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02. Introduction

This report has been prepared for the Hunter Thoroughbred Breeders Association in response to the 
proposed Mount Pleasant Operation Mine Optimisation Project (the Project), an expansion of the existing 
open cut coal mine located in the south and eastern area of the Mount Pleasant Mine Lease Area (MLA). 

The Mount Pleasant operation is located in the upper region of the Hunter Valley. The site is located at Mt 
Pleasant, immediately west of the town of Muswellbrook and in close proximity to Aberdeen, north-east 
of the site. The site is on the western slopes located near the floor of the Hunter River valley with the land 
rising around the site to the east and north. 

The location of the site, as little as two kilometres from Muswellbrook, results in a large number of 
sensitive receivers, such as residential dwellings, schools, commercial premises and public domain areas 
including parks and recreation areas being exposed to the potential visual impacts of the proposed mine 
modification. A number of roads are also located around the proposed mine site including the main north-
south road through the Hunter Valley, the New England Highway (Figure 1).

MACH Energy engaged VPA Visual Planning and Assessment to undertake a visual impact assessment for 
the Project. This report provides a review of the Visual and Landscape Assessment (VLA) prepared for the 
Environmental Assessment by MACH Energy (2020).  

In May 2022, the NSW Department of Planning and Environment (DPIE) issued the Mount Pleasant 
Optimisation Project State Significant Development Assessment SSD 10418 (the Department’s Assessment 
Report) responding to the issues raised by both the public and private sectors. This report also provides 
commentary on the SSD Report from a visual and landscape perspective.

This report has been prepared based on a review of the VLA report and the Department’s Assessment 
Report, site analysis and an established understanding of the existing landscape character and the range 
of land uses which occur across and adjacent to the Mount Pleasant site. 

Figure 1. Location of the Proposal
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01. Executive Summary

The Mount Pleasant Coal Mine is the most northerly open cut mine in the Hunter Valley.  
Located north of this mine site are the Upper Hunter and Sedgenhoe Valleys both of which 
comprise highly scenic rural landscapes and have no coal mining activities.

The proposed open cut mining expansion at the Mount Pleasant mine site introduces this 
mine’s impacts into this highly scenic and valuable landscape as well as increasing its impact on 
the towns of Muswellbrook and Aberdeen.

The floodplain around the Hunter River and some of its tributaries have been identified as 
Strategic Agricultural Land (SAL) as well as Equine and Viticulture Critical Industry Clusters in 
the Upper Hunter Strategic Land Use Plan (SLURP).  The SLURP also recognises the importance 
of the region’s “clean and green” branding to the agricultural industries as well as the 
importance of tourism to the valley.

The Visual and Landscape Assessment report (VLA) prepared for the MACH Energy 2020 
EIS, does not accurately assess the Primary Visual Catchment for this proposal and as a 
consequence underestimates the extent and significance of the visual impacts on both the 
urban and rural populations around this mine.  The direct visual impacts on the Equine Critical 
Industry Clusters (ECIC)  and its key players have not been assessed. The key impacts omitted 
or underestimated in the VLA are described in section 05 of this report.  

The DPIE SSD report incorrectly cites the 1999 Mine Plan as the current approved mine plan 
however there is a more current approval for this MLA (Mod 5 - dated 29 June 2022) where 
the final landform plan shows a greatly reduced overburden footprint compared to the 1999 
approved plan.  The 2022 approved overburden landform is smaller than the 1999 approved 
landform plan and is mostly restricted to the south eastern area of then Mine Lease Area (MLA).

By contrast, the proposed overburden landform covers most of the eastern side of the site 
reaching heights of up to 360m AHD.  This proposal doubles the overburden area and at much 
higher elevations creating a wall nearly 200m high above the valley floor.

