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People for the Plains  
 
People for the Plains Inc is a group of more than 70 Narrabri Shire residents who first gathered in 2013 

seeking to gain a comprehensive understanding of the processes surrounding coal and coal seam gas 

developments, and the impacts of those processes. Its charter is to educate and advocate on these 

issues affecting North Western New South Wales. 

 
People for the Plains has a representative on the Narrabri Gas Project Community Consultative 
Committee (temporarily withdrawn) frequently holding events to educate the community, advocating 
to local, state and federal government and participating in a range of governmental processes, such 
as this IPC public submission process. 
 
Preparation of the Supplementary Submission  
 
This Supplementary Submission has been prepared by a panel of authors drawn from the People for 
the Plains membership.   Each undertook their own research but the resulting document is a reviewed 
composite of their efforts and represents the position of People for the Plains.  The Supplementary 
Submission responds to the last minute submissions from the Department of Planning and Santos and 
their consultants and respects the short deadline imposed by the IPC for the community to respond 
in. 
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BASIS OF RESPONSE 
In response to the Independent Planning Commission’s decision to re-open public comment in 

relation to new information it has received from Santos and the Department of Planning, the 

following is our Supplementary Submission. 

Our submission is borne from the fruit of frustration.  As representatives of our community, we have 

grown tired of being repeatedly ignored by Santos and ignored by the Department.  We are weary 

from the fight.  We are up against organisations that employ people to fight us.  We carry on the 

fight in our own time, time that could be better spent.   

The unprecedented 404 verbal presentations to the public hearing and the 10,000 written 

submissions (let alone the 23,000 submissions following the EIS) attest to the controversy 

surrounding this project.  That the vast majority of these submissions were objections attests to the 

overwhelming opposition to it.  This opposition has been shown again and again by surveys (see our 

original submission to the IPC). 

As mentioned in our original submission we have been intimately involved in the consultation 

process since Santos purchased Eastern Star Gas in late 2011 including holding a seat on the 

Community Consultation Committee since its formation.  In November 2019 we reluctantly 

suspended our involvement for the reasons outlined in our earlier submission. 

Our disillusionment and frustration has escalated significantly since the release of the Department of 

Planning’s Assessment Report recommending that, ‘On balance the Department has concluded that 

the project is in the public interest and is approvable subject to strict conditions’.  The public has 

spoken and, once again, has rejected the notion that it is in its interest. 

Our frustrations have been exacerbated by the additional material supplied for comment by the IPC 

since the public hearing, some of which appears to be a last minute attempt to overcome a possible 

barrier to the approval of the project and much of it is a mere regurgitation of information provided 

previously. 

As Chairman of the ACCC, Rod Sims said "Often self-interest dominates what companies tell 
governments”.  He added “A lot of the things that Australian governments, politicians, were told 
when those projects went ahead, turned out not to be true”.i 

Mr Sims was referring to the Gladstone LNG Project, in which Santos is a major player.  Our 

community has been subjected to the same such falsehoods since Santos took over the NGP.  Typical 

is the obfuscation regarding the disposal of toxic salts in “a government-approved waste disposal 

facility”.  Despite repeated requests over seven years, Santos has not named one such facility.   

How can we not be frustrated when the Department acknowledges that 

Several speakers at the public hearings claimed the Narrabri Gas Project was contrary to the principle 

of intergenerational equity because there should be no new extraction and use of fossil fuels, or 

because the cumulative greenhouse gas emissions (scope 1, 2 and 3 emissions) of the project would 

exceed the carbon budget approach to climate stabilisation and contribute to unacceptable impacts 
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on the global climate, which would have adverse effects on current and future generations. These 

claims have been raised consistently by objectors throughout the assessment process and ...  

then goes on to trot out Government policies which allow it to ignore these claims and “justify” 

another fossil fuel project as if it does not matter?  Are these people unaware that climate change is 

no longer a prediction; we are living it now?  Were they sleeping through the recent bushfires?  Have 

they not noticed what is happening to the Great Barrier Reef?  Do they throw rubbish out of their 

own cars, justifying it as only a minor contribution to the mess that is already there?  Do they not 

have children or grandchildren? 

Having to put up with the unfounded and misleading statements of Santos and the Department, 

some of which are discussed in what follows, we are now grateful to have a Commission which can 

bring independence to the process.  We look to the Commissioners to take the long-term view, to 

consider if this project really is in the public interest, beyond the next five or ten years. 

As requested by the IPC, this submission covers only the new material provided by Santos and the 

Department.  Not all issues could be covered in the time given to us, so this submission concentrates 

on: 

• Santos’ Executive Summary 

• Greenhouse gases 

• Waste disposal 

• Ecology 

• Insurance 

• The Chief Scientist’s recommendations, and 

• Conclusions drawn from the above. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
In his Executive Summary, Santos Managing Director and Chief Executive Officer, Kevin Gallagher, 

makes a series of sweeping motherhood statements and generalisations, misleading statements and 

plain falsehoods.  These are addressed in turn, as follows. 

The Narrabri Gas Project is in the public interest, 

 In Santos’ self-interest, definitely not in the public interest when all the down-sides are considered. 

critical for energy security and reliability in New South Wales 

Rubbish - Australia is the world’s largest exporter of gas - security and reliability is not an issue while 

ever the Commonwealth Government is willing to trigger the Australian Domestic Gas Security 

Mechanism (ADGSM). Under the ADGSM, if LNG exports of gas result in a domestic supply shortfall,    

exports must be limited and enough gas diverted to the domestic market to avoid the shortfall. 

 and would deliver significant economic benefits to NSW and the Narrabri region, including jobs, 

investment and regional development. At the same time, the Project is unlikely to result in any 

significant impacts on the local community  

Rubbish – it has already split the town and the split will remain for the life of the project if approved.  

How much bigger impact can there be? 

or the environment. These are the findings of the Department of Planning, based on a rigorous, 

multi-year assessment process that relied on science and evidence, and independent expert opinion.  

