IRF21/2957
Mr Steve Barry

Planning Director
Independent Planning Commission of NSW
Via email:
Dear Mr Barry
Hume Coal Project and Berrima Rail Project (SSD 7172 & SSD 7171)
Second Referral- Request for Information
I refer to the Independent Planning Commission’s (the Commission’s) letter to the
Department of Planning, Industry and Environment (the Department) dated 14 July 2021,
concerning the assessment of the Hume Coal Project and Berrima Rail Project (the project).
The Commission has requested the Department’s further consideration of a number of
matters in relation to the project. The Commission’s questions are reproduced below (in bold
italics), along with the Department’s responses.
1.

In consideration of potential disruptions, please provide further information
regarding the existing and proposed number of additional rail movements per day,
the number of ‘at grade’ level rail crossings between the project site and the Port
Kembla terminal and how the potential impacts of train movements were
considered in the Department’s assessment.

The rail network between the site and Port Kembla is shown on Figures 1 to 3 below, and
comprises:
•
the Berrima Branch Line (including the proposed extension);
•

a short section of the Main Southern Rail Line between Berrima Junction and Moss
Vale;

•

Moss Vale to Unanderra Line; and

•

Unanderra to Port Kembla Coal Terminal.

The Berrima Branch Line has a practical operating capacity of approximately 40 train
movements per day (20 in each direction), and Hume Coal's assessment assumes that there
are currently 26 train movements per day on the line (13 in each direction). In other words,
the line is currently operating at approximately 65% of practical capacity.
Hume Coal notes that this figure is highly conservative, as current Berrima Branch Line
movements typically average 8 train movements per day (4 in each direction), mainly
associated with the Berrima Cement Works.
The project would generate up to 8 additional train movements per day on the network (4 in
each direction), which would increase total movements on the Berrima Branch Line to
approximately 34 train movements per day (17 in each direction). This cumulative total would
represent approximately 77% of the practical operating capacity on the line. Similar capacity
is available on the broader sections of the rail network to Port Kembla
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Figure 1: Rail Network – Berrima Branch Line

Figure 2: Rail Network – Moss Vale to Unanderra Line
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Figure 3: Rail Network – to Port Kembla Coal Terminal

The rail network operator, ARTC, has not raised any significant concerns in relation to the
project, noting that the project would support increased utilisation of the rail network, and that
the capacity requirements would be accommodated within its infrastructure plans.
The EIS/RTS identifies 17 level crossings between the site and Port Kembla (see above
figures), including one on Berrima Road near the Berrima Cement Works which is to be
replaced by a grade separation including an overbridge, which is being constructed by
Council.
Most of the other 16 level crossings are located on minor roads or private roads, and are
located on the Berrima Branch Line and the Moss Vale to Unanderra sections of the route.
Given the low road traffic volumes at these level crossings, no significant delays or impacts
are expected.
However, there are 5 more significant level crossings on higher trafficked roads, including the
level crossings at:
•
Suttor Road at Moss Vale;
•

Sheepwash Road at Glenquarry;

•

Illawarra Road at Robertson;

•

Meryla Street at Robertson; and

•

Fountaindale Road at Robertson.

Hume Coal’s assessment notes that most of the train movements associated with the project
would occur outside peak road use periods (ie. between 7:00 pm and 6:00 am), however it
does acknowledge that two movements would likely occur near peak hours. These include
one eastbound movement in the morning between 8:30 am and 9:00 am, and one
westbound movement in the afternoon between 2:30 pm and 3:00 pm.
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Hume Coal acknowledges that delays may occur at each of these 5 level crossings at these
times, including through traffic on the Illawarra Highway. However, it reiterates that the
additional train movements are well within the capacity of the network.
Hume Coal’s EIS and the Department's Preliminary Assessment Report note that the projectrelated rail movements would result in additional delays of up to 24 minutes per day at the
major road level crossings between Moss Vale and Robertson, with associated road safety
risks. The Department's report acknowledges that these residual risks could be adequately
managed through conditions.
Such conditions could include requirements to prepare detailed road and rail traffic
management plans in consultation with rail network operators and emergency service
providers, with provision for the undertaking of detailed level crossing safety audits, and
implementation of any recommendations of the audits.
The Department does note that management of level crossings on the public network is the
responsibility of the network operator, with level crossing upgrades administered by the Level
Crossing Strategy Council (LCSC), which comprises an interagency group of regulatory
bodies, network operators and emergency service providers. Upgrades are prioritised using
the risk-based Australian Level Crossing Assessment Model (ALCAM) assessment system.
2.

