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Introduction 
 
Further to our presentation to the NSW Independent Planning Commission on 14th February 2022, 
we hereby offer our written submission incorporating the key points made in the 15 minute video 
address by our representative Anna Christie. We strongly oppose the Stage 3 Narrabri Underground 
Coal mine expansion. Thank you once again for the opportunity to address the IPC.  We believe its 
known high-intensity greenhouse gas emissions alone would have justified refusal of this 
expansion.  
 
The Leard Forest Research Node is a group based in Narrabri, where it was formed in 2015 to 
conduct community participatory action research concerning the impacts of coal mining and gas 
extraction in the Namoi Valley. For seven years, the group has monitored the coal mines and 
gasfield of the Namoi valley, conducting studies into air, noise, water and soil pollution, and 
biodiversity.  
 
Narrabri and the Pilliga Forest are the ancestral land of the great Gomeroi Aboriginal nation. To the 
Elders, past and present we offer our respects. Our group walks with the traditional custodians in 
their commitment to protect the Pilliga Forest from being poisoned by the impacts of coal mining, 
the groundwater being drained, the Namoi River being used as an industrial sewer for mine-
affected waste water, and the destruction of habitat and ultimate local extinction of wildlife. 
 
We commenced monitoring Narrabri Coal mine in 2017, after we became aware of drilling in the 
eastern region of the Pilliga Forest, just off Scratch Rd.  Community members were shocked to 
witness what we now know is the severe surface impact of degassing the Narrabri mine, apparently 
to a degree unique among underground coal mines in Australia. This was the process of gas 
drainage to prepare the longwalls for mining and post gas drainage of the goaf. In its EA for Stage 2 
of Narrabri Underground, the company was very open about the extremely high CO2 levels which 
made flaring of the drained gas impossible.  
 
Much attention has been given to the unacceptable greenhouse gas emissions proposed to occur 
under the Stage 3 Expansion. While there is growing awareness of the surface impacts, the 
discussion has been mainly around biodiversity mapping and threats to species, and less so on the 
other implications of the surface impacts, namely the surface water risks of drill cuttings and open 
drilling waste sumps, potential groundwater impacts, including the threat of seepage of drill 
cuttings pollutants into aquifers and subsequent possible migration of those pollutants. Every single 
one of these pads will contain unlined sumps to contain drilling waste. By the time this project is 
finished, these would number in the thousands. The threat of seepage of drill cuttings should not 
be overlooked. 
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Here is a video of the pre-drainage process being undertaken in a large clearing just off Scratch Rd, 
Pilliga, taken on 30 July, 2017. View Video HERE: 
https://youtu.be/z-TcknzIAig 
 
We suggest that you view this video before proceeding to give some indication of why there are 
such fears for any further expansion of this mine into the Pilliga Forest, or farmland. 
 
It is natural that a proponent like Whitehaven Coal  might seek to show the Commission an air-
brushed view of its operations, as evident in the video and images available on the IPC website. 
Manicured drilling pads, lacking in evidence of pollution, which more thorough inspections, and a 
more honest Assessment Report from DPIE would have provided a true picture. 
 
It is unfortunate that it is incumbent on unpaid volunteers like us to provide an accurate picture to 
the Commissioners. The reality of Whitehaven Coal’s drainage sumps is contained in the images 
included in the folder “GAS DRAINAGE SUMPS off Scratch Rd stills Nov 2017”. Unlike the images 
provided to the Commission, our pictures show a reckless disregard for environmentally safe 
practices, neglect for human safety, unlined drainage sumps (some filled with obvious 
petrochemical waste) and evidence of uncontrolled spills and fringe effects apparently spreading 
off the drill pads themselves. 
 

 
 
Pic: scene from gas drainage operation at Narrabri Mine Stage 2 (link above).  

We would like to point out, to alleviate any doubt, that the images you see were obtained without 
breaching any enclosed lands, and without trespass. When these works were being undertaken in 
the Pilliga during 2017, the operation was done on unenclosed land with no gating, no signage or 
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appropriate messaging. This only changed once Whitehaven became aware that the operations 
were being monitored, and cyclone fencing was installed and signage warning to keep out. 
 
There has been talk about drilling waste being transferred to the reject coal emplacement area 
under Stage 3. Indeed, the current Mine Operations Plan for Narrabri Mine (version 2021-2023) 
provides that drilling waste in solid and liquid form is already being disposed of in that manner but 
we have received contrary advice from mine personnel who maintain that drill cuttings are still 
buried on site in the unlined sumps, as told to us by the Mines Inspector who also stated that the 
practice was deemed acceptable to the Dept of Resources. 
 
You are being encouraged by the proponent and the DPIE to approve this primitive, polluting 
practice on a large scale of industrial proportions, in the Pilliga Forest.  
 
While we agree with many of the expert evidence supporting a rejection of the Narrabri Mine Stage 
3 Expansion on grounds of GHG impacts (of which by the proponent’s own admission less than 1% 
of Scope 1 emissions can be abated), and in particular the Advice of the Independent Expert 
Scientific Committee calling for a precautionary approach to water impacts and expressing low 
confidence in the groundwater model, we have our own specific grounds for opposing which we 
hope add to the weight of argument against the approval of this Expansion. 
 
Narrabri Mine is the largest methane emitter in the region (Source GISERA, Assoc Prof Bryce Kelly 
and team research) but CH4 comprises a relatively small proportion of GHG gases from the mine 
compared to CO2.  
 
Added to the GHG emissions from raw venting, we have a number of other objections and 
comments to make about the gas drainage process, including its biodiversity impacts, the handling 
of drilling waste, questionable disclosures about the chemical composition of this waste, the 
proposal to dispose of the drilling waste in the coal rejects dump and the potential of this drilling 
waste contaminating groundwater including the Great Artesian Basin via the Pilliga Sandstone. 
 
For reasons which we discuss below, we object to the approval of the Narrabri Stage 3 Expansion. 
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Recommendations 
 
While we object to the Stage 3 Expansion in its entirety, we urge the Commission if it is determined 
to approve this highly polluting project, to accept our following Recommendations: 
 
Key recommendations 

 
• Advice of the Independent Expert Scientific Panel to be adopted, in full and without 

exception, by the IPC 
• No commencement of Stage 3 Expansion to take place until biodiversity offsets are 

calculated, based on realistic forward prediction based on what current clering exists under 
Stage 2, rather than EA modelling, secured in perpetuity and approved by the NSW 
Biodiversity Conservation Trust 

• Whitehaven to be specifically required to conduct gas drainage through the use of 
conventional horizontal in-seam gas drainage, and the practice of surface to in-seam gas 
drainage should be prohibited henceforth. As Stage 2 conditions of approval will be retired 
upon approval of Stage 3, the practice of surface to -in-seam gas drainage would therefore 
cease altogether at the mine. 

• The NSW EPA needs to be called upon to explain both the Digby and Napperby leaks, which 
were not disclosed by the EPA in its Agency Advice, to the IESC for further analysis and 
assessment of their implications. 

• IPC should reject the proposition of “phased biodiversity impact assessment” as proposed 
(IPC Meeting 18/02/2022 Transcript p. 85) in which the mine Stage Expansion would be 
operating under Stage 2 conditions until 2031. 

• In the alternative, at the very least Southern Expansion should be split into two projects, 
longwalls 201-202-203-204 and 210 which primarily sit outside the vegetation of the Pilliga 
Forest and a second project submitted down the track once the impacts of the first project 
are assessed. 

• We reject the Recommended Conditions. Conditions of this kind, which are open-ended, 
and delay many aspects of environmental assessment and provide enormous discretion to 
the proponent and the DPIE have resulted in very serious legal problems down the track, 
where stakeholders and public seek remedy against impacts that subsequently have arisen. 
They should be fundamentally revised. 

 
 
Specific recommendations 
 

• An independent review (independent of both the proponent and DPIE, and including a 
recognised gas drainage expert experienced in underground mining) to determine whether 
underground in-seam degassing is in fact feasible as opposed to not commercially desirable 
by Whitehaven. 