Most of the science and evidence is not independent, having been funded by the gas industry. The 

independence and impartiality of gas industry funded research was questioned by People for the 

Plains in a five minute presentation on the morning of Day 2 of the hearing.  More detail was 

provided in a written submission. 

Thank you for the opportunity to present to the Panel during the public hearing and to now provide a 

further submission on behalf of Santos.  

Many of the key themes addressed in this submission have previously been raised through the 

extensive and comprehensive assessment process so far and were also covered in my presentation to 

the Panel. So why are we revisiting it? 

Santos has relied upon the best available science, expert research and opinion in our application to 

develop the Narrabri Gas Project so that the community can be confident it will not harm people, 

water resources or the environment. (Emphasis added) 

It already has, on all three counts. As mentioned above and outlined in greater detail in submissions,  

any science funded by the gas industry should be scrutinised. 

As the Department of Planning found, it is “difficult to reconcile the significant community concerns 

about the Narrabri Gas Project with the technical advice from experts that the risk of any significant 

impacts occurring is generally low and can be controlled using standard engineering practice and 

imposing strict conditions on Santos”.  
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The Department also went on to say, in the next paragraph, that 

One of the reasons for this dichotomy may be the limited exposure the community has had to coal 

seam gas in NSW and its reliance on reports about the actual or perceived impacts of non-

conventional gas development in other jurisdictions without appreciating the important differences 

between these jurisdictions and the Narrabri Gas Project.  

As community members (something Mr Gallagher and Department cannot claim) we can dispel this 
myth as rubbish. From its meetings with community members, the Department would be aware that 
the community knew far more about this project and coal seam gas in general than it did.  It was 
community members who were watching the exploration activities.  It was community members 
who were reporting the untreated water spills and gas leaks to the EPA.  Little of this was being 
monitored actively by the government agencies. 
 
These were the same community members who attended dinners hosted by the Chamber of 
Commerce and supported by Santos, to hear Santos’ staff describe the project and answer their 
questions.  Community members undertook Santos’ field tours of the project area.  They took the 
opportunity to discuss the project with staff in the Santos office in Narrabri and availed themselves 
of the literature made available by Santos.  Through People for the Plains, community members sat 
on the Community Consultative Committee and were invited to provide input into various 
submissions on CSG made by Narrabri Shire Council.  As a senior manager of Santos said to a 
community member sitting on the CCC: “I learn more about this project from you than I do from my 
own people”. 
 
While I outlined Santos’ capability in my presentation to the Panel, one thing I would like to reiterate 

in this further submission is our strong track record of coexistence with farmers. We have worked in 

partnership for more than 65 years across the country and most recently as we have developed a 

coal seam gas industry in Queensland that is welcomed by farmers and rural and regional 

communities.  

Ask some of the farmers – they have a different story.  In Queensland, for example, many were 

forced to accept activities on or adjacent to their homes and farming businesses, simply because 

they were given no alternative.  They did not know how to deal with gas companies. 

Landholders have welcomed payments that help drought-proof their farms by providing a second 

source of income from hosting gas field infrastructure, allowing them to expand their business in 

other directions, purchase additional land and add value to their properties. Some have also gained a 

new, clean source of water supply, available only because of gas production.  

And, not mentioned, some have lost their water supply.  The irony, that the fossil fuel industry is the 

reason why now more than ever their farms need drought proofing, would appear lost on Mr 

Gallagher. 

Santos has more than 2000 land access agreements in place throughout the Bowen and Surat 

regions in Queensland and we have safely drilled and operated more than 2300 coal seam gas wells 

since 2006, without harm to water resources or the environment.  

What about the 530 bores predicted to run dry? 
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Many presenters and submitters were generally opposed to any new fossil fuel projects, including 

gas, pitting them against a renewable energy future.  

Seriously?  Gas is part of the renewable energy future??? 

However, the two must coexist to deliver the energy security and reliability that our society demands. 

The International Energy Agency says that natural gas will grow to supply a quarter of all global 

energy demand in 2040 in all its scenarios. On Australia’s east coast, the Australian Energy Market 

Operator’s Integrated System Plan has found that more gas supply needs to be developed each year 

from 2023- 2024 to meet residential, commercial, industrial and power generation demand in 

southern Australia.  

The AEMO makes it pretty clear that this will only happen if the gas price is half or less than ACIL 

Allen forecast! 

We have seen examples of large economies switching to gas from other fuels to reduce their 

emissions. In the United Kingdom coal-fired power generation has been phased out over the last two 

decades with gas now accounting for almost 40 per cent of total power generation. This has resulted 

in a reduction in CO2 emissions of 38 per cent compared to 1990 levels.  

Seriously, this bloke has no limits.  The reduction is due to the rapid uptake of renewables in the UK. 

And, as our EIS outlines, the United States has also achieved large-scale emissions reductions from 

coal-to-gas switching, which the International Energy Agency says is critical to meet global climate 

goals.  

The International Energy Agency would say this.  What about the IPCC?  Also, has the Department 

not looked at what is happening in other parts of the world?  In Arizona and Florida, for example, 

energy companies are retiring existing gas fired power plants and eliminating from construction 

other plants that were scheduled for deployment in the middle of this decade.  Gas is not seen in 

these areas as necessary for transition to renewables. 

The Department of Planning has also identified the role Narrabri gas could play in reducing 

emissions (emphasis added) as aging coal-fired power stations close in eastern Australia over the 

coming decades.  

While the Department may have made this identification, most of the world has come to a different 

conclusion. How can the approval of a new fossil fuel project reduce emissions?  Why replace one 

greenhouse gas emitter with another? Not only does gas production result in a high level of 

emissions, it has a greater impact on climate change than coal fired power, as shown in the relevant 

section which follows.  The need for gas for power has not been established, as the Department has 

made no attempt to compare to alternatives, such as renewables with storage, which others have 

shown to be more economically viable. 