This massive landform which would be around 6km long, equivalent to approximately 12 Sydney 
Harbour Bridge spans, greatly increases the visual impacts on the surrounding area.  The 
increased height and scale of the landform makes it visible from many more locations than any 
of the previous approvals, including the Thoroughbred studs of Kelvinside and Newgate north 
east of Aberdeen.

The modifications to the proposed final tailings dam will create one monolithic landform 
approximately 196 ha in size with a 70m high dam wall.  This is significantly different to the 
original 1999 approved series of terraced and progressively rehabilitated dams and increases 
the dam wall height by almost 40m higher than the current approval.   This will significantly 
increase the contrast with the surrounding undulating landforms and be potentially visible from 
the Castlerock area, north west of the MLA.

The rehabilitation plans in this current proposal paint an overly optimistic view of the future 
landscape for the mined area, with no mention of how to maintain this woodland in the face of 
major challenges such as Climate Change.

Visual impacts from dust generated by all mining activities and gas from fugitive blasts are not 
adequately assessed nor addressed in the VLA or the SSD report but will have significant Direct 
and Indirect Visual Impacts on the wider valley.

This proposed open cut mine expansion will have significantly greater impacts on the valley 
creating irreversible and irreparable changes for a greater number of sensitive receivers in both 
urban and rural locations.  This includes the key Thoroughbred breeding studs of Kelvinside and 
Newgate located within the Equine Critical Industry Cluster.  
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Mount Pleasant Mine Proposal 

The components of the project (Figure 2) which are considered likely to cause visual impacts 
are:

• expansion of open cut and associated disturbance, including;

 - vegetation clearance and topsoil stripping;

 - drilling and blasting;

 - overburden and interburden material removal and handling; and

 - coal mining.

• development of a single waste rock emplacement landform to form a wall of overburden 
along the entire length of the eastern boundary of the MLA, including elevations of up to 
360 AHD and a footprint of approximately 1,000 hectares;

• construction of new ancillary infrastructure and associated disturbance;

• upgrades to infrastructure and associated disturbance and potential night-lighting;

• progressive development of Fines Emplacement Area;

• Northern Link Road realignment and associated disturbance;

• rail movements 

• night-lighting; and

• extension of the durations of mining operations.

Primary Visual Impact Concerns

The Mount Pleasant Mine lease boundary runs roughly parallel to the Hunter River Valley 
which separates the towns of Muswellbrook and Aberdeen from the proposed mine site by 
as little as 2km and 4km, respectively.  

The primary visual impacts of this proposed mine will be caused by the proposed massive 
waste rock emplacement landform (overburden wall) which will form a new man made ridge 
up to almost 200m above the valley floor.  This wall of overburden will block most westerly 
views of the distant hills from the town of Muswellbrook. 

The overburden wall will also be highly visible from Aberdeen and many other rural locations 
within the primary visual catchment, including the Thoroughbred Studs of Kelvinside and 
Newgate.  Local residents, tourists and clients of the many local businesses will also be 
impacted when using the New England Highway and the Northern Railway Line.

Additional visual impacts will also be caused by height extensions to the wall of the fines 
emplacement area (tailings dam) from areas such as Castlerock.

These issues are discussed in detail in subsequent sections of this report.
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NOTES
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3.  Preferred alignment subject to landholder access.

Figure 4.1
Mount Pleasant Optimisation Project - General Arrangement
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Figure 2. Mount Pleasant Optimisation Project - General Arrangement

Source: Mount Pleasant EIS Executive Summary
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This section provides a brief description of the important aspects of the landscape setting 
in which the Mt Pleasant Coal Mine, Muswellbrook, Aberdeen and the Hunter Thoroughbred 
Breeding studs are geographically located. The Hunter Valley is defined to the north by 
the Barrington Tops National Park and to the south by the Wollemi National Park, with 
the Hunter River flowing through fertile alluvial floodplains between these ranges. The 
importance of the Hunter River landscape that includes and surrounds the Mt Pleasant site 
is internationally acknowledged as an area of unique agricultural, cultural, scenic and visual 
importance. 