• As the problems of gas drainage have coincided with widening of the longwalls, that a 
review the 400m width be undertaken and the IPC advised whether many of the risks and 
problems are better addressed by reverting the 295m width 
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• Figure 2.6 of the Project Description should be required to be revised to reflect the true 
predicted surface disturbance, which by the proponent’s own admissions is likely to exceed 
Stage 2 intensity as the gas drainage demands increase, especially further west. 

• IPC should seek a report from DPIE on how additional clearing not originally in the 
biodiversity management plan has been addressed, including how was the area of 
additional vegetation clearing accounted for, what changes have been made to the 
biodiversity offset strategy, and how (if at all) the additional clearing is reported to the 
appropriate regulator. The Commission should also establish which regulator is responsible 
to monitor this. 
Detailed chemical composition of drilling waste to be requested from the proponent and to 
be included in this assessment, not left in abeyance until some future time under a 
management plan. 

• All new gas drainage sumps to be lined (in-ground) to a standard that should be reflective of 
the potential contamination from drilling waste 

• Heightened monitoring and reporting of all controlled releases, including time-stamped 
comprehensive pictures signed by all witnesses. 

• IPC request the proponent to advise whether the known leakage from Dam “D” into EPA’s 
monitoring point P30 has been factored into the surface water assessment modelling, in 
particular the claim that <1% chance of an uncontrolled release of water from the mine/Pit 
Top Area runoff dams, and no predicted releases or overflows from the brine storage dams 

• All Trigger Action Response Plans relevant to loss of containment of mine water should be 
requested by the Commissioners for consideration. 
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Surface impacts of gas drainage – no limits on vegetation 
clearing 
 

 
Image: Sentinel-2 L2A image on 2022-02-17 

Currently, there are literally no limits to how much area Whitehaven could potentially take up with 
cleared drainage pads and associated infrastructure. Under its Stage 2 approval, under which 
Narrabri Underground currently operates, Whitehaven Coal has flexibility to clear additional tracks 
and well pads at its discretion based on operational demands, which the company clearly did. We 
reported to the Resources Regulator a large number of tracks not indicated on the Stage 2 
indicative plan, including a large number of diagonal tracks. 
 
Once again in Stage 3 Whitehaven is demanding the right to have open slather as to clearing 
additional tracks and gas drainage infrastructure, saying simply.  “The exact location of future 
surface to in-seam pre-drainage bore hole areas may change”. 
 
As we illustrated in our written submission to DPIE, the intensity of vegetation clearing so far in the 
northern half of the Stage 2 gas drainage bore fields is substantially more than what was ever 
predicted and the surface layout has changed immensely. 
 
It seems at every step of the way Whitehaven has underestimated its above ground footprint. As 
this can be predicted to occur again, we object to Figure 2.6 of the Stage 3 Project Description 
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which is unrealistic and does not faithfully reflect the surface disturbance that can be expected 
from Stage 3. 
 
We object to the practice of Surface-to-in-Seam degassing of coal seams which releases raw green 
house gases carbon, dioxide CO2 and methane CH4 , direct to the atmosphere, in a manner which 
precludes their accurate accounting in the emissions modelling for the Narrabri coal mine. We note 
that the amount of degassing of the goaf can be a function of how much pre-degassing of the coal 
seam occurs before mining starts. All this would mean is that the seam would be pre-degassed for 
longer, thus enabling horizontal degassing of the goaf. 
 
The practice of Surface-to-in-Seam degassing is an alternative to  horizontal “In-Seam” degassing, 
which entails extracting CO2 and CH4 out through the underground workings of coal seams rather 
than puncturing a large number of degassing well pads connected by access roads. Horizontal in-
seam degassing is the more conventional method in Australia. 
 
The extent of clearing is shocking. Not only is the approved well design excessive, but furthermore: 
 

• Clearing greatly exceeds that which was foreshadowed in the EA. 
• More infill wells are being constructed than were predicted. 

 
Figure. The diagram below shows the indicative location of degassing well pads as shown in the 
2015 Mod 5 Environmental Assessment (left) and a recent satellite image from 15th December 
2020 (right).  
 

 
 
 
As the right-hand image shows, the number of access roads and well pads currently constructed for 
degassing purposes far exceeds what was indicated in the Mod 5 EA only 5 years earlier 
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(highlighted in yellow circles), which was itself an extensive increase on what was indicated in the 
original 2009 Stage 2 EA. 
 
The indicative layout shown in Figs 2.2 and 2.6 is misleading. The Stage 3 Project Description shows 
the number of gas drainage wells, south of the existing main road, substantially less than the 
existing Stage 2 degassing wells and is unrealistic. This is misleading, and the proponent should be 
requested to revise the Project Description accordingly. 
 
Fig 2.2 Project Description “Approved Mine Indicative Surface Disturbance area”  
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Figure 2.6 Project General Arrangement – Indicative Surface Development Footprint 

 
 
 
We questioned whether the true disturbance area has ever been recalculated and whether the 
amount of biodiversity offsets needed has been revised. We submit that the Commission should 
seek further advice on how the additional vegetation clearing has been addressed in the 
biodiversity offset scheme of Narrabri mine, before proceeding with a decision on Stage 3. 
 
We request that the IPC call on the DPIE to explain how offset requirements will be adjusted to 
account for this unplanned loss of biodiversity.  
 
We are aware of a warning that was issued to submitters that evidence about the reputation of 
Whitehaven, or its regulatory track record are not appropriate matters to bring before the IPC. We 
object to this attempt to conceal important information. We refer to the Maules Creek Coal mine, 
where Whitehaven Coal falsified biodiversity offset mapping to gain approval by State and 
Commonwealth, delayed for ten years in satisfying Conditions of Approval, was refused by the NSW 
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Biodiversity Conservation trust to accept its offsets under a Conservation Agreement, and finally at 
the 11th hour when faced with a loss against legal challenge by South East Forest Rescue Inc, a 
conservation group, capitulated and admitted it did not have the required offsets, and now has a 
further extension of time in which it continues to clear Leard State Forest. Note to the 
Commissioners: the Planning Assessment Commission did not think to have a condition that if 
biodiversity offsets are not secured, no further clearing can take place until such time as they are. 
 
Knowing that Whitehaven falsified its biodiversity offsets for the Maules Creek mine to gain 
approval to open cut mine the Leard State Forest, we submit to the Commission that you should 
require the proponent to secure offsets equivalent to the predicted disturbance plus an amount 
equivalent to the proportion of additional vegetation clearing using what has actually occurred in 
Stage 2 as a guide. The offsets should be secured in perpetuity as a condition before any mining is 
allowed to commence.  
 
Phased progression 
 
The DPIE through Mr O’Donoghue has informed the Commissioners that (IPC meeting, 18th 
February 2022, p. 85),  
 
“Look, all our assessments are based on, you know, a phased sequence where they commence with 
[longwall] 203 and do the full extent of 203. The biodiversity assessments are based on that…. The 
recommended conditions identify a phasing of biodiversity impacts based on, you know, 
progressing down to 203 to its full extent and then going onto 204, 205 etcetera through normal 
progression. So the EIS is based on that mine progression.” 
 
In light of this, perhaps the Southern Expansion should be split into two projects, longwalls 201-
202-203-204 and 210 which primarily sit outside the vegetation of the Pilliga Forest and a second 
project submitted down the track once the impacts of the first project are assessed, not under a 
modification, but a full environmental assessment. 
 
Fringe effects 
 
We also believe that fringe effects of the surface clearing are not taken into account. These aerial 
images show that the fringe effect at each pad increases the surface area of disturbance through 
pollution and uncalled for knocking down of trees. You can see from the images below, the 
pressure from the drilling fluids being expelled from the pipe has gouged out part of the in-ground 
sump, covered nearby vegetation with drilling waste, and flattened vegetation outside the drilling 
pad. 
 