The Department of Planning has also identified the role Narrabri gas could play in reducing 

emissions Impossible - how can the approval of a new fossil fuel project reduce emissions? as aging 

coal-fired power stations close in eastern Australia over the coming decades. Replacing one GHG 

emitter with another locks in GHG emissions for even longer. 
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Santos has set an aspiration  

How about a firm target, including that of its product – methane 

of net zero emissions by 2050, we are driving change by deploying renewables, implementing energy 

efficiency projects, investing in technologies like carbon capture and storage and investigating the 

potential for hydrogen production.  

Blue hydrogen (from gas) or green hydrogen (from renewables)? 

We are committed to a lower carbon future and taking practical measures to reduce our emissions, 

including at Narrabri where our appraisal gas is already being beneficially used for power generation 

at Wilga Park.  

Again, what about the end product? 

The economics of the Narrabri Gas Project stack up – Santos would not have already invested $1.5 

billion in the Narrabri Gas Project if they didn’t.  

Hang on.  Half of that sum was for the purchase of the project from Eastern Star Gas.  Then there 

was the clean-up costs of legacy issues from ESG, plus the upgrade of the Wilga Park power station.  

Santos has already sold 20% of the NGP to Chinese company Sony and has made several attempts to 

sell the remainder.  They’ve written off $8 billion on their investments in recent years.  Who would 

know what their rationale is?  An approved project is far easier to sell than one not yet approved 

(particularly one as contentious as this).  It would not be an unreasonable expectation that they are 

simply looking to get their money back. 

Narrabri is an economically robust investment opportunity for Santos and one that will deliver 

numerous economic benefits for the community. 

As pointed out in our submission, Santos originally promised a $150 million contribution to a 

Regional Community Benefit Fund over the life of the project.  By the time Mr Gallagher fronted the 

IPC, this had dwindled to $41 million, based on expected royalties.  Given the track record of 

resource companies actually paying royalties, Narrabri should not expect too many “economic 

benefits”. 

ACIL Allen has updated its assumptions on the Narrabri Gas Project to reflect current economic 

conditions. 

These conditions have not changed markedly since the opening of the IPC hearings on 20th July and 

submission of the additional material by Santos on 10th August.  Why were these findings not put 

before the IPC at the time of the hearings?  Was Santos hoping that these findings might avoid (or at 

least minimise) public scrutiny? 

 In short, what the new analysis has found is that the impact for the local community and New South 

Wales more broadly has strengthened. It finds more jobs would be created. It confirms the Project 

would put downward pressure on gas prices and would create increased levels of regional 

development.  
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Simply, the Narrabri Gas Project will offer large volumes of gas to the domestic market on long-term 

contracts. This will support Australian industries like manufacturing to drive the economic recovery 

out of the COVID-19 pandemic.  

A red-herring, as Santos has stated that it would take two to three years after approval to reach 

commercial gas production from NGP. 

The tightness in supply in the New South Wales gas market, where around 95 per cent of gas 

currently has to be imported from other states, has meant this has been difficult in recent years.  

Under Section 92 of the Constitution”imported from other states” is meaningless – there is no 

barrier.  The difficulty is simply that Santos signed up for more export contracts than it could supply.  

Should the people of Narrabri have to pay for Santos’ mistake? 

As our economy comes out of hibernation from the COVID-19 health crisis, every effort must be made 

to drive economic growth, investment and job creation, also mindful that such development must be 

ecologically sustainable.  

Santos submits that the Narrabri Gas Project can be developed safely and sustainably,  

By definition, mining a finite resource is not sustainable. 

without harm to people, water resources or the environment. The Project will bring jobs and business 

opportunities to regional communities in New South Wales at a critical time.  

And at what cost, socially and environmentally?  Anyone with any concern for the future simply 

cannot ignore that this is another nail in the coffin for catastrophic climate change. 

Santos submits the following submission for consideration by the Panel. 

Kevin Gallagher  

Santos Managing Director and Chief Executive Officer 
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GREENHOUSE GASES 
In the second paragraph of Section 5.2 of the “Submission to IPC following public hearing”, 

 

Santos then goes on to claim that 

 

and 

 

While comparisons to international examples may be “inherently flawed”, what are the alternatives?  
And why are they so flawed, when many of the sources of loss are the same?  While the geology 
may be different, would that make such a difference?  And what about the fugitive emissions from 
all the other points along the production, distribution and use network, such as leaks around the 
well casings, the well heads, the pipelines, valves, pumping stations, compressors, etc and at the 
point on ignition.  Photographs using methane-sensing infrared cameras show the extent to which 
all these components leak, but few are quantified. 
 
Santos has had almost 10 years in which to measure fugitive emissions from the NGP, e.g. from well 

heads and high point vents, and has presented absolutely no data relevant to the NGP. It simply 

posits “factors” developed by the gas industry and accepted by government, which is far more 

convenient than using actual data, whether or not it is from overseas.  How can it claim that “its 

assessment of fugitive emissions in the NGP is accurate” without taking a single measurement in the 

NGP? 

Otherwise, Santos falls back on the data collected by the CSIRO from 43 gas wells (a minute part of 
its infrastructure) in Queensland, but without following through to the conclusions drawn from it.  
The Department noted in its Assessment Report (P 530) that: 
 
Further, CSIRO has been undertaking a range of research programs in recent years to provide 
detailed estimates of natural and fugitive emissions from coal seam gas mining in Australia. This 
research indicates that fugitive methane emissions from gas production in Queensland are lower 
than previously thought, at less than 0.5% of coal seam gas production. This is well below the 
thresholds cited in previous studies where the benefits of coal seam gas would be negated relative to 
coal. 
 