In both DPIE’s preliminary assessment report and final assessment reports, the
Department states that the predicted drawdown impacts on the aquifer would be
the most significant for any mining project that has been considered in NSW. Yet
in its submission to the Commission, the Applicant stated that the impacts on
groundwater were less than other mines taking into consideration peak annual
inflow, drawdown, and recovery. Could the Department please confirm its
groundwater concerns with reference to the Aquifer Interference Policy, the views
of the Applicant, and with particular reference to the predicted groundwater
impacts at the recently approved extension to the Tahmoor Mine?

Hume Coal’s comments that the impacts of the project on groundwater resources were
similar or less than other mines taking into consideration peak annual inflow, drawdown, and
recovery were raised during the assessment of the project, and is specifically addressed in
the Department’s Final Assessment Report (see para. 73 in the FAR).
As outlined in the Department’s assessment report, the Department maintains that it is the
number of affected landholders, the greenfield nature of the project area, the shallow nature
of the mine and the aquifers, and the practicality of making good these impacts in a manner
that is acceptable to landholders, that is the issue.
To expand, matters of peak inflows, drawdown and recovery must be taken into context of
the project location and affected receivers and receiving environment. In this regard, a
mining project with very large inflows and drawdowns, and long recovery time, may not result
in significant groundwater impacts if it is located in a region with few groundwater users or
other environmental constraints, and/or where the groundwater is not beneficially used.
On the other hand, a project with relatively small inflows and drawdown, and short recovery,
may have significant impacts where it is located in a region of highly productive water use,
many groundwater users, and/or significant environmental constraints.
As such, while the Hume Coal Project may have similar or less absolute impacts to other
contemporary mining projects in relation to inflows, drawdown and recovery, it is not of key
relevance to the Department’s consideration of the merits of this project.
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As shown, most contemporary projects determined in recent years predict zero impacts on
privately-owned bores, or where there is an impact, say in the case of the Maxwell project,
the exceedance of the 2-metre drawdown threshold is relatively small.
The only other comparable project is the Tahmoor South Project. The Department has
considered this in detail in its assessment report. As outlined in the report, there are a
number of reasons to distinguish the potential drawdown impacts and associated make good
requirements at Tahmoor South to the Hume Coal Project.
Firstly, the Tahmoor coal mine is located in an existing Mine Subsidence District, which was
created in 1975 to provide adequate protections and compensation for impacts to damage to
built infrastructure – including homes, infrastructure and groundwater bores. Some 83% of
houses in the Tahmoor area were built after the declaration of the Mine Subsidence District,
and there is a longstanding process for identifying and rectifying subsidence-related impacts
in the district.
Secondly, the Tahmoor coal mine was first approved in the 1970s, which pre-dates the
commencement of contemporary water legislation and Aquifer Interference Policy, including
the requirement for make-good. As there was no policy requirement to consider ‘aquifer
interference’ or ‘make good’, the potential impacts on groundwater bores was assessed
differently when that mine was approved.
In contrast, historical coal mining in the Berrima region was generally small scale with the
Berrima Colliery now in closure stage. There are no areas in this region that have been
declared a Mine Subsidence District, and the region is now more widely known for its rural
land uses, small-scale agriculture, scenic landscapes and tourism.
Thirdly, and importantly from an impact perspective, the two mines have different geology
and hydrogeology. The hydrogeology in the Tahmoor South area is shown on Figure 4
below.