All of this is occurring with the full implicit approval of DPIE and the Resources Regulator. 
Furthermore, the EPA has done nothing to rein in this pollution. 
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DPIE’s insistence that surface to in-seam gas drainage is only 
feasible option 
 
While the DPIE appears convinced that surface to in-seam gas drainage is the only “feasible” means 
of methane and carbon dioxide gas drainage for Narrabri Underground, it became clear in reading 
the DPIE’s Assessment Report and the IAPUM Meeting Transcript that available knowledge of gas 
drainage has not been adequately presented or represented to the Commissioners. 
 
We maintain that the DPIE’s insistence that surface to in-seam gas drainage is the only option 
appears to fly in the face of other practices elsewhere.  
 
DPIE is asking you to accept that the conventional horizontal technique of gas drainage of 
underground mines called “underground to in-seam” degassing is not an option for this mine 
because it is, as we repeatedly hear, a very “gassy” coal mine and that you should accept the 
devastating surface impacts that result from its chosen method of surface-to-seam, along with the 
associated impacts like biodiversity fragmentation and loss, raw venting of greenhouse gases into 
the atmosphere,  and the problem of drill cuttings and their potential contamination of land, 
surface water and groundwater which have not been openly disclosed in the Environmental Impact 
Assessment.  
 
Putting aside the statement that Narrabri is a very “gassy” mine – a view opposed by Professor 
Galvin -  there are several points that need to be considered. 
 
Is horizontal in-seam gas drainage the “conventional” method? 
 
The Commissioners asked our representative Ms Anna Christie to provide further information 
about our assertion that horizontal in-seam gas drainage is the “conventional” method. The answer 
to that question is in Black, DJ and Aziz, NI “Gas drainage Improvement in Underground Coal 
Mines” APCBM 2008 Symposium, Brisbane, 22-24 September 2008, which states (p. 3): 
 
“The preferred method of draining gas ahead of roadway development has been through the use of 
underground to inseam (UIS) drilling”. 
 
Surface-based gas drainage is the alternative method, described (p.1) as: 
 
“An alternative method of surface based goaf drainage…” 
 
Given the above-ground footprint of the surface to in-seam degassing process, it will probably be 
the most damaging to biodiversity of all the operations proposed in the Stage 3 expansion. 
Therefore the process of underground to in-seam degassing should not be dismissed so flippantly 
as simply stating it is not feasible. 
 
In view of how serious the impacts would be, we therefore call for an independent review 
(independent of both the proponent and DPIE, and including a recognised gas drainage expert 
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experienced in underground mining) to determine whether underground in-seam degassing is in 
fact feasible as opposed to not commercially desirable by Whitehaven. 
 
We draw the Commissioners’ attention to Black, DJ and Aziz, NI (2009) “Developments in coal mine 
methane drainage and utilisation in Australia” in Proceedings of the Ninth international Mine 
Ventilation Congress, 10-13 November, pp 445-460. Pointing out that  from 1998 to 2008, there 
had been a drop in the number of operating longwall mines there had also been a substantial 
increase in production. This is reflected in the size of longwalls, which are larger and pose more 
severe gas drainage challenges as well as subsidence impacts. 
 
It appears from this and other scholarly articles, that the preference for the newer technique of 
surface-based gas drainage techniques is driven more by avoiding gas-related production delays.  
 
We contend that if coal mines are getting so large that their impacts become prohibitive, they 
should not be granted approval. This is one such case. 
 
At the time of this conference, author DJ Black endorsed deviated drilling to avoid surface impacts 
of gas drainage caused by surface goaf drainage. However, since 2009 there has been an 
opportunity to observe the impacts that deviated drilling (also known as Medium-Radius Drilling or 
MRD) have caused, particularly where it has been employed at the coal seam gas fields as alluded 
by Professor Galvin. 
 
We place water security higher than the short-term economic gain of the coal industry and its 
employees and contractors. Therefore, we view very seriously the potential groundwater impacts 
from deviated drilling in a situation where the IESC and DPIE-Water have expressed serious 
concerns. 
 
This conference paper and an article by the same authors answer the Commissioners question to us 
about the gas drainage practices at other mines. They also describe a number of method for 
capturing coal mine methane (or Ventilation Air Methane). 
 
Furthermore we note that the current goaf degassing we see along the western longwall panels 
seems to coincide with the Narrabri mine changing the width of the panels from 295m to 400m 
(refer Narrabri Mine Stage 2, Mod 5) width. 
 
We believe these wide longwalls are inherently unsafe. 
 
We believe the IAPUM, with a gas drainage expert included, should review the width and advise 
whether many of the risks and problems are better addressed by reverting the 295m width. 
 
Professor Galvin’s Arrow Energy suggestion 
 
Meanwhile, Professor Galvin suggested  that surface disturbance could be minimised by the 
application of deviated drilling techniques, referring to “fancy new drilling technique” being used by 
Arrow Energy at its Queensland coal seam gas fields. However, this needs to be thoroughly studied 
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as it could lead to more subsidence. More consideration should have been given to this before 
throwing the suggestion at the Commissioners. 
 
It is a huge failing that there was not one specialist in underground mine gas drainage on the 
IAPUM panel to advise the Commissioners. We do not believe the assessment can go ahead 
without this expert advice. 
 
The proponent itself has low aspirations for the abatement alternative to raw venting proposed. 
Scope 1 fugitive emissions seems to be an intractible problem, of which by the mine's own 
admission only <1% can be abated by any known means. 
 
O.2 Mt of the 31.41 Mt could be abated by flaring 
 
Source: DPIE Assessment Report 

 
 
Whitehaven engaged Palaris Consultants to advise and provide mitigation options, one of which is a 
technology called MST - Membrane Separation Technology. They say this can separate out 
methane from the predominantly CO2 fugitive emissions from the gas drainage. 
 
The DPIE's Assessment report States:  
 
“[367] A number of gas separation and enrichment technologies exist and are widely used in the oil 
and gas and landfill industries. None of these technologies are currently used in the Australian 
underground coal mining industry. However, Palaris identified that Membrane Separation 
Technology may be compatible with Narrabri Mine’s surface gas plant infrastructure. NCOPL has 
indicated its intention to continue to review that option.  
 
[368] In response to the Department’s concerns, NCOPL also offered to prepare, fund and 
implement a Research Program encouraging research into improving abatement of the Scope 1 
emissions by:  
• enriching methane content in gas streams to be burnt by flares (i.e. by concentrating methane in 
waste streams, probably via stripping other gases, principally oxygen and/or nitrogen);  
• flaring or power generation of gas with low methane content (<30% methane);  
• using the methane content within mine ventilation air (known as ‘VAM’) at relatively low 
methane contents (0.2% to 0.5% methane);  
• capturing carbon dioxide for beneficial re-use or sequestration; and  
• other potential abatement options that may be identified.  
 
[369] In summary, the Department acknowledges that gas separation and enrichment technologies 
are not currently used in coal mines in Australia and are extremely expensive. However, the 
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Department also considers that these technologies (or other related options) are likely to improve 
and reduce in cost over the relatively long life of the Project.  
 
[370] Given there are clear policy drivers to ‘ratchet down’ GHG emissions and reduce fugitive 
emissions over the coming decades, these emerging technologies and abatement options should 
therefore be considered for application in current and future long life underground coal mining 
operations.”  
 