The floodplain around the Hunter River has been identified as Strategic Agricultural Land 
(SAL) in the Upper Hunter Strategic Land Use Plan (SLURP). The SLURP states that “The 
most productive and highest value cropping lands in the region are the alluvial floodplains 
along the major rivers and the volcanic soil plains of the Upper Hunter LGA.” (Page 18 SLURP) 
The SLURP also recognises the importance of the region’s “clean and green” branding to 
the agricultural industries in the Hunter Valley. The proposed mine expansion MLA is located 
both within and immediately adjacent to these mapped SAL landscapes along the Hunter 
River as illustrated in Figure 3. 

The SLURP also identifies the river floodplain and adjoining slopes, directly adjacent to the 
proposed expansion, as part of the SAL Equine Critical Industry Cluster (ECIC). The SLURP 
recognises the unique combination of temperate climate, protected aspect and varied 
terrain, as well as proximity to Sydney and a lack of tropical diseases, as key attractors for 
the equine industry. 

This unique environment provides the optimum conditions required for the Hunter Valley’s 
multi-billion dollar Thoroughbred Breeding industry, which is a nationally and internationally 
significant industry and one of only three international ‘Centres of Thoroughbred Excellence’ 
worldwide. 

“Our industry is based on access to clean water, clean air and topography that blends 
rich valley pastures for lactating mares and their foals and more testing, rugged terrain 
for the development of young thoroughbred lungs and limbs. Clean air and water supplies 
are critical to our industry and our clean, green and serene, Thoroughbred champion 
producing character and reputation” (Hunter Thoroughbred Breeders Association).

Tourism is a major industry in the Hunter Valley. Scenic qualities are a key component of the 
Hunter’s vital tourism industry. The SLURP (2012) states that:

“The identity of a rural landscape and its scenic qualities are intrinsic to tourism.”

The Mt Pleasant mine site is the most northerly open cut coal mine in the Hunter Valley.  To 
the north of Mt Pleasant, the Upper Hunter and Segenhoe valleys are highly scenic rural 
areas which are home to the majority of Thoroughbred breeding studs which rely heavily 
on the scenic qualities of this landscape for their clean and green reputation.  Open cut 
coal mining in close proximity to Thoroughbred breeding areas is evidently one of the most 
incompatible neighbouring land uses for these studs. 

The National Trust of Australia (NSW) has classified the regional landscape of this area of 
the Hunter Valley as visually important. These areas include the Muswellbrook-Jerrys Plains 
Landscape Conservation Area on the southern boundary of the MLA, as illustrated in Figure 
4 and Momberoi-Scone Landscape Conservation Area to the north of the Mt Pleasant MLA 
(Figure 5).  The Trust states that these areas “contain rural scenery of great charm and 
importantly also draw on the dramatic, forested highlands as backdrops to views.”  These 
two Conservation Areas combine with the Segenhoe-Rouchel Landscape Conservation Area 
(Figure 6), east of Aberdeen and the Western Scone Urban Conservation Area to confirm the 
high scenic value of this Hunter Valley landscape.

Figure 3. Regional Biophysical Strategic Agricultural Land and Critical Industry Cluster Mapping
Source: MACH Energy (2020); MACH (2020), NSW Spatial Services (2020)
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03. Importance of landscape
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Figure 4. Muswellbrook-Jerrys Plains Landscape Conservation Area

Figure 5. Momberoi - Scone Landscape Conservation AreaSource: National Trust (2013), National Trust Register (1984)

Source: National Trust (2013), National Trust Register (1984)

Mine Lease Area (Mount Pleasant Operation)

Mine Lease Area (Mount Pleasant Operation)
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04. Landscape setting

The area to the north of the current mining operation is still an attractive landscape and cannot be 
referred to as an “existing mining” site from a visual and landscape perspective as it is untouched 
by mining and reflective of a “greenfield” site, not a brownfield site. There is a balance of visual 
landscapes with the green and rich alluvial paddocks surrounded by a mix of grassland, open 
woodland.  This is characteristic of the Hunter Valley in many locations however that will be almost 
entirely altered on the western side of the valley opposite Muswellbrook.