Figure 4: Conceptual Hydrogeology – Tahmoor South
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The Tahmoor coal mine is much deeper than the proposed Hume project, with mining depths
of 370-430 metres, and its project area comprises additional geological layers in addition to
the Hawkesbury Sandstone, including a number of less permeable claystone and thick layers
of sedimentary rock, known as the Narrabeen Group, which impede groundwater flow.
In the Hume Coal project area, the Hawkesbury Sandstone and the coal seam are only
separated by a thin layer (between 0.1 to 4m) of shale. As shown on the Figures 5 and 6,
the local geology is different to the rest of the Southern Coalfield, as the Narrabeen Group
has been largely eroded out of the sequence. This creates a unique situation where the
Hawkesbury Sandstone is close, or adjacent, to the coal seam. This is a major factor in the
predicted high levels of groundwater drawdown.

Figure 5: Conceptual Geology – Hume Coal Project Area

Figure 6: Conceptual Hydrogeology – Hume Coal Project Area
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Fourthly, in relation to the predicted versus actual impacts, for Tahmoor South, the mining
company has over 30 years of experience to draw on in assessing the potential drawdown
impacts on surrounding groundwater bores and the need to 'make good'. Based on this
experience, there is now an extensive historical database demonstrating that actual impacts
have proven to be substantially less than predicted impacts.
In this regard, while the current Tahmoor groundwater model predicted that historical
operations would have affected 72 bores, only 2 bores have required make good to date.
Finally, in relation to the make good predictions at Tahmoor, based on a detailed risk
classification system developed from its previous experience, Tahmoor Coal estimates that
only 20 bores are likely to require good provisions.
Hume Coal has stated this may prove to be the case for the Hume Coal Project as well – ie.
that actual impacts will be less than predicted impacts – but unlike Tahmoor Coal it has not
provided any evidence to support this claim.
As such, and given the different hydrogeology and much shallower mining, the Department is
not able to infer any reduced likelihood of predicted impacts at the Hume Coal Project based
on the experience at Tahmoor.
As such, the Department considers that predicted impacts on up to 94 bores based on 67th
percentile predictions (or 118 bores at 90th percentile) should be considered as the likely
impacts from the Hume Coal Project.
The Department’s Water Group considers that these predictions should be seen as a
minimum.
This is a significantly higher number than the likely impacts at Tahmoor South (ie. 20 bores
likely, or up to 46 bores possible), and is also likely to cause greater impacts in the
community given the local context and greenfield nature of the proposal.
Hume Coal has noted in its representations to the Commission that the Tahmoor South
predictions are based on the 50th percentile predictions, whereas it has adopted the more
conservative 67th percentile (and 90th percentile predictions).
In his review of the Tahmoor South proposal, the Department’s independent groundwater
expert, Hugh Middlemis1, considered that the model and sensitivity analysis used for
Tahmoor South was acceptable because the model conceptualisation is ‘mature’. In this
regard, the Tahmoor model is based on more than 20 years of investigations, the model
results were consistent with the measured data from the mine, and the model displays good
calibration. As such, Mr Middlemis agreed that the Tahmoor model was likely to present an
overestimate of likely impacts.
The same conclusions cannot be made for the Hume Coal groundwater model, and as such
the consideration of more conservative percentile predictions is reasonable.
Nonetheless, if the 50th percentile predictions were adopted for the Hume Coal Project,
Hume Coal’s assessment indicates that 84 privately-owned bores would be significantly
affected. This is still considerably higher than the predictions for Tahmoor South.

1

Mr Middlemis was engaged by the Department to undertake a separate review the Tahmoor South proposal.
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3.

How were the potential air quality impacts of windblown coal dust from the project
site and the transport of product coal taken into consideration?