This is deliberately misleading, as the 0.5% fugitive emissions measured were from selected gas well 

heads only, not from the whole of coal seam gas production as implied.   According to the CSIRO’s 

Factsheet of July 2019 “Fugitive emissions from unconventional gas”: 
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A recent CSIRO study on GHG emissions from a CSG-LNG company in Queensland estimated total 
GHG direct and indirect emissions (scope 1 and scope 2) of the production chain of about 5 Mt CO2-
e/year. These GHG emissions amounted to 1.4 % of CSG production (576 PJ). A further 40 Mt CO2-
e/year were generated by shipping LNG, regasification and combustion in Asia.  
 
As mentioned earlier, according to Kevin Gallagher’s Summary in Santos’ final submission,  
 
The Department of Planning has also identified the role Narrabri gas could play in reducing emissions 
as aging coal-fired power stations close in eastern Australia over the coming decades.  
 
In terms of reducing greenhouse gases, this would appear wishful thinking at best.  Theoretically, 
natural gas when combusted in a new, efficient natural gas power plant could emit up to 50 % less 
CO2 than a coal fired power plant to produce the same amount of electricity.  However, based on the 
CSIRO’s estimates quoted above, scope 1 and 2 emissions (those generated in Australia) from the 
project amount to 1.4% of production.  Given that over a 10 year period this gas is about 100 times 
more potent a greenhouse gas than CO2, this is like adding 140 % more CO2 to the 50 % already 
coming from the gas fired power plant, giving a result (in terms of global warming) almost twice as 
bad (190%) as a coal fired power plant. 
 
So, even using the CSIRO’s estimated figures, and quoting from above,  
 
the benefits of coal seam gas would be negated relative to coal. 
 
Given that the CSIRO figures were based on a selected (non-random) sample and given that overseas 
experience shows fugitive emissions much higher than the CSIRO figures, it is quite likely that 
fugitive emissions are much higher than the figures used in the calculations above, with a much 
higher global warming potential. 
 
This is without considering Scope 3 emissions, those from shipping, regasification and combustion at 
the target market which, according to the CSIRO figures quoted above, are eight times more (40 Mt 
CO2e/yr versus 5 Mt for Scope 1 and 2).  While all of the NGP gas is (supposedly) destined for the 
domestic market, this simply allows more gas to be exported, with consequences far worse.  We all 
share the global climate. 
 
In a country that needs to decrease its greenhouse gas emissions to meet its (feeble) Paris 

commitments, not increase them, the Department makes its position clear with the statement:  

 

The simple fact is that every fossil fuel project affects climate change – it is called ‘death by a 

thousand cuts’ – which is a major reason why the world is in the current precarious position.  The 

statement is a blatant attempt to downplay the negative impact of the NGP on the global climate.  

The statement is breathtakingly arrogant and ignorant, if not wilfully negligent. 
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WASTE DISPOSAL 
Santos claims in its “Submission to IPC following public hearing” that: 

 

This is totally at odds to our original submission to the IPC, wherein we stated that: 

Not one licensed facility has been nominated.  However, the Department and the EPA must know 
something of which the community and the local Shire councils are unaware.  A phone call to the 
relevant Shire councils shows that there are simply not “11 licensed solid waste disposal facilities 
within a 150 kilometre radius of the site”.  Each of the four councils within a 150 kilometre radius has 
ONE licensed disposal facility.  (The remaining facilities are transfer stations serving the other towns 
and villages in the shire).  The closest, Narrabri, has a total capacity of 20,000 tonnes, with only 
about 3500 tonnes remaining to be filled.  Moree Plains, Warrumbungle and Gunnedah Shires have 
policies in place which do not allow them to take waste from outside their local government area and 
they emphatically refuse. 
 
In its “Response to Independent Planning Commission Questions”, DPIE refers (strangely) to 

Queensland Government Policy.  Perhaps this was because it was asked to   

Provide particulars of the storage and beneficial reuse of salt waste in the Queensland gas field 

context? 

Otherwise, it would be strange for the Department to refer to the Queensland experience, as it 

made clear in response to a question put to the Community Consultative Committee that “this is 

New South Wales, not Queensland”. 

In referring to the Queensland experience, the Department notes that 

The policy identifies brine injection underground and/or disposing of salt waste to regulated waste 

facilities as suitable options. 

Brine injection has not been mentioned previously, so it can be assumed that this is just using the 

wording of the Queensland policy.  (Otherwise, Santos would have to provide far more details on 

how this might be undertaken).   

The Department goes on to note that 

Currently in Queensland, brine from the treatment of produced water is currently being stored in 

appropriately engineered storage ponds in accordance with Queensland’s regulatory requirements. 

What this boils down to is shown in the following photograph: 
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Evaporation ponds storing saline water in the Chinchilla area of Queensland 

As shown in the photograph, when one pond fills, another is simply built to take the extra salt water.  
Given that the pond liners, where used, will fail at some time, this is simply not acceptable.  As 
shown in the photograph, many ponds are not lined. 
 
The Department insists that salt waste can be disposed in “regulated waste facilities”.  If this is the 
case, Santos and the Department must nominate where the facilities are located that can take 
“hundreds of thousands of tonnes per annum”.  Given the information supplied by surrounding local 
councils, the first sentence of Santos’ statement at the top of the previous page is totally incorrect 
and misleading.   
 
Santos’ supplementary submission and the Department’s letter refer to “Salt Waste” and “Salt 
Management” respectively.  There is no mention of the 720,000 cubic metres of coal-based drill 
cuttings which would be produced over the life of the project (enough to fill 10,000 40’ shipping 
containers) and have to be disposed of along with the 840,000 tonnes of salt.  So, while some salt 
could possibly be taken up for beneficial re-use, there still remains a huge, unresolved, waste 
disposal problem. 
 
It would appear that the only option to dispose of both these waste products would be to build a 
new, purpose-built facility.  Given that this would require a separate EIS, the NGP should not be 
considered further for approval until the waste disposal problem is resolved and the appropriate 
EISs prepared and approved (of which there is no guarantee). 
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ECOLOGY 
 

According to Santos’ “Submission to IPC following public hearing”: 

 
This statement would appear taken from every developer’s handbook and which has resulted in the 

habitat decline and loss of species for which Australia has become notorious.  As pointed out in the 

specific sections which follow, simply not enough is known about these species and habitats to 

predict with any accuracy what the overall impacts shall be.  