Whitehaven  responded to requests from the DPIE for more information about this: 
 
“RFI 2 The Palaris reports provide some detail on Membrane Separation Technology as a potential 
option for abatement – is there information available on CAPEX/ OPEX related with this technology, 
similar to details provided on the RTO technology, even at a concept/ high level costings to provide 
a guide. As described in Palaris (2021)1, membrane separation technology could potentially be used 
to remove carbon dioxide from mine gas streams in order to improve methane composition and in-
turn allowfor additional flaring. A comprehensive study of several emissions reduction technologies 
is proposedto determine the best technical and commercially viable option for the Project. Palaris 
(pers comms, 2021) has indicated that capital expenditure (CAPEX) would beestimated at $1 million 
(M) per unit and operating expenditure (OPEX) would be 20 -30% more expensive to operate 
compared to flares. Additional costs are expected to be associated with maintenance, including 
servicing the compressor and cleaning the membranes. For comparison,and as noted in the 
Amendment Report, flaring infrastructure consisting of four mobile flares excluding the cost of the 
gas drainage units and piping has been costed at approximately $2M of CAPEX (approx. $500,000 
per unit) and an OPEX of $0.3M per annum (or $5.6M over 12 years) (NCOPL pers comms, 2021).It 
should be noted that these cost assumptions are estimates only and as noted in the Palaris 
(2021)report,additional comprehensive studies are required to determine the appropriateness and 
cost of the technology. 
 
This is speculative technology. Instead of adopting the conventional in-seam method of degassing, 
which would also enable accurate measurement of GHG emissions, Whitehaven, with the support 
of DPIE is urging you to believe that a speculative new flaring technology which can flare small 
amounts of methane is an acceptable mitigation fugitive emissions from gas drainage. They would 
have you approve Narrabri Stage 3 on condition that a management plan might be developed to 
incorporate such technology in the gas drainage process even though they say only 0.2Mt of the 
31.41 Mt of coal seam gas could be abated by flaring. 
 
The key questions is, where does the CO2 go in the event that they separate it? No solution is 
available for this problem. The residual CO2 would go  straight into the atmosphere. Even if 
implemented,  would have a minimal impact on the total GHG emissions, as they simply vent the 
CO2.  It’s a furphy to distract from the CO2 emissions. 
 
A "research programme” is nothing but a dodge to avoid actually spending real money to remove 
methane. 
 
We know from Whitehaven’s own admission ( Stage 2 EA, Part 2, p.38) that horizontal ie 
underground in-seam degassing is an option, but this is slower.  
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“While the conventional inderground in-seam pre-drainage method is proven technology, and 
would not require additional surface disturbance, the rate of drainage would be slow for the 
CO2-rich, undersaturated with high fluid pressure gas reservoir of the Hoskissons Coal Seam. 
As noted above this could potentially delay the commencement of longwall mining in the 
initial and/or future panels while gas level are reduced…” 

 
It has been made clear from Whitehaven’s other operations in the Namoi valley that Best Available 
Technology is not a priority for the company, and we can provide detailed examples to support this 
assertion. Examples include the MCCM CHHP, where the company notoriously underspent and 
refused to sound proof the CHPP, making it impossible to comply with its noise limits; also 
Whitehaven’s insistence on pressuring the DPIE and EPA for approval to landfill thousands of 
tonnes of mining tyres thus crippling investment in tyre recycling technologies in the Namoi region.  
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Residual pollution 
 
Pictures of the drilling waste have been provided. See folder “GAS DRAINAGE SUMPS off Scratch Rd 
stills Nov 2017”. 
 
The handling of drilling waste appears to be uncertain. Our information from the Mines Inspector 
to whom the unlined and polluted drainage sumps were reported in 2017 and subsequently the 
subject of further inspection in 2018, was originally that “we prefer above-ground sumps”, but 
subsequently changed to “we are satisfied with in-ground unlined sumps, as they will not allow 
migration of the contents”. In discussions with us, the Mines Inspector was satisfied that leaving 
the drilling waste in situ posed no legacy pollution issues, and covering it up after completion was a 
satisfactory handling method. 
 
However, to our knowledge no chemical composition assessment was ever done to establish the 
residue of drilling fluids and BTEX chemicals that might remain in the residue, which surely must 
inform decisions about the handling of this waste. Drill cuttings of this kind could pose a risk to 
groundwater if the earth tanks are not impervious to leakage. The Stage 3 EA sidesteps this issue by 
proposing to dispose of drill waste at the coal rejects emplacement area, but provides no indication 
about how this laborious process would be achieved. In particular the moving of liquid waste of this 
nature seems implausible. The Commission should seek more particulars about how this would be 
undertaken, and whether it is feasible to be digging out solid and liquid drilling waste from the in-
ground sumps and transporting it to the rejects emplacement area. 
 
The new, current Mining Operations Plan, provides for the transfer of drilling waste from the sumps 
to the coal rejects emplacement area in solid and liquid form.  
 

Pollution pathways concerns 
 
The core studies of the LFRN group have been to progressively study the impacts of coal mines and 
gas fields in the Narrabri area through the lens of pollution pathways. In other words, by what 
pathways – air or water – are contaminants from fossil fuel extractive industries being spread 
through the Namoi Valley to pose currently unmonitored or future legacy pollution problems. 
 
Accordingly, the pollution pathways from the Narrabri mine have been a close concern.  
 
Surface water drainage to Namoi River via Kurrajong Creek 
 
According the Groundwater Assessment, Narrabri Mine is colocated with the Southern Recharge 
Groundwater Source:  
 

“As shown in Figure 2.3, the eastern boundary of the Southern Recharge Groundwater Source 
area (within the WSP for the NSW GAB Groundwater Sources 2020) runs from north to south 
through the centre of ML 1609 and MLAs 1 and 2. The WSP for the area covers all water 
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contained in the Cretaceous and Jurassic age sandstone aquifers of the GAB in the area 
(Department of Water and Energy [DWE], 2009a). This plan requires that water be allocated 
for the fundamental health of a water sources and its dependent ecosystems as a priority.”  

 
The most likely cause loss of containment of mine water would be via one of the sediment dams, 
draining towards Kurrajong Creek, noted by the IESC when it states why information about the 
chemical composition of the mine water is important to monitor, “especially as there may be 
uncontrolled releases from sediment dams into Kurrajong Creek.”  
 
The IESC also stated:  

“4. Although the documentation states that there is a current groundwater quality 
monitoring program, (which includes monthly monitoring of pH and EC, and annual 
monitoring of major ions, alkalinity, total P and some metals), no data (apart from salinity) 
are included in the EIS. Additional information on the aquifers monitored and the frequency 
of monitoring is required, as well as actual data for a wider range of parameters, including the 
soluble metals identified in the geochemical assessment (antimony, arsenic, cobalt, 
molybdenum, selenium).” 

 
As far as the controlled releases of mine water to the Namoi River, our contention which is strongly 
consistent with the IESC, is that heightened monitoring of controlled releases is needed. 
 
The Surface Water Assessment states that there is 50% chance that 144 ML would be controlled 
released into the Namoi River, but we think that is not sufficient information. What are the chances 
that there could be outlying risks far outside the 144 ML?  
 
Will the IPC seek this further information prior to decision making? 
 
Anecdotal reports from fishermen that “black water” has been seen pooling in the vicinity of 
Whitehaven’s pump-house are not confirmed, but they are corroborated by employee reports that 
activities at the pump house are not properly reported to the EPA. Scrutiny of pump-house 
activities needs to be ensured by conditions that call for rigorous record-keeping, including date-
stamped photos of the process. This should also be applied to all sampling and monitoring 
activities. There is too much risk, and too much doubt, around controlled releases to continue with 
the present self-regulation regime. 
 
The controlled discharges to the Namoi River area case in point. IESC states (comment 20) “it is 
unclear how mine-affected water will be treated (filtered?) prior to release”. In response, the 
proponent states that that it only releases “filtered” water or raffinate, but anecdotal reports of 
black water in the area of Whitehaven’s discharge pipe have led to concerns. We suggest that all 
discharges be photographed, geotagged and time-stamped for verification. 
 
Possible seepage of drill cuttings residues and other mine waste water into 
groundwater  
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While overflows from the sediment dams are regarded as the most likely source of surface water 
pollution, the potential of pollutants from the massive gas drainage surface infrastructure is a 
serious concern that has not been given the requisite attention in the EA. 
 
Seepage into groundwater from the gas drainage operations has not been specifically discussed in 
the EIS, and there are serious shortcomings in the assumptions used in the Groundwater 
Assessment. For example, it does not appear properly recognised that the soil in the area is 86% 
sand. 
 