Potential air quality impacts of particulates and other relevant pollutants from the project site
and coal transport were considered as part of the air quality assessments for the Hume Coal
Project and the Berrima Rail Project.
As outlined in the Department’s Preliminary Assessment Report, concentrations of
particulate matter (TSP, PM10 and PM2.5), gaseous emissions (NO2 and VOCs) and dust
deposition levels are predicted to comply with applicable criteria at all sensitive receptors.
With regard to emissions from coal trains, Hume Coal’s assessment indicates that pollutant
levels at the site boundary of the Berrima Branch Line would be negligible, and well within
the applicable criteria.
The Department acknowledges that Hume Coal has proposed a number of measures to
minimise emissions associated with coal handling and transport, including covering of all coal
wagons (both full and empty wagons), using latest generation locomotives, cladding
conveyors and load out facilities, and underground emplacement of rejects.
The Department understands that concerns regarding the prevailing meteorological data
have been raised by some stakeholders during the public hearings. This issue was also
raised in the Commission’s first public hearing, and formed one of the Commission’s
recommendations (Recommendation 12).
The Department has considered this in its Final Assessment Report. In summary, the
Department and the EPA are satisfied that the meteorological data used in Hume Coal’s air
quality assessment is reasonable and conservative, and that the assessment indicates that
air quality emissions associated with the project would comply with applicable criteria.
4.

The Department indicated Hume Coal has offered to enter into a Voluntary
Planning Agreement (VPA) with the Minister. Please confirm the status of this VPA,
any information provided by Hume Coal to the Department and whether this
information was publicly exhibited.

Details of the VPA offer are provided in the Department’s Final Assessment Report. In this
regard, Hume Coal made an offer to enter into a VPA for the project in a letter to the Minister
dated 22 May 2017. The offer letter is provided in Attachment A.
The offer comprises an initial contribution of $750,000, and an ongoing contribution of 5
cents per saleable tonne of coal, which amounts to around $2.1 million over the project life.
The contributions are proposed to be managed through the establishment of a Community
Trust.
The Department notes that, contrary to usual practice, the VPA offer was made to the
Minister rather than the local council, in this case Wingecarribee Shire Council. As outlined in
the offer, this was because Council objects to the project, and informed Hume Coal early in
the assessment process that it does not wish to enter into discussions in relation to the VPA.
The Department understands that the VPA offer still stands.
The Department has not publicly exhibited the VPA offer, nor is it required to. Typically, for
mining projects, VPAs are not executed prior to a determination being made and the
Department would usually recommend a condition that the VPA be:
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•
•

entered into with the respective planning authority within a specified timeframe from the
date of commencement of the development, and in accordance with the Division 7.1 of
Part 7 of the Environmental Planning and Assessment Act 1979 (EP&A Act); and
in accordance with the Applicant’s terms of offer.

That is the notification and public exhibition of the VPA under Part 7 of the EP&A Act would
occur after determination.
Notwithstanding, as outlined above, details of the VPA offer are provided in the Department’s
assessment report, and the Department considered the offer as part of its assessment of the
project. If the Commission does determine the project by way of approval, subject to a
condition requiring the planning agreement to be entered into in accordance with the terms of
the offer (or other terms), then public notice of the planning agreement would be required
5.

The Commission heard submissions raising concerns about the impact of the
Project on the tourism, agriculture and food production industries in the region.
Was a quantitative analysis undertaken with respect to the impact of the project
on the tourism, agriculture and food production industries in the region?

The project’s impacts on other industries, including tourism and agriculture, were
quantitatively assessed as part of Hume Coal’s Economic Impact Assessment. Impacts on
agriculture were further considered as part of the Agricultural Impact Statement (AIS)
included in the EIS. Impacts on tourism were further assessed in a specialist report which
accompanied Hume Coal’s RTS. Impacts on other land uses and land users were also
considered as part of the Social Impact Assessment (SIA) in the EIS.
With regard to agriculture and food production, the AIS indicates that the gross value of
agricultural production in the Wingecarribee LGA was some $44.8 million in 2011, which
represents 0.38% of the gross value of agricultural production in NSW. The project is
predicted to result in a relatively small loss of agricultural production in the LGA, amounting
to $2 million in net present value (NPV) over the life of the project.
These losses are related to the direct lost agricultural production associated with the mine’s
surface infrastructure area and other project-related infrastructure.
The Department accepts that direct impacts to agricultural production as a result of the
surface infrastructure are relatively small. However, the project’s impacts on groundwater
supplies to agricultural land users in the groundwater affectation area could be of more
significance. While Hume Coal argues that these impacts would be offset through its make
good strategy, as outlined in the Final Assessment Report, the Department is not satisfied
that this make good strategy is practical, and that it is likely to result in significant disruption
and dispute for agricultural and other groundwater land users in the affectation area.
With regard to tourism, Hume Coal’s study, undertaken by Judith Stubbs and Associates
(JSA) as part of the RTS, estimates that there are around 1,510 jobs directly related to
tourism in the Wingecarribee LGA, with around 196 direct tourism-related jobs in the Moss
Vale and Berrima ABS statistical area. By comparison, the Hume Coal Project is predicted
to provide 300 full time equivalent jobs.
JSA’s assessment concludes that it is unlikely that the Hume Coal Project would have any
significant adverse impacts on tourism, given the proposed location of the surface
infrastructure area in relation to key tourism areas (eg. Berrima), and the existing co-location
of heavy industrial uses and tourism uses in the Berrima locality. The conclusion is backed
up by statistical analysis from other mining precincts in NSW and Australia that found no
significant relationship between coal mining operations and impacts on tourism industries.
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As outlined in the Final Assessment Report, the Department is generally satisfied that the
employment and growth associated with the project is unlikely to cause significant adverse
social impacts at the LGA level, including in terms of tourism. However, the Department
does consider that the project would result in some significant localised impacts in the vicinity
of the project area.
6.