 

11.1 Offset land availability 

 

“Like-for-like” does not account for the complexities and interrelatedness of assemblages, 

communities, ecosystems and landscapes (aerial, terrestrial and below-ground flora and fauna 

combined), both vertically and horizontally across time and space, nor the interrelatedness with 

adjacent and differing assemblages, communities and ecosystems.  Thus “like-for-like” is never the 

“whole” or “like-for-like”, and is never connected to or part of a much larger “whole”.  Research has 

not been undertaken to establish these interrelationships, across time and scale, and without this 

research it is unknown which removal or decline of a species or interrelationship may be the critical 

tipping point for system collapse.   So what is the 5,000 hectares of available suitable native 

vegetation for “offsetting identified by private landholders”?  It has been identified by landholders 

responding to tenders, but who knows if it is in any way “suitable”? 

 

11.2  Suitability of offsets 

 

An offset package, including land based offsets, supplementary measures such as research, and the 

use of the Biodiversity Conservation Fund, does not support the sustainability of the existing Pilliga 

Koala populations and their essential landscape movement and dispersal.  

 

11.4  Fragmentation 

 

Even though past disturbance in the Pilliga has occurred due to forestry and its associated practices,  

roads and trails, species and communities have been able to “hang-on”, but for many their existence 

is Threatened, Vulnerable or Endangered.  It is not known what tipping points will be reached by 

further fragmentation and disturbance.  Australia has a history, much of it very recent, of fauna and 

flora extinctions.  We know the species, but do we know the relationships and interrelationships that 

tipped them into Extinction, or what impacts their absence has on those interrelationships? 
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11.6  Approach to impact assessment/uncertain forward footprint 

 

Although the last paragraph of 11.4 Fragmentation above sets out some of the measures to be 

undertaken to limit fragmentation impact, the sentence (in 11.6) “Unlike more traditional resource 

projects, the precise location of surface infrastructure is unknown and is guided by progressive 

exploration, appraisal and development” totally contradicts such assurances.   Nowhere in this 

section or anywhere in this report is the word “function” used in relation to biodiversity.  It is 

planning for the “little bits”, the species, or the symptoms - not the source, a healthy or 

“functioning” organism, assemblage, community, ecosystem or landscape. 

 

11.8  Koala  

 

Although documentation has indicated the Koala population of the Pilliga has declined possibly due 

to drought and bushfires, the Pilliga has provided and still provides habitat for two known small 

populations.  Koala populations are not static: young males are expelled across the landscape, 

searching out breeding opportunities and palatable and healthy food sources. This results in much 

movement across the landscape, particularly along drainage lines and healthy stands of eucalypts.                    

 

Across Australia there is a concerted effort to improve and restore possible habitat for Koalas yet 

this Project is heading in the opposite direction - depleting and reducing the quality and condition of 

the habitat, the health of surface/groundwater supply and systems, resulting in decreased health of 

waterway dependent Eucalypt tree growth and critical Koala food supply.         
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INSURANCE 

 

In making this statement, Santos is being misleading at best. 

To date, the insurers who will no longer offer public liability insurance include IAG Group and its 

subsidiaries, NRMA Insurance, CGU, SGIO, SGIC, Swann Insurance, Poncho Insurance and Australia’s 

largest rural insurer, WFI.  Together, these companies underwrite over $12 billion of insurance 

annually. 

Notwithstanding, Santos makes the following statement in its ‘Submission to IPC following public 

hearing’: 

 

What Santos did not add, however, is that the statement then goes on to state that: 

... public liability insurance offered to farmers is designed and priced to cover farm risk only, and 

therefore may not cover losses associated with third party infrastructure including infrastructure and 

activities associated with natural gas production. 

On 21 July 2020, IAG Group and its subsidiaries reaffirmed that their position on the issue of public 

liability remained unchanged; that is, they will no longer provide liability cover for farms that have 

coal seam gas activities or infrastructure on their properties. 

Again, Santos forces their way of business onto those whom they affect.  Farmers normally have 

long-established relationships with their insurance agents based on a unique understanding of their 

particular business and price point.  They are now the ones forced into a situation where they have 

to investigate and source alternative insurance products.  This is just further evidence that 

agriculture and coal seam gas cannot co-exist – this is nothing more than one industry being foisted 

unwillingly upon another. 

In addition to the issue of public liability insurance, normal insurance mechanisms do not provide for 

neighbouring properties and/or downstream water users to mitigate the risk of groundwater 

drawdown or depressurisation and land, water (surface and groundwater) and/or farm product 

contamination as a result of coal seam gas operations in their locality.   

As one insurance broker noted “I am not aware of an insurance product available for the 

circumstances you describe.  In the event that you did suffer such an occurrence then I believe that 

any claim for compensation by you would be against the ‘Third Party’”.  Once again, the landholder 

bears the onus of proof.  Although a farmer might not have a well pad on their property, to prove 

that damage was caused by coal seam gas operations under or upstream of that property would be 

extremely difficult and financially crippling.  With no Land Access Conduct and Compensation 

Agreement, how exactly will Santos indemnify neighbouring landholders or downstream water users 

for losses arising from coal seam gas operations? 
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It is unconscionable that landholders would be placed in this position both now and into the future, 

essentially having the risk of CSG operations transferred to them. 

As stated in our original submission and despite repeated requests, Santos has refused to provide 

evidence of their insurance policies, including how and to what extent they have quantified the 

potential adverse liability arising from their activities in PEL238, citing “confidentiality provisions” 

which preclude them from disclosing details to any third party.   