There is no open cut mining north of Castlerock Road, north west of Muswellbrook.  Therefore, the 
northern area of the valley is still dominated by a typical rural Hunter Valley landscape as seen in 
Figure 7 and Figure 8 below.

This proposal will dramatically increase the degree of change in the landscape and therefore 
substantially increase the levels of visual impact for both nearby towns, surrounding rural 
properties and the regional roads and railway line in the vicinity.

Figure 7. View from Castlerock Road facing south overlooking the south western section of the Mine Lease Area 
towards the Wollemi National Park 

Figure 8. View from Castlerock Road facing east overlooking the north eastern section of the Mine Lease Area

Approximate location of the MLA eastern boundary

Approximate area to be mined and raised up to 
360m AHD with overburden

Figure 6. Hunter Region Landscapes - Natural, Rural and Coastal Conservation Landscapes
Source: National Trust (1984)

Mine Lease Area (Mount Pleasant Operation)
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05. Landscape visual impacts - review of 
EIS analysis and findings

The MACH Environment Impact Statement (EIS 2020) includes a number of attachments 
and appendices that discuss landscape visual impacts for the Project.  Key documents are 
the

• Visual and Landscape Assessment (VLA) - Appendix M in the EIS

• Rehabilitation and Mine Closure Addendum (RAMCA) - Attachment 8 in the EIS

The VLA presents an assessment of visual and landscape impacts of the mining expansion 
on sensitive receivers in the visual catchment around the Hunter Valley.  There are however 
a range of discrepancies in the results of this assessment which are outlined below. 

The RAMCA provides a description of the proposed landscape rehabilitation that would 
occur progressively through to the closure of the mine. This document however provides 
information that is conceptual only and in some respects, incomplete. This can result in 
planning decisions being made without a well informed understanding of the final projected 
landscape outcomes.   

The key issues identified in relation to the visual impacts referenced in the above two 
documents are summarised below and details provided in this section of the report. 

1. The Primary Visual Catchment in the VLA has been underestimated - a detailed view 
shed analysis shows the degree of visibility of the proposed mine from a wide range 
of viewpoints including residential areas, public open space and recreation areas, 
commercial areas such as retail, industry and agriculture, as well as roads and streets 
including a national highway and a regional rail line.

2. The number of affected residents has been underestimated - the VLA does not 
accurately outline the quantum of local residents affected by the proposed expansion of 
the mine in the short and long term.

3. The proposed final integrated waste rock emplacement (overburden landform) is 
massive, monolithic and will significantly change the landscape character.  The 
proposed landform is significantly different to the landform depicted in the 1997 EIS 
- the considerable variance in shape, size and location of the proposed overburden 
landform has significantly greater visual impacts than the originally approved final 
overburden landform.  The proposed overburden landform is also significantly different 
in scale (height and footprint) to that approved in the current consent.

4. The proposed final tailings emplacement landform is significantly different to the 
approved 1997 EIS landform - the considerable variance in the quantity, shape and size 
of the proposed tailings emplacement solution has significantly greater visual impacts 
than the originally approved cluster of smaller progressively rehabilitated tailings dams.

5. The RAMCA Rehabilitation strategy shortfalls - the maps and terrain models are 
categorised as conceptual or examples only with some providing misleading 
information.  

Viewshed analysis - Methodology

The visual catchment of the project referred to as the Viewshed Analysis was calculated 
through the use of accurate spatial analysis tools within QGIS and a 3D Digital Surface Model 
(DSM) acquired from ELVIS Elevation and Depth and SiX Maps. A Digital Surface Model captures 
a surface in its entirety including natural and man-made structures such as vegetation and 
buildings to enable a layered dataset.