Currently, the Gas Drainage operation appears on the EPL 12789 as a mere notation under EPA 
monitoring site 23, with literally no reporting requirements. Incredibly, there is no requirement to 
report on the chemical composition of the waste, the transporting of the waste (which is discussed 
in the current Mining Operations Plan but does not appear to have any conditions attached to the 
practice, if indeed it is occurring at all in practice). 
 
The potential of drilling wastes to enter groundwater through subsidence cracks or just seepage 
have not been addressed. 
 
Question 6 to the IEAC asked: “To what extent can decision makers have confidence in the 
predictions of potential impacts on surface water resources provided in the EIS, including in regard 
to subsidence impacts on  surface water features, hydrology and water quality, discharges of 
treated water to the  Namoi River and discharges from sediment dams from the mine infrastructure 
area? 
 
The IESC’s response,  
 

“18. There is a low level of confidence in predictions of potential impacts to surface water 
resources, especially undermined tributaries of Tulla Mullen and Kurrajong creeks, as no 
explicit account has been given to subsidence and mining-induced fracturing.  
 

a. The proposed operations at the site will likely result in substantial cracking and 
subsidence above all goafs including to the surface (Paragraph 3c). As far as the IESC can 
discern, the likely impacts of subsidence and cracking have not been adequately 
outlined in the surface water assessment of the site. ..” 

 
We believe that this applies also to the potential of stored drill cuttings in liquid or slurry form to 
contaminate groundwater. As a result we agree with what the IESC states in 18. Above but extend 
this to potential impacts on groundwater. 
 
As an excuse for not assessing for and maintaining records of known contaminants, Whitehaven 
says they don’t assess them because the NSW Aquifer Interference Policy groundwater doesn’t 
require it.  If true it is evidence that the Aquifer Interference Policy is not informed by science nor is 
not fit for purpose to facilitate the assessment of mine impacts. The Aquifer Interference Policy 
should therefore be overriden, by strict and prescriptive conditions that not only widen the range 
of parameters tested but provide strict limits and reporting requirements.  
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The lack of knowledge of the chemical composition of drilling waste also makes a mockery of the 
testimony of Dr Peter Hancock whose opinion is relied on by Whitehaven to substantiate their 
claim that re-injection of brine would be “very unlikely” to impact on stygofauna communities. If he 
has no knowledge of the chemical composition of either the brine nor the receiving environment, 
why should Dr Hancock’s speculation override the research published by a noted GDE expert Dr 
Peter Serov whose detailed report on GDE’s in the Pilliga is  published in full in the submission of 
the Friends of the Pilliga Group to the Stage 3 Expansion assessment. 
 
Taken together, the IESC’s advice suggests serious gaps in knowledge that is pertinent to the 
potential impacts of the handling of the drilling waste, and the potential Stage 3 to entrench the 
problem over a longer time-frame. 
 
Conditions must specify transparent reporting on all Chemicals of Potential Concern, and full 
communication of the chemical composition with groundwater users and authorities. These 
requirements should not be left to management plans.  
 
The progress of Management Plans, specifically here the water Management Plan, has been 
excruciatingly slow, as at the other Whitehaven mine Maules Creek. We have a systemic problem 
here, that the Commissioners need to understand before making their decision on Stage 3. 
 
As at the time of writing, the version of the Narrabri Mine Water Management Plan is dated 
6/3/2013. However, the version in use throughout the Stage 3 Expansion assessment is dated 2017. 
We have attempted to enquire of DPIE why this discrepancy, and what are the consequences of 
having such outdated Management Plans on the mine’s website. We have not received a response. 
This shows how lacking in transparency the Management Plans are, and how unaccountable the 
proponent and the DPIE are to ensure adequate access to current Management Plans. 
 

 
https://whitehavencoal.com.au/Documentations/Narrabri%20Mine/Environmental%20Manageme
nt,%20Monitoring%20&%20Compliance/Environmental%20Management%20Plans,%20Strategies%
20and%20Programs/NAR-MP-Water%20Management%20Plan.pdf 
(Accessed 24 February 2022) 
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IESC stated:  
 

“20. It is unclear how the mine-affected water will be treated (filtered?) prior to release. 
…additional monitoring data on other parameters (e.g. soluble metals identified in the 
geochemical assessment (antimony, arsenic, cobalt, molybdenum, selenium)) should be 
obtained, especially as there may be uncontrolled releases from sediment dams into 
Kurrajong Creek.” 

 
The parameters recommended by the IESC for  controlled release of mine water and the testing of 
the receiving waters should be applied in full. 
 
The potential migration of chemical contaminants from surface storage of drill cuttings in the 86% 
sand or handling spills is a matter that should be addressed preventively as advised in IESC 
recommendations.  
 
Groundwater monitoring at Narrabri Underground mine has revealed leaking in the vicinity of the 
brine storage ponds leading to the enacting of Condition U2, a Groundwater Characterisation and 
Leak Detection pollution study report. Due to groundwater leakage at P30 monitoring point (close 
to the raw water storage “D”), it was subsequently replaced by EPA point otherwise referred to as 
P58. Which is believed to be closer to Brine storage “C”. This episode points to underground 
connectivity not previously disclosed. The IESC is to be supported when it calls for more 
information about underground connectivity and should not be ignored as the Proponent and DPIE 
largely encourage you to do. 
 
An obvious vulnerability exists if drill cuttings and fluids are left to drain in unlined sumps. Will the 
IPC insist on conditions that all sumps are lined to avoid draining into the Pilliga Sandstone? And 
what standard of lining will be required? One thing is for sure, more information is needed. We 
would like to see the most up-to-date scientific research being used as a guide to the conditions.  
 
The IESC in its Stage 3 Project Advice (p.4) pointed out inconsistencies between predictions about 
subsidence and conservative assumptions regarding the increases in hydraulic connectivity, and 
that “Site specific data should be used to justify the parameter functions”, calling for “more 
extensive regional monitoring of the Purelwaugh, Napperby and Digby formations”. 
 
This point made by the IESC affirms the points we have made above concerning the 
decommssioning of the Tullamullen bore, the known leakage into the Digby Aquitard and the 
concealment of this information from the IESC and the Commsisioners. 
 
Chemical composition of the drilling waste slurry 
 
Regarding the management of drilling waste, until now the gas drainage system has been permitted 
to continue for years, with no previous disclosure of the chemical composition of the drilling waste, 
certainly at least not by the NSW EPA which astonishingly has imposed no conditions at all in the 
mine’s Environmental Protection Licence (EPL 12789) to report on the chemical composition of the 
drilling waste which is produced in the form of a slurry. This is clear from a reading of EPL 12789. 
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No analysis of the potential seepage into groundwater or the potential implication to water users 
or GDE’s is required, and there is no assessment of the potential legacy pollution impacts let alone 
provision for long-term rehabilitation.  
 
As explained by the Mines Inspector (discussions with LFRN 2017-2018) this waste is stored in 
unlined earth tanks and  once evaporated or drained, just covered over. 
 
Confidence of the regulator in the impermeability of the earth tanks is contradicted by the  Land 
Contamination Assessment, Appendix M, p.3, which describes the soil profile as 86% sandstone on 
average with only 5% of finer grained sediments including mudstone, claystone and siltstone. Earth 
tanks for the containment of hazardous and liquid waste and sludge are typically lined in thick clay, 
not so here. Therefore we had concerns about the unsuitability of this soil for the containment of 
drill cuttings, produced water and returned drilling fluids being deposited in Pilliga Sandstone which 
is described in the Groundwater Assessment (Appendix 24) as “highly porous and permeable” and 
“producing high yields of good quality groundwater (citing Radke,2000). 
 
Our concerns were due in part due to the lack of high quality evidence about the chemical 
composition of the wastes concerned, on the one hand, and uncertainty about aquifer 
interconnectivity.  
 
