “Draft significant impact 

guidelines: coal seam gas and large coal mining 

developments – impact on water resources 

 

 

1. DEA applauds the Department of Sustainability, Environment, Water, 

Population and Communities for producing guidelines to clarify the 
implementation of the ‘water trigger’ in association with those 

industries that have an enormous potential impact on Australia’s 
water supply and quality. 

 
2. DEA commends the multi-dimensional, cumulative and indirect 

consideration mentioned in the Guidelines. In particular we see 
references to the potential significance to health, cultural, social and 

environmental aspects of water as grounds for requiring in-depth 
assessment through the national process. We are also pleased to see 

reference to the future and not only the present.  
 

3. DEA agrees that the wider the expertise involved in this process, the 
safer it is likely to be for the environment and human health.  

 

 
 

Recommendation for the “Significant impact guidelines” 
use of the water trigger for examination of the health 

impacts of coal mining and unconventional gas 
extraction  
 
 

1. Include all forms of unconventional gas extraction activities:  
There is substantial evidence indicating that the potential of shale 

and tight gas developments to adversely affect water is at least, if 
not even more compelling than that associated with coal seam gas 

mining. We therefore urge the government to include ALL forms of 

unconventional gas mining into the EPBC legislation so that water will 
be protected from any significant risks. 

 
2. Include small coal mining operations with potential water 

impacts: It is not clear why only ‘large’ coal mines are included 
rather than any coal mine that has potential negative water impacts. 
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3. Include developing technologies such as UCG (underground 

coal gasification) and UCTL (Underground coal to liquids 
technology or underground coal liquefaction): Pilot UCG 

projects are currently in operation although one in Kingaroy 
Queensland had to be closed down due to water contamination in 

surrounding water bores. See DEA discussion document, 
http://dea.org.au/images/general/UCG_-DEA_Draft_11-12.pdf  

 

4. Assess risk based on the changing environment and climate: 

We also urge the government to assess water-related risks from coal 
and coal seam gas exploration and mining proposals on the future 

environment, not just on today’s environment. Climate change will 
have a substantial impact on the vulnerability of species, the 

productivity of land, rainfall patterns and evaporation. It will also 
have a major impact on movement of toxins and their reactivity at 

higher temperatures. 
  

5. Assess value and level of need based on future population 
levels: Expected increases in Australia’s human population will lead 

to greater water need. All assessments of risk must be made in light 
of these changes, and seek to ensure our future resilience is not 

compromised by omission of these environmental changes. 
 

The view that only in extreme cases would damage to aquatic 

systems lead to human health impacts may be significantly less true 
in a climate changed world where water is increasingly recognised as 

a critical resource for survival. 
 

6. Do not underrate risks on a comparative basis: Risks should not 
be viewed as absolute, not judged ‘comparatively’. For example, in 

the description provided (page 9) there is a reference to the fact that 
less water is used in CSG mining in NSW than in Queensland. The 

comparison is irrelevant – the fact is that substantial water would be 
depleted through CSG developments in both states. 

 
7. Use the best and latest information for assessments: We urge 

a strong commitment and process in place to ensure that 
assessments are done with continuously updated knowledge about 

the risks to water that are caused by CSG and coal mining. New 

knowledge from shale gas research that refers to aspects shared with 
CSG, and studies from overseas, should be included as scientifically 

appropriate. This research area is rapidly growing. In all cases, where 
sufficient uncertainty on impacts to water exists, approval should not 

be recommended until such time as further information is collected 
and evaluated, in order to properly assess the risks and potential 

impacts.  
 

  

http://dea.org.au/images/general/UCG_-DEA_Draft_11-12.pdf
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8. Weigh all dimensions with respect and consideration: Although 

health is mentioned only twice in the document, it is a critical 
community value. We would like to see more emphasis on ensuring 

the protection of water as a key health resource in the assessment, 
investigation and approval processes. Sufficient emphasis also needs 

to be placed on agricultural activities, because health depends on 
reliable food supply free from contamination. We would like to see 

public health expertise in all deliberations to ensure that all potential 
health and wellbeing impacts are considered.  

 
9. Consider coal and gas industries’ impact on water security via 

their greenhouse gas emissions: The climate is rapidly changing, 
and we are already observing marked increases in extremes of 

drought, floods, heat and dangerous storms. Mining activities 
themselves, as well as the burning of coal and gas, all contribute to 

climate change – which in turn threatens both the quantity (in 

drought) and quality (in drought and flood) of our water supplies. 
Given that this legislation aims to provide maximum security to our 

water resources, these consequences of coal and coal seam gas 
mining should be taken into consideration in the assessment of risk. 

 
10. Do not view pilots and exploration as stand-alone: These 

activities are in no way disconnected from future plans – they are a 
step on the way and have no purpose without the subsequent activity 

they are meant to inform (e.g. Georgina Basin example in the draft). 
We therefore object to the view that they are automatically not of 

sufficient scope to be considered for close examination. As stand-
alone activities, they have no purpose and justify zero risk. We urge 

the Department to require assessment of any pilot/exploratory 
activities as a part of the larger plans, at least the minimum larger 

plan, for situations where significant water resources are present. 

 
Finally, and most importantly, the onus should be on proof of the 

proposed actions' safety and lack of harm to the environment and human 
health now and into perpetuity- if this is in anyway jeopardised the 

activity should not be allowed to proceed. 
 