This is precisely why farmers have sought to insure against such an eventuality, and for which there 

is no cover available.  Neither Santos, their insurance company, nor a NSW Government Bank 

Guarantee to an undisclosed amount, can provide certainty of cover for or a remedy for the inability 

to obtain insurance privately.  

In NSW, landholders’ currently do not have the right enshrined in legislation to refuse access for any 

and all activities associated with CSG exploration and production, including sub-surface activities.  At 

present, landholders’ are ultimately powerless to refuse access to a gas company.ii   

Santos and AGL, together with the NSW Farmers, Cotton Australia and the NSW Irrigators Council, 

signed an Agreed Principles of Land Access in 2014.  However, this agreement only covered drilling 

activities and not the extensive range of critical surface and sub-surface infrastructure such as 

powerlines, gas and water pipelines, quarries, borrow pits, gas processing and compressor stations, 

water treatment facilities, roads, accommodation support camps for staff, fuel storage areas, flare 

pits, ponds, fences, etc  which are essential to gas extraction and supply.  In addition, the 

“principles” contained within this document have never actually been tested and local farmers do 

not consider it worth the paper it is written on.  Farmers were told in a public meeting in Narrabri 

that “we’ll just drill under you” if you refuse to grant access.  The joint statement referred to above, 

issued on 29th June 2020, offers no more comfort.  

Things can and do go wrong.  In Queensland, the potential for contamination was highlighted to 

devastating effect by the blow-out of a CSG waste water dam near Miles in early May 2015, which 

led to huge volumes of waste water flowing onto a neighbouring property (photos courtesy of John 

Reid Carew attached).    
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In early May 2017, three spills of CSG wastewater totalling 237,000 litres were discovered from 

Santos’ infrastructure in Queensland.  These spills again underscore the risks to our land and our 

water from CSG operations.iii 
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Santos operations at its Fairfield Project in Central Queensland have been less than stellar, as shown 

in the above photographs. 

In Section 9.2.8 of the ‘Submission to IPC following public hearing’, Santos suggests that: 

 

The above examples suggest that Santos has not picked a particularly good example of Queensland 

as a State where its operations are environmentally sound.  Further examples of Santos’ 

environmental breaches in South East Asia and Australia were provided in our original submission. 

It is apparent why insurers won’t insure against the risk of soil and groundwater contamination by 

CSG activities:  it already happens and it is difficult and expensive to prove.  Hence the risk is thrown 

onto farmers.  Should the risk become a reality, farm businesses would be critically damaged and the 

livelihood of farmers and their employees potentially destroyed.  The impacts would flow onto the 

multiple supply businesses which rely upon the farmers. 

This suggests that the value of rural properties surrounding the Narrabri Gas Project could be 

rendered virtually zero, should aquifer contamination and/or depletion occur.  Recent experience, 

particularly in the Hunter Valley, suggests that posted bonds are insufficient to cover the cost of 

rehabilitation, if such a thing were even possible.  To ensure that this experience is not repeated, 

Santos should be required to post a bond equivalent to the value of properties (including 

irrigation, stock, and domestic water licences) which could be potentially affected, guaranteed 

(and indexed) for 100 years, with the proviso that it be included as a condition of approval (if 

approved) and that Santos raise the money and post the bond before further work is undertaken.   

If Santos’ operations as part of the Narrabri Gas Project are as safe and low risk as they claim, this 

should not impose a hardship on the company.  

To gain some idea of the order of magnitude of the bond, consider if groundwater were rendered 

unusable over the Project area and an area extending five kilometres north and south and 50 

kilometres to the west (the general direction of groundwater flow).  This would affect about 400,000 
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hectares and roughly about 50,000 megalitres (ML) of irrigation licences (out of a total of 86,000 ML 

of groundwater and 245,000ML of surface water licences in the Lower Namoi).  The NSW 

Government must insist that Santos post a bond equivalent to the value of this land and water.  

Assuming a conservative land value of $1,500 per hectare (including the forest land) and $3,000 per 

ML, this would suggest a bond in excess of $750 million, guaranteed for 100 years. 

For this valuation to be more accurately quantified, as it should, the extent of any possible pollution 

plume should be modelled and actual land values of the affected area should be applied, together 

with an amount to compensate for lost future earnings.  This would allow the magnitude of the 

appropriate bond to be determined.   

Santos should then see if they can find an insurer to cover the bond. 
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CHIEF SCIENTIST’S RECOMMENDATIONS  
In their Response to Independent Planning Commission Questions, the DPIE is suddenly arguing that 

the Government has ‘responded to 15 of the 16 recommendations and is currently finalising its 

response to the last recommendation’.  

To achieve this, DPIE in their wisdom have decided that: 

• Recommendations 4, 6, 15 and 16 are now not applicable  

• there is ‘limited scale’ and ‘insufficient’ CSG activity in NSW to ‘support’ or ‘justify the 
establishment’ of Recommendations 11 and 12. 
 

These DPIE reasons are at odds with the Chief Scientist’s recommendations, all of which were 

adopted by the NSW Government in November 2014 and published in the NSW Gas Plan which 

seeks to establish a safe and sustainable local gas industry in NSW. 

Now, with the possibility of a CSG industry about to be established, DPIE has taken it upon itself to 

argue that many of these recommendations are now not required. If community members had taken 

some comfort in the range of technical and regulatory matters spelt out in the recommendations, 

they now have every reason to feel betrayed. 

As for Recommendation 9:  

that government consider a robust and comprehensive policy of appropriated insurance and 

environmental risk coverage of the CSG industry to ensure financial protection short and long term,  

the DPIE state ‘all three layers will be in place for the Narrabri Gas Project’.  

This is difficult to believe, given the difficulty (impossibility) that farmers have faced in obtaining 

insurance if subject to CSG activities (see above). This ‘three layered policy to provide suitable 

safeguards for any risks associated with CSG activities’  should be drafted and presented to the 

community for scrutiny, before considering the NGP for approval. This should then be made a 

condition of approval, not something to be implemented if the project is approved.  