The IESC expressed doubts about the confidence in regional-scale geological mapping and hydraulic 
parameterisation near the Namoi River and recommended ground-truthing to provide confidence 
in the lithological boundary between alluvium and porous rock aquifers.   
 
The IESC also expressed a low level of confidence in predictions of potential impacts to surface 
water resources. We strongly support this advice, along with all of the IESC’s recommendations, 
most of which have been dismissed by the proponent and irresponsibly ignored by DPIE in the 
Assessment Report.  As the Commission heard earlier, there have been recent GIPA disclosures 
from the NSW EPA concerning leakage of contamination from the underground mine at Santos’ 
groundwater monitoring bore [TULPRD]. As a result of the EPA’s information itself it is now evident 
that the underground mine, operating in the Hoskisson’s Seam, is somehow influencing levels of 
electrical conductivity in the Digby seam above.  
 
The activities we observed in eastern Pilliga Forest are crude. Unlined earth tanks were a key 
concern. The chemical composition of the drilling waste sample  is another matter we draw to the 
Commission’s attention. This is revelant even if Whitehaven proposes to transfer the drilling waste 
to the coal rejects emplacement area, as to our knowledge no indication has been given as to 
whether this waste will be transferred from the sumps as a solid (having been allowed to drain into 
the sand, or evaporate) or a liquid. 
 
While the safety of the unlined earth tanks is questionable,  we also have concerns about the 
proposal to somehow transfer the drilling waste to the coal rejects pile. 
 
Paragraph 9.5 of the Environmental Geochemistry Assessment refers to “Exploration Drill Hole 
Waste Material”, using two “selected” solid waste samples, in other words selected from a range of 
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samples. We are disturbed to note that this chemical composition analysis does not attempt to 
analyse the waste to identify the presence of substances known to occur in drilling fluid waste. 
 
Why did the EPA not note in its Agency Advice that the Geochemistry Assessment samples are not 
derived from the produced slurry? 
 
 
We obtained one sample of the drilling waste slurry which 
was analysed at ALS Laboratories. The slurry was provided to 
us by someone with lawful access. We wanted to compare 
our results with the chemical profile provided in Appendix N 
for what purports to be the drilling waste. We wish to bring to 
the attention of the Commission that what has been tested in 
the Geochemistry Assessment, that purports to be drilling 
waste. However, it is clear that what is analysed in the 
Geochemistry Assessment is not the same as the substance 
you saw being pumped into holding ponds and waste sumps 
from the drainage process.  
 
The selected samples are solid, measured in mg/kg whereas 
our sample is a liquid slurry measured in mg/L. Whitehaven’s 
disclosed sample for the purposes of the Stage 3 assessment 
is said to have come from a depth of 270m. In contrast, our 
sample is the produced slurry itself.  
 

Pic: Coal slurry from Narrabri  mine gas drainage sump  

 
The EPA advice to Stage 3 clearly recognises that drilling waste contains drilling fluids, stating: 
“Drilling waste accepted from other sources may carry contaminants that are not present in the 
drilling products used by site drilling contractors, or in the geology that site drilling activities 
intersect.” This statement is confusing. What is the “drilling waste accepted from other sources?”  
 
Of particular concern is the gratuitous advice provided by the EPA, not called for by the Stage 3 
Expansion which does not propose receiving drilling waste from other offsite operations 
unconnected with Narrabri Mine. 
 
– Is this a reference to discussions the EPA has had concerning the disposal of Santos’ coal seam gas 
drilling waste at the Narrabri Mine? The EPA should be requested to clarify why it is talking about 
drilling waste from offsite. 
 
The EPA goes on to recommend that drilling waste “that is received from offsite complies with the 
specifications defined within The treated drilling mud order 2014”, a reference to the Resource 
Recovery Order under clause 93 of the Protection of the Environment Operations (Waste) 
Regulation 2014. The Resource Recovery Order recognises that drilling mud typically has attributes 
which have not been tested for in the Stage 3 Geochemical Assessment, including Polycyclic 
Aromatic Hydrocarbons, benzopyrene, and hydrocarbons. In its 8 Dec 2020 agency advice, the EPA 
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advises that the “drilling mud” should be characterised periodically as the work progresses. We 
don’t agree. The EPA should have discharged its responsibility in providing advice, by at the very 
least examining the Geochemistry Assessment and providing some guidance on what should be 
tested for, and where samples should be taken from. 
 
We believe the Environmental Geochemistry Assessment is deficient in its characterisation of the 
drilling waste.   
 
Why wouldn’t the proponent simply sample the slurry, or at the very least the dried out residue of 
the slurry? 
 
Two questions arise: 

• Solid waste samples from 270m depth are used to characterise the drilling waste. When it is 
well-known that drilling fluids are used, how representative are those samples of the 
returned drilling waste? 

• Assuming that a procedure is devised to transfer the drill cuttings to the reject 
emplacement area, is it anticipated that the slurry will be allowed to dewater via drainage 
into the ground, or via evaporation? 

 
We do not believe that decisions like this about the management of drill cuttings should be 
relegated to administrative decisions  with poor transparency and. Such has been the experience 
where drill cuttings are concerned from the Narrabri Gas Project, where there remains intense 
secrecy around the chemical composition of the drill cuttings. There, the NSW EPA has now 
approved changes to Santos’ EPL licence 20350 to bury drill cuttings in Pilliga Forest in situ even 
though there is no approved management plan to do so, and the chemical composition has not 
been disclosed.  
 
The EPA has withheld vital information from the assessment process concerning underground 
connectivity and exposure of aquifers to mine contamination, now we note that the regulator also 
has not adequately examined the chemical composition of drilling waste put forward by the 
proponent.In so doing, the EPA has neglected its responsibility and not provided full and frank 
advice to the assessment process. 
 
We note the statement in Stage 3 Surface Water Assessment the proponent claims there is “less 
than 1% chance of an uncontrolled release of water from the mine/Pit Top Area runoff dams and 
no predicted releases or overflows from the brine storage dams”.  
 
“On the basis of the water balance modelling, the Project site water management system is unlikely 
to result in adverse impacts to the receiving water quality due to uncontrolled releases of water 
during the Project, as there is a less than a 1% chance of an uncontrolled release of water from the 
mine/Pit Top Area runoff dams, and no predicted releases or overflows from the brine storage 
dams.” (Surface Water Assessment by WRM EIS 25. Appendix C, page 93) However, this does not 
take into account the likelihood of loss of containment, not through an overflow but through 
seepage from torn or degraded dam liners. 
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Napperby Formation – leakage from Dam “D” 
 
It is crucially important that the Commissioners seek specific confirmation that the modelling which 
produced this prediction has taken into account the known leakage from Dam “D”. We doubt that it 
has, as the EPA Agency Advice failed to disclose the leak’s existence or its characterisation. 
 
The Commissioners should consider the fact that the mine’s current Environmental Protection 
Licence EPL 12789 was amended by the addition of the requirement to submit a Ground Water 
Characterisation and Leak Detection pollution study and reduction program, when P30 began 
showing signs of affectation believed to be from Dam “D” which is Raw water.  
 
The EPA in its agency advice has not disclosed this relevant information to the Commissioners. This, 
we regard as a serious lapse.  Under the terms of the EPL licence changes, monitoring point P30 
was decommissioned and a new one replaced “approximately 100 – 200m away”. The reasoning 
behind this is not clear. The replacement of a monitoring bore due to its detecting leakage from 
Dam “D”. 
 
Figure: location of P30 

 

 
 
All the groundwater monitoring points currently defined in the EPA licence are not shown on this 
map however. The document referred to in the licence (titled “EPL 12789 Technical advice for 
Hydrology”) is not publicly available. 
 
As the Narrabri Mine Water Management Plan showed, P30 is monitoring the Napperby Formation. 
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Why has this relevant information been withheld from the Independent Planning Commission? 
 