The Viewshed analysis was constructed using the heights and coordinates of proposed 
elements, within the 2020 EIS, input to provide a precise visibility assessment for both an area 
to assess which elements are visible in all directions (Figure 9). 

Using this viewshed analysis data, this analysis identifies that there are a significant number of 
areas and viewpoints that would be exposed to this proposed mine expansion which have not 
been identified or assessed in the VLA.

Figure 9. View Shed Methodology

Source: www.innovativegis.com

Target

Viewshed Map
(draped over Elevation)

Seen SeenNot Seen
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Figure 10. Revised Primary Visual Catchment

5.1. Revised primary visual 
catchment

The degree of visibility of the proposed mine from a wide 
range of viewpoints including residential areas, public 
open space and recreation areas, roads and streets 
including a national highway and a regional rail line is 
not fully mapped or quantified in the Visual Landscape 
Assessment (EIS Appendix M report), nor is it recognised 
in the DPIE Assessment Report. 

The key issues are:

• The VLA identifies a series of sensitive receivers 
which are residential dwellings (purple dots) around 
Muswellbrook, Bengalla, Aberdeen and Castlerock, 
along with the Godolphin Kelvinside thoroughbred 
horse breeding stud north-east of Aberdeen. 
However the generated primary visual catchment 
excludes some of these sensitive receivers - 
particularly those at Castlerock and the stud farms 
of Kelvinside and Newgate. These sensitive receivers 
should have been included within the Primary Visual 
Catchment area and as such, there are gaps and 
omissions in the VLA analysis.

• There are a number of other areas that have visibility 
of the proposed mine workings which are also 
excluded from the EIS Primary Visual Catchment 
raising further questions about the accuracy of this 
visual catchment analysis. Figure 10 shows the LVA 
Primary Visual Catchment (yellow dashed line) and 
the extent of the actual Primary Visual Catchment 
(blue dotted line) derived from a detailed view shed 
analysis. Areas of land shaded in lime green all have 
potential sight lines towards the proposed Project 
modifications and therefore are subject to direct 
visual impacts. This includes significant numbers of 
properties in Muswellbrook and Aberdeen.

Areas of the revised viewshed visual catchment which 
are outside the VLA Primary Visual Catchment, are 
illustrated in the red cross hatched areas and should 
have been included in the assessment.
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Figure 11. Sensitive Receivers

5.2. Number of affected residents

The adjacent neighbouring towns of Muswellbrook and 
Aberdeen include over 6000 private dwellings combined 
and an overall population of over 14,000 people according 
to 2021 Census data (Australian Bureau of Statistics). 
This is a sizeable population to be subjected to such an 
extensive and view altering open cut mine in very close 
proximity. The town of Muswellbrook is in some cases less 
than 2km from the leading face of the proposed mine.

Based on a detailed topographic and view shed analysis, 
Figure 11 shows that a significant number of residences 
in Muswellbrook and Aberdeen have the potential to have 
a line of sight to the proposed Project modifications, 
affecting the combined populations of approximately 
14,000 people. 

The Visual and Landscape Assessment (Appendix M in 
the EIS) provides analysis and photomontages from 8 
sensitive view points and only 3 within these townships. 
This level of analysis is insufficient to accurately and 
effectively demonstrate the quantum of visual impacts 
across the surrounding areas.  

Furthermore, it is important to note that all residents of 
these suburbs will have some visual impacts at differing 
times and locations. They will be exposed to the eastern 
overburden wall as they move around the towns and local 
district whether driving, walking, cycling, riding in a train 
or on a horse. 



Kelvinside yearling
barn facility

Godolphin 
Kelvinside
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Figure 12. View shed analysis - Public Recreational Spaces

Visual impacts - Public Recreation
Figure 12 shows the public recreation areas with the 
potential for direct sight lines to the proposed Project 
modifications. 