Regarding Recommendation 11:  

That government develop a centralised Risk Management and Prediction Tool for extractive 

industries in NSW. This would include a risk register, a database of event histories, and an archive of 

Trigger Action Response Plans’,  

DPIE suggests in its letter that ‘Given the limited scale of coal seam gas activity in NSW, the 

Department does not support the establishment of such a sophisticated tool at this stage. Instead, it 

considers projects should be assessed on their merits on a project by project basis’. (Emphasis 

added) 

The last sentence flies in the face of cumulative risk assessment.  The remainder of the response 

completely ignores the fact that cumulative risk assessment needs to consider the impact of other 

mining activity, particularly the nearby coal mines which are anything but of “limited scale”. 
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The response also completely ignores that, in fact, a “sophisticated tool” was developed by Namoi 

Catchment Management Authority in 2013, specifically to carry out such an assessment which, it 

would appear, the Department is at pains to avoid. 

There is absolutely no reference in the Department’s letter to the Namoi Cumulative Risk 

Assessment Tool (NCRAT), developed by the Namoi CMA specifically to assess the cumulative impact 

of mining scenarios on bioregional assets in the Namoi Catchment, in which the NGP lies. NCRAT has 

been designed to report the cumulative risk of any mining scenario constituting a combination of 

one of more mines including open cut mines, long wall mines and coal seam gas operations. It 

quantifies the risk of cumulative impacts across ten natural resource assets in the Catchment, 

namely:  

1. Land use  
2. Soils  
3. Carbon  
4. Surface water  
5. Groundwater  
6. Vegetation extent  
7. Vegetation type  
8. Vegetation condition (intactness)  
9. Vegetation connectivity  
10. Threatened species.  
 
NCRAT is designed to:  

1. analyse the cumulative impact of a scenario (input by the user) across a number of asset 

sensitivity surfaces  

2. call on respective risk tables that associate sensitivity and likeliness/magnitude with risk, and  

3. produce a risk report that includes maps, area statistics, single and cumulative risk diagrams, and 

statement about specific assets impacted.  

In other words, NCRAT is an ideal tool for assessing many of the cumulative risks associated with the 

NGP with respect to the natural resources of the region. It is inconceivable that the Department is 

not aware of its existence, as it was designed by Eco Logical Australia, a major contributor to the 

Santos EIS and referred to in responses to the EIS.  NCRAT is housed in the North West Local Land 

Services office as well as the office of the Independent Expert Scientific Committee. The project 

should not receive further consideration until NCRAT is deployed to assess the cumulative risks of 

the development to the natural resources of the region.  

Regarding Recommendation 15: 

That government develop a plan to manage legacy matters associated with CSG. This would need to 

cover abandoned wells, past incomplete compliance checking, and the collection of data that was not 

yet supplied as required under licences and regulations. There will also need to be a formal 

mechanism to transition existing projects to any new regulatory system 
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the Department provides the extraordinary response in its ‘Response to Independent Planning 

Commission Questions’ that this recommendation is “Not applicable”. 

The failure of gas wells and the inadequacy of the resulting clean-up have been documented around 

the world.  Attached is a self-explanatory letter from Professor Tony Ingraffea from Cornell 

University’s School of Civil and Environmental Engineering, which not only addresses this issue, but 

explains how it occurs. 

Professor Ingraffea headed the Cornell Fracture Group and has undertaken numerous research and 

development projects for both public and private institutions, including Schlumberger and the Gas 

Research Institute and can be considered a truly independent expert. His studies show that all wells 

deteriorate with time, hence for the Department to state that the Chief Scientist’s recommendation 

on “legacy matters” is Not Applicable defies all logic.  
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CONCLUSIONS 
Our original submission set out to answer a series of questions.  The conclusions from that quest are 
listed as follows. 
 

• Is there a domestic gas supply shortage?  NO 

• Will the Narrabri Gas Project drive down gas prices?  NO 

• Is it likely that the Narrabri Gas Project would become a stranded asset?  YES 

• Does Santos have a Social Licence to Operate?  NO 

• Are the Regional Community Benefit Fund and royalties what Santos promised?  NO 

• Was engagement and consultation with the community effective and were community concerns 
addressed?  NO 

• How good is Santos’ operational and environmental record?  POOR 

• Is CSG compatible with farming (as opposed to grazing)?  NO 

• Why can’t farmers get insurance if they have CSG infrastructure on their land or if their water is at 
risk of contamination from CSG activities?  BECAUSE INSURANCE COMPANIES CONSIDER IT TOO 
RISKY 

• Are the proposed Conditions of Consent adequate to protect water supplies?  NO 

• Is the Water Model sufficiently robust to have confidence in its predictions?  NO 

• Does Santos have sufficient water licences to cover the water it proposes to take?  NO 

• Is the baseline data sufficient to test adherence to the proposed performance criteria?  NO 

• Has Santos underestimated the risks to groundwater from the project resulting from 

connectivity between aquifer layers?  YES 

• Are sulphate reducing bacteria - the driller’s nemesis – likely to bring the project undone in the 
long term?  YES 

• Is well failure (and aquifer contamination) inevitable? YES 

• Does the project pose risks to the Namoi Alluvium?  The Great Artesian Basin?  YES 

• Why have the risks to the Gunnedah Oxley Basin been downplayed? BECAUSE THE IMPACTS 

ARE SO GREAT 

• In a country notorious for species extinction, why would we fragment and dissect habitat 

further when we know so little about the species affected?  BECAUSE WE DON’T CARE? 