Confusingly, the new condition to EPL 12789, Condition M2.6, requires the monitoring to be 
reported not to the EPA itself, but the DPIE in an Annual Review. The Pollution Study Reports 
required by condition U2 (Groundwater Characterisation and Leak Detection) of Narrabri Coal’s 
Environment Protection Licence (No. 12789) are required annually at the same time as its Annual 
Return. This condition was added to the licence on the 14 December 2020. The site’s Annual Return 
is due on 21 April each year. 
 
“M2.6 Note: Groundwater monitoring has not been formally included in the licence. However, the 
licensee is required to undertake groundwater monitoring in accordance with the Department of 
Planning and Environment approved ‘Stage 2 Water Management Plan’ required under Schedule 4, 
condition 18 of the Project Approval (08_0144) for the Stage 2 project. The results of this 
monitoring are required to be reported in the Annual Review.” 
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It is clear from this jumbled scheme of monitoring that significant inconsistencies exist in 
groundwater monitoring at Narrabri Underground mine. As the IESC recommended,  
 
Also, there is absence of transparency about the Trigger Action Response Plan. We concur with the 
IESC, in saying: “No Trigger Action Response Plan (TARP) for the existing mine was provided. 
Clarification is required as to whether baseline values for water quality (physico-chemical 
parameters and contaminants) have been established for the existing mine which gained approval 
in 2011.”  

Leakage from Narrabri mine into Digby Formation 
 
There really needs to be some very serious scrutiny of the way in which details of the aberrations in 
Digby Formation have been concealed from the IPC, the IESC and the Stage 3 Expansion 
assessment. This is known from documents disclosed by the EPA under Government Information 
Public Access revealing leakage from the Narrabri mine into Digby, which is a formation overlying 
the Hoskissons Seam. How and why is this leakage occurring is critical knowledge at this stage. 
 
A monitoring bore used to measure regional groundwater baseline conditions under the Narrabri 
Gas Project reporting requirements happens to be on the Whitehaven Stage 3 expansion footprint. 
The EPA found was being influenced by leakage from the current Stage 2 operating mine. Not only 
has the EPA authorised the decommissioning of this monitoring, but is actually withholding this 
information from the IPC which we view as an egregious failure. 
 
Screenshots from the Santos Water Monitoring Portal show the Digby Formation at a pH of 13 prior 
to 2016, then a dramatic change occurred with the pH falling to 6.5 with other anomalies occurring 
in the chemistry particularly in regards to EC and TDS, Arsenic, Chloride, and Strontium. 
 
Santos NGP EIS Chapter 11 (screenshot below) documents that pH in the Digby Aquitard should be 
high 9-10, its reading now at 6.7 and has been at a similar pH for some time (see pdf with extracted 
Tullamullen data) 
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Figures courtesy of Santos Water Monitoring Portal for Narrabri  Gas Project 

 
 
 
This information held by Santos, the EPA and presumably other regulators like NRAR and DPIE is in 
contrast with the Narrabri mine’s current approach to Digby Formation, which is to “assume” 
salinity is “similar” to the overlying Napperby Formation, and providing no data as to the pH or 
Total Dissolved Solids in Digby Formation. As Table 7-2 of the Narrabri Mine Site Water 
Management Plan states ( note: 2013 version is the only one available on the Whitehaven Coal 
website, despite repeated calls to the DPIE to look into this), all references to Digby are “N/A”. 
 
The migration of contaminants from Narrabri mine is a real concern, both to surface waters and 
groundwater. There is a very considerable gap in understanding here. 
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Table 7-2 of the Narrabri  Mine Site Water Management Plan, as available on Whitehaven 
Coal website. 

 

 
Knowing that there are problems at Tullamullen bore, knowing how significant this could be to the 
assessment of Narrabri mine expansion if not Narrabri Gas Project, instead of providing more site 
specific data, the EPA has actually authorised the removal of monitoring points such as the removal 
of Santos’ Tullamullen monitoring bore. 
 
Tullamullen EPL Monitoring Points 22 & 23 (also referred to as TULPRDGY 01 and 02) (which also, 
we understand measured the Purlewaugh Formation) reveal cumulative impact from the Narrabri 
Underground that needs to be assessed for. 
 
Digby is an important aquitard, it separates the Pilliga Sandstone from the formations below. If 
Digby is being breached and the EPA believes it is being cuased b y Narrabri mine, this information 
should have been disclosed. 
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Location of the Tullamullen WMB removed by permission of EPA 
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Under the Protection of the Environment Operations Act 1997 a section 45 Checklist – “Matters to 
be Taken into Consideration in Licensing Functions” provided reasons why the EPA authorised the 
removal of the Tullamullen bore and a host of other WMBs: 
 
 “On 03 April 2020, Santos applied for a variation to remove regional groundwater monitoring 
bores at Nyora and Tullamullen. These regional groundwater monitoring bores monitor ambient (or 
background) conditions near the Narrabri Gas Field project area.  
• A comprehensive baseline suite from these monitoring bores has been recorded, completing their 
original monitoring objective.  
• These monitoring bores have since been found to be susceptible to influences from underground 
mining and irrigation abstraction occurring in their immediate vicinity” [Emphasis added] 
… 
“Monitoring points at Tullamullen are not within the Petroleum Exploration Licence or Environment 
Protection Licence’s boundary or owned by the licensee. They were initially included on the licence 
to capture some baseline data for the Digby Formation and have fulfilled that purpose. The bores 
were originally constructed to monitor potential impacts from the Narrabri Underground coal mine 
and are about 10km from the nearest current Narrabri Gas Project infrastructure. Observed 
changes at these points are not likely due to the Narrabri Gas Project. As part of the development 
consent, several bores monitoring key interburden stratigraphy such as the Digby Formation are 
required be installed within the project boundary, and proximal to the Lower Namoi Alluvium.” 
[Emphasis added] 
 
The failure to disclose this information to the Commission, and the IESC, must be immediately 
remedied and a full report provided and the opportunity of othr submitters with knowledge of 
groundwater to comment. The proponent should be called upon to advise: 
 

• Did Whitehaven Coal know about the leakage to Digby Formation? 
• Is Whitehaven Coal aware that the leakage has been attributed by the EPA to the operations 

at Narrabri Mine? 
• If yes to the above, was this information provided to AGE Consultants for use in modelling? 
• Also, why is it not specifically referred to in the Groundwater Assessment? 

 

Comments on IESC and Agency Advices 
 

IESC 

 
The IESC has proposed reasonable precautionary measures that should be adopted in full. They 
have not been refuted by any reputable source. Even DPIE-Water has expressed low confidence in 
the modelling submitted by Whitehaven, with the difference being that DPIE-Water seems content 
to defer a better understanding of the impacts until they have occurred rather than a precautionary 
approach. 
 
The referral of Stage 3 to a Public Hearing extinguishes of merit appeal rights and thus calls upon 
the IPC to weigh up the credibility of the parties putting forward information. Will you accept the 
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precautionary approach of the IESC or will you accept the rebuttal – or even ignoring of the IESC by 
the proponent? 
 
The IESC has provided you with advice on water related impacts, which have been rejected almost 
entirely by the proponent and its advisers. Weighing up the advice of the IESC, with the opinion of 
Whitehaven Coal and its advisers in the Responses to the IESC advice, please remember that 
Whitehaven has recently been successfully prosecuted by NRAR for surface water theft and by its 
own admission greatly miscalculated its own water needs  in its EIS. 
 
So when the proponent admits that Stage 3 will, not may, cause “rapid depressurisation” yet 
objects to the IESC’s call for bi-annual recalibrations of the water model, we urge you to follow the 
advice of the independent scientists. The idea that recalibration should be shunted to a 2-year with 
5 year review time-frame under these circumstances with the prospect that groundwater 
devastation of 2-10 m drawdown could begin rapidly, not only is NOT Adaptive Management in 
action, but means the reporting is not in synch with the proposed impacts. 
 