The majority of these recreational areas (with the exception 
of Muswellbrook Racecourse) were not classified as sensitive 
receivers within the EIS-LVA.  There are approximately 25 
public recreational areas across Muswellbrook and Aberdeen 
combined that will have the potential for sight lines to the 
Project modifications.  

Visual impacts - Transport Routes
There are approximately 4.5 km of the New England Highway 
between Muswellbrook and Aberdeen that will have clear 
views to the proposed overburden wall as these sections 
of the highway have no roadside screen tree plantings. 
A similar visual  impact will be experienced by those 
travelling on the train that runs adjacent to the highway. 
These are key transport routes for both locals and regional 
travellers including tourists and clients which would impact 
perceptions about the health and attractiveness of the 
region and its industries.

The assessment of a single view point on the Highway 
does not reflect the extent of visual impact that would be 
experienced by motorists travelling between Aberdeen 
and Muswellbrook.  Passengers on the railway line would 
potentially have an even more expansive view of the mine as 
it is elevated above the Highway alignment and yet there is 
no viewpoint assessed from this position.

Visual impacts - Commercial/
Industry
There are also a range of work places affected by visual 
exposure to the mine site including retail, industry and 
agriculture, including thoroughbred horse breeding studs.  
In addition to workers on these stud farms, there are clients 
and visitors who attend these places and exposure to a mine 
site in such close proximity and over such an extensive area 
of the view will negatively impact on the perceptions and 
investment decisions of these people in many cases.

An example of this is the Kelvinside Stud Yearling Barn 
facility which is located on a ridge north east of Aberdeen 
(Figure 12).   It not only contains 4 residential houses and 8 
workers units but also functions as a training facility.  Visitors 
are regularly taken to this facility and it also hosts clients and 
the public at events such as the annual Godolphin Lifetime 
Care event in July. 

Another example is the Newgate Stud Farm elevated lookout, 
used by clients to overview the stud farm.
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5.3. Visual impacts of the proposed overburden 
landform 

The Department’s Assessment Report states that the current project approvals (1999) allow 
eastern, south-west and north west emplacements to reach elevations of up to 320m AHD 
(Table 1 | Key Components of the Project).  The Department’s Report also states that the newly 
proposed eastern overburden is only seeking a height increase of 40m (i.e. from 320m to 
360m). These statements are considered to be inaccurate.

A review of the originally approved overburden landform (EIS 1997) reveals that the original 
plan for the overburden was for it to be distributed in the east of the site but primarily in the 
northern central area.  The maximum height of the eastern landform was to be 240m AHD, 
while the northern emplacement landform was approved to reach heights of 300m AHD.  This 
higher area of overburden is significantly further from the populated areas of Muswellbrook and 
Aberdeen.  The area originally approved to reach heights of 300m AHD, covering approximately 
80 hectares, is shown in dark pink in Figure 13.

Figure 13. Originally approved overburden landform

Source: Coal and Allied Operations, EIS 1997

The current consent (Mod 5) dated 29 June 2022, depicts the final approved landform in Appendix 2, 
Figure 4, refer to Figure 14 below.   Relevantly this approved final landform, reaches a maximum height of 
240m in the south eastern portion of the site. [Cross sections and elevations of the approved final landform 
in the current consent are depicted in Plan 4B and Plan 5 of the “Mount Pleasant Operation Mining 
Operations Plan and Rehabilitation Management Plan (1 July 2021-30 June 2023), pages 148 and 149.]

https://machenergyaustralia.com.au/wp-content/uploads/Mount-Pleasant-Operation-MOP-
RMP-2021-2023.pdf

This Conceptual Final Landform shows a greatly reduced overburden footprint compared to the 1999 
approved plan and also the current application.  The final overburden landform and void in this approval is 
restricted to the south eastern corner of the MLA and as a consequence is considerably smaller than the 
current proposal.
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FIGURE 4 - CONCEPTUAL FINAL LANDFORM  