Please elaborate on the Department’s concerns regarding the emplacement of
mine waste underground.

The Final Assessment Report notes that the Department is satisfied that the temporary
surface level reject emplacement process is reasonable, and acknowledges Hume Coal’s
commitment to underground emplacement of all coal rejects by the end of the project.
The Department has not raised significant concerns regarding the underground
emplacement of rejects. However, it does note that any issues associated with the mine
design associated with the novel pine feather mining method, which is raised as a concern in
the Department’s assessment, does have the potential to affect underground emplacement
of water and rejects.
7.

A number of issues were raised in regard to the economics of the Project, in
particular the sensitivity of the project’s Net Present Value to potential reductions
in resource recovery and the need to cost contingencies. Could the Department
comment on these matters please?

The Department’s independent economics expert, Mr Andrew Tessler from BIS Oxford
Economics (BISOE), considered a number of uncertainties associated with the inputs into the
economic analysis, including resource recovery and ‘volume risk’.
BISOE’s analysis noted that one approach to dealing with issue would be to examine the
‘financial break-even point’ at which the NPV of the revenue from coal extraction falls below
the NPV of costs. At a broader level, an ‘economic break-even point’ could examine at what
point the economic benefits (eg. royalties, some taxes) fall below costs imposed on society.
However, such analysis is based on detailed financial information on project revenues and
costs, which contains commercial-in-confidence information. Without this information, which
has not been provided by Hume Coal, it is not possible to make a direct assessment of the
financial or economic break-even points.
Nonetheless, BISOE provided what it termed a ‘rough attempt’ at an indirect assessment of
volume risk. Based on production data provided by the Division of Resources and
Geosciences (DRG) and other data, BISOE commented that the economic break-even point
for the project might be reached at 222,000 tonnes per annum. The financial break-even
point is expected to occur at volumes ‘well above this point’.
BISOE pointed out a number of risks associated with the project that may affect production
and ultimately royalties, including cost blowouts (which might be relevant if mining operations
prove more complex than anticipated), long term thermal coal prices associated with
environmental concerns, geopolitical and trade tensions, and the COVID-19 pandemic.
BISOE noted that although no production-specific sensitivity tests have been undertaken by
Hume Coal, these are not specifically required by the guidelines, and some of the pricing
sensitivity tests which are required could be seen as covering similar issues.
In this regard, the economic analysis does include sensitivity analysis using different coal
process. As outlined in the Department’s Final Assessment Report, the sensitivity analysis
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indicates that coal prices would need to reduce by 65% over the life of the project before the
net benefit go the project to NSW reduces to zero. This is considered unlikely.
The Department trusts that this information adequately addresses the Commission’s
questions. If you have any enquires in relation to this matter, please contact me on
.
Yours sincerely

22/7/2021
Stephen O’Donoghue
Director Resource Assessments
Enc: Attachment A – Voluntary Planning Agreement details
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