However, Mr David Kitto’s statement at the Narrabri Gas Project Public hearing revealed a flawed 
misunderstanding of adaptive management. Mr Kitto stated that if Santos’s groundwater modelling 
predictions were wrong and drawdown exceeded modelling, Adaptive Management would call for 
the bore user to “dig a deeper hole”. We submit to the Commissioners that this interpretation of 
Adaptive management, expressed by Mr Kitto and representing the interpretation of the DPIE in 
applying the so-called principle, is blatantly incorrect. It is not adaptive management to “dig a 
deeper hole” 
 
Whether this was a wilful misrepresentation of how Adaptive Management works, or whether the 
DPIE truly misunderstands Adaptive Management to such a degree, it is an indictment that those 
recommending that you approve Narrabri Stage 3 that they do not understand the intended 
working of Adaptive Management which is to establish a scheme of timely monitoring and 
reporting that prevents the irremediable or catastrophic impact from occurring. 
 
On the subject of whether you should accept the DPIE’s advice and recommended conditions, 
another point I would like to make is that the confidence in advice of the Departments’ Resources 
Assessment division has been severely dented since the responsible officers, who are also 
responsible for recommending that you approve Narrabri Coal Stage 3, in 2019 allowed an illegal 
water pipeline to be built by another mine operated by Whitehaven Coal against strong public 
opposition that it was illegal, contrary to the Mining SEPP and contrary to the Maules creek mine’s 
own consent conditions. Finally capitulating and admitting its error, this capitulation nonetheless 
occurred after the pipeline network had been illegally constructed and rapid approval modifications 
were orchestrated retrospectively. 
 
This is not the orderly planning system that the Environmental Planning and Assessment Act calls 
for.  
 
We are aware that the DPIE has instructed submitters not to attempt to raise matters of the 
proponents prior track record or reputation with you. We think that attempt to muzzle us, and 
deprive you of important information to weigh up your assessment of the evidence is neither based 
in law nor in the interests of the planning system nor in the public interest. 
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How can you ignore the advice of the IESC in favour of the arguments of a well-known prosecuted 
corporate water thief company that was in breach of its own Water Management Plan for years? 
(as evidence at the prosecution by NRAR of Maules Creek Mine in which Pain J expressed 
incredulity that this could happen- yet it did). 
 
EPA Advice 
 
We urge the Commissioners to reject the EPA’s advice. 
 
Our reasons: 
 

• EPA has knowingly withheld vital information about groundwater concerns that suggest 
mobilisation of contaminants from Narrabri mine, including the removal of Santos’ 
Tullamullen monitoring bore for the reason stated in the EPA’s s 45 Report that the 
dramatic changes in pH in Digby Formation are caused by Narrabri Mine; 

• EPA has knowingly withheld relevant information about leakage from Narrabri sediment 
dam into Napperby Formation; 

• EPA provided uncalled for advice about drill cuttings and the potential importation of drill 
cuttings from outside the Narrabri mine site, most likely Santos gas; 

• EPA did not notice that the chemical characterisation of drill cuttings waste provided in the 
EIS  36. Appendix N. Environmental Geochemistry Assessment did not reflect the actual coal 
slurry held in the gas drainage sumps, but a solid sample from a depth of 270m which does 
not reflect the nature or composition of the actual drill cuttings. 

 
The NSW EPA needs to be called upon to explain these omissions and provide full disclosure of both 
the Digby and Napperby leaks to the IESC for further analysis. 
 
Independent Advisory Panel for Underground Mining 
 
On 16 June 2021, the NSW Department of Planning, Industry and Environment (DPIE) requested the 
Independent Advisory Panel for Underground Mining (the Panel) to provide advice in relation to the 
Extension Project, including to: 
 
•....give particular consideration to the potential water resource impacts of the Project, with a 
focus on groundwater modelling and the groundwater resource impacts for neighbouring 
landholders.Given that the Extension Project largely involves the extension of existing approved 
longwallpanels, DPIE conveyed to the Panel that it does not consider that the subsidence 
assessment for the Project presents any difficulties or uncertainties.. 
 
In September 2021, the IAPUM provided independent advice based on the DPIE’s request. The 
principal problem with the IAPUM’s advice, and its subsequent interview by the IPC Commissioners 
is the fact that there is no gas drainage expert on the Panel. This is a fundamental omission, given 
that gas drainage is the most contentious likely impact of Stage 3 Expansion of the Narrabri Mine. 
We believe it is an omission which is fatal to the reliability of the IAPUM’s advice taken as a whole, 
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and we recommend that IAPUM be reconstituted to include a recognised underground gas 
drainage expert. 
 
We were shocked to observe just how little knowledge of gas drainage was available to the 
Commissioners when they interviewed the IAPUM.  
 
We particularly object to the uninformed comments about the potential of Arrow Energy’s use of 
deviated drilling techniques – referred to by Professor Jim Galvin as “fancy new drilling techniques”. 
These techniques are associated with serious subsidence problems in the Queensland gas fields, 
and the Commissioners should seek specific information about this, which is available. 

Rehabilitation concerns 
 
We are very disappointed that despite the RR’s “responsibility for providing strategic advice on 
environmental issues as they relate to or affect mine rehabilitation”, makes no substantive 
comment on this specific mine proposal, including the prospect of transferring drill cuttings to the 
rejects pile and what protections should be in place at the point where drill cuttings are stored and 
dewatered for transfer to the rejects pile, nor the rehabilitation of the drastically fragmented Pilliga 
Forest. 
 
Therefore, the DPIE’s Recommended Condition 62(b) which requires “consultation” with the RR 
(among other agencies) does not provide comfort. We would have like to see more structured 
deadlines and limits incorporated in the planning conditions and not left up to a management plan.  
 
The Rehabilitation Management Plan is covered by Recommended Condition B54, is weak, with no 
clear performance indicators or time limits. Condition B54(h), says that “Interventions and adaptive 
management techniques to achieve rehabilitation” should be done “as soon as reasonably 
practical” [sic]. Not only has DPIE now downgraded the legally recognised term “practicable” , to 
“practical”, 
 
We ask the IPC to give more attention to the post-closure impacts of the Stage 3 expansion. One 
study, indeed the only published research on water quality and stream ecology that investigates 
the impact of underground coal mine drainage after an underground colliery has stopped mining, 
has found that water quality of mine drainage became much more hazardous to aquatic life after 
the mine stopped production. (Source: Wright, Paciuszkiewicz and Belmer ) “Increased water 
pollution after closure of Australia’s longest operating underground coal mine: a 13 month study of 
mine drainage, water chemistry and river ecology” Water Air Soil Pollution (2018) 229:55. 
 
A 218 year recovery period is predicted by the Groundwater Assessment. Yet there is no evidence-
based evaluation using the best available information about the impacts of mine drainage post-
closure. Horrifically, the subject of “brine reinjection” is a possibility, even worse the importation of 
brine from the Narrabri Gas Project, all without adequate understanding of their chemical 
composition. 
 
To date, approval conditions have been largely devised to give the operator maximum flexibility 
and few limits, mostly in the form of management plans. Long after you give consent, the 
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community is left to deal with these, often having no input or insight into them. Sometimes, we 
can’t even obtain the most recent version of a plan. 

Conclusion 
 
The choice is between making a science-based, precautionary decision, respecting the advice of the 
independent scientists and implementing the IESC’s advice in full, incorporating it in the conditions, 
or accepting the unfounded promises and undertakings of  mine now classified by the EPA as level 3 
High Risk under the EPA’s Licensing Guideline on Environmental Risk levels,  which has a track 
record of pollution offences on and off-site. 
 
We hope that the IPC will adopt a precautionary approach to this assessment given the gravity of 
the possible impacts, the lack of confidence from all quarters as to the possible impacts on 
groundwater, the gaps in information provided, and the known reputation of the company as one 
that seeks to be the lowest cost coal producer. 
 
If you think this company would develop an expensive research programme to investigate 
membrane technology to reduce its emission, make it an explicit condition to be fulfilled before 
commencement. 
 
We hope the Commissioners will consider our Recommendations. 
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