• If Santos doesn’t have a plan by now, after nine years, to dispose of salts and coal-based drill 

cuttings, will they ever have a plan?  YES, BUT HIGHLY SUSPECT 

• If Australia is not on track to meet its feeble Paris greenhouse gas targets, why are we even 

considering another fossil fuel project?  BECAUSE WE JUST DON’T CARE 

• Why won’t Santos reveal the CO2 content of its targeted coal seams?  BECAUSE IT IS SO 

HIGH 

• Have fugitive emissions been correctly factored?  NO 

• Why were the Chief Scientist’s recommendations not implemented?  ASK THE NSW 
GOVERNMENT 

• Why has the Namoi Cumulative Risk Assessment Tool not been deployed?  BECAUSE IT MIGHT 
SHOW THAT THE PROJECT SHOULD NOT GO AHEAD? 

• Do we have a better alternative to the Narrabri Gas Project?  YES, YES, YES. 

 

In summary, is there any reason that the Narrabri Gas Project should be 

approved?  NO 
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August 19, 2020 
 
 
TO: Mr. Steven O’Donoghue, Director, Resources Assessment, NSW Department of 
Planning, Industry and Environment 
 
 
I have been asked to review a memo from Professor Peter Cook, Chair, Water 
Assessment Panel, to you dated 5 June, 2020, with respect to its content regarding 
decommissioning of CSG wells in NSW. 

 
Much of the issue discussed in this memo refers to the process of “plugging” wells as part 
of decommissioning. Unfortunately, the word “plugging” carries with it a sense of false 
assurance.  Modern plugging practice is effective (but not forever) in mitigating unwanted 
fluid flow from within the casings; however, it is ineffective, now and forever, at mitigating 
flow from outside the casings.  There are many ways in which a well might leak from 
outside the casings, and specialized techniques, not standard plugging, are required to 
detect such leak paths and attempt to stop them. It is imperative, therefore, that the first 
order of business during decommissioning is a thorough inspection to determine if a well is 
leaking to the surface or under the surface, and to determine the manner and source of 
leakage. 

 
The memo notes that: 

 

“Under current NSW legislation, once a well is plugged and abandoned 
and certified by the Regulator as being satisfactorily abandoned, the area 
is remediated and handed back to the landowner or the State. There is no 
ongoing requirement for monitoring the abandoned well. As O’Kane 
(2014c, page 5) points out 
 
 “Despite the abundance of information and research on petroleum well 
integrity (including design and cements), very little data exists about the 
longterm (100 -1000 years) durability of abandoned petroleum wells.” 
 
There is no evidence that the vast majority of plugged and abandoned oil 
and gas wells have an adverse impact on the environment.” 

 
However, the issue is not that a vast majority of plugged and abandoned wells will have 
adverse impact; the issue is that there is data (Boothroyd, Kang, Townsend-Small, Lebel, 
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Williams: see reference list) that some such wells will indeed have adverse impact, and, 
as noted by O’Kane, there is very little data on long-term durability of even “modern” wells.  
Therefore, the problem of leaking plugged and abandoned wells will never cease because 
there will be an unending addition of wells to the aging queue.  The problem of leaking 
abandoned wells is so important that the USEPA recently modified its yearly Greenhouse 
Gas Inventory to include methane emissions from such wells as a new source category 
(USEPA, 2020). 

 
Further, the fact that very little long-term durability data exists makes this assertion by the 
WEP contradictory and dubious: 

 
“The high standards required for the completion of wells, does provide 
confidence that they will be effective for many decades if not centuries.” 

 
 

I do agree, in principle, with the conclusion of the WEP, but it raises many unanswered 
questions: 

 
“In conclusion, the WEP recommends to Government that it develops policies 
and procedures to monitor and inspect abandoned CSG wells, beyond the life 
of the NGP, for the purpose of detecting leakage of methane or saline 
groundwater, and the rectification of leaking wells should that be deemed 
necessary. Furthermore, the WEP suggests government should consider the 
establishment of a legacy fund to cover the costs of rectification work that may 
be required in the future.” 

 
They leave open the questions of who/how/how long/who pays to monitor and 
inspect abandoned wells.  
 
Who is to do the monitoring and inspection? The landowner now with an unwanted 
inheritance?  Perhaps a new cadre of specially trained and equipped government 
inspectors with access to an ever-growing list of wells and reams of associated 
data to be curated “forever”?  
 
How is such monitoring and inspection to be done, both above and below ground? 
Optical gas imaging? Sniffers? Groundwater monitoring wells? Testing of private 
water wells? 
 
How long and how frequently is such monitoring and inspection to be done?  If one 
does not know now when to expect even initially perfectly plugged wells to begin to 
leak by some manner of degradation, how can one state now when the monitoring 
and inspection should cease? If monitoring and inspection ceases at some point in 
time, and wells begin to leak, who will know, and for how long will they have been 
leaking if detected?  
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Who Pays for long-term monitoring, measurement, repair? That the WEP merely 
suggests the establishment of a legacy fund to cover the costs of future monitoring, 
inspection and rectification work indicates a bit of naiveté. In the U.S. and Canada, 
there is a well-known and growing economic crisis with regards to the ducking by 
well owners of their “asset retirement obligations” (ARO’s).  It is standard practice in 
the U.S. and Canada to require that an owner obligate to the state/province a 
certain amount of money for each well for the express purpose of retirement, 
including the cost of plugging and abandonment, and repair should that be 
necessary.  It is now recognized that the amount of obligation per well has been too 
low, and some owners have been using dubious methods to circumvent the actual 
costs of retirement. Moreover, when wells that are abandoned and orphaned (they 
become wards of the state because the owner has ceased doing business) begin to 
leak, the financial obligation has been abrogated. Even if the owner has complied 
with the obligation, the cost of repair most often exceeds it. Clearly, in my opinion, 
the NSW Department of Planning Industry and Environment must research this 
issue before any decision is made with regard to the NGP, and in so doing 
conclude that a realistic legacy fund must be established from contributions from 
well owners.  

 

Thank you for your attention to my comments. 
 

 

 

 
Anthony R.  Ingraffea, Ph.D., P.E. 

Dwight C. Baum Professor of Engineering Emeritus 

Weiss Presidential Teaching Fellow 

Distinguished Member, American Society of Civil Engineers 
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