Figure 14. MOD 5 Conceptual Final Landform
Source: NSW Department of Planning & Environment

https://machenergyaustralia.com.au/wp-content/uploads/Mount-Pleasant-Operation-MOP-RMP-2021-2023.pdf 
https://machenergyaustralia.com.au/wp-content/uploads/Mount-Pleasant-Operation-MOP-RMP-2021-2023.pdf 
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Figure 15. Newly proposed overburden landform

Source: EIS Appendix M, Visual and Landscape Assessment, Figure A-8

Figure 15 shows the current proposed overburden landform and its associated heights. The 
footprint of this landform covers approximately 1,000 ha on the eastern side of the site, 
approximately 169 hectares of which reaches heights of over 360m AHD.  When compared with 
the current approved landform, this represents a 120m increase in the maximum height and it 
more than doubles the footprint of these elevated areas. 

This will have significant impacts on the town of Muswellbrook and will dramatically change the 
landscape character by moving most of the overburden landform closer to the town increasing the 
visual impact on Muswellbrook, truncating the western views and removing the layering of distant 
hills and ridges.  

The 1997 EIS approved overburden landform was a single hill centrally located and close to the 
northern boundary of the mine.   This revised proposal stretches the overburden landform across 
the length of the eastern boundary to visually link up with the bulbous and topographically 
featureless overburden landform in the eastern edge of the Bengalla Mine.

Figure 16. The natural landform prior to mining on the site

These two overburden landforms will combine to enclose the western side of the town creating an 
overburden landform across the western edge of the valley approximately 9km in length, removing 
the views of the distant ranges enjoyed by the town’s people for many generations.  

Figure 16 shows the original natural topography across the site. There are series of ridge lines and 
valleys in the form of fingers running down towards the river, creating an undulating effect when 
viewed from Muswellbrook and Aberdeen. Figure 17 shows the drastic change in landform that will 
occur with the creation of one monolithic ridge line creating a high wall on the eastern side of the 
site and a crater-like chasm on the western side of the wall.

Figure 17. Final proposed landform
Source: EIS Appendix M, Visual and Landscape Assessment, Figure A-8



Source: EIS Appendix M Visual and Landscape Assessment 2020

NOT TO SCALE, FOR ILLUSTRATIVE PURPOSES ONLY
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Figure 18. Viewpoint from St Heliers Street and Sowerby Street in Muswellbrook demonstrating the approximate scale of the proposed landform at the mine

The new landform will reduce the view to between 2 and 4 kms instead of the current  20+ 
kms to the distant hills on the western horizon. This will not only shorten the view for the 
town’s residents and visitors, but it will alter the evening sunsets and the layered blue hills 
changing colour throughout the day.

The overburden wall will be approximately 6km long and is proposed to reach a maximum 
of 360 AHD creating a wall height of nearly 200m above floodplain on the eastern boundary 
of the MLA site.  The overburden wall runs north south directly parallel to New England 
Highway and the Muswellbrook township itself.  In length, it will be the equivalent to 
approximately 12 Sydney Harbour Bridges joined end to end across the western side of 
the town.  Figure 18 provides an approximate scale comparison using a bridge span width 
between the pylons of approximately 500m.

New Horizon line created by the proposed final landform



Figure 19. Originally approved Fines Rejects Storage 
showing the multiple terraced storages with staged 
rehabilitation

Figure 21. Proposed tailings dam overlaid on top of Muswellbrook and Aberdeen

Source: Coal and Allied Operations, EIS 1997, Volume 3b 
Chapter 4, Fines Rejects Storage

Figure 20. Proposed Fines Rejects Storage showing 
singular monolithic landform
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5.4. Visual impacts of the proposed tailings dam 
There has been significant change to the design of the tailings dam that has occurred via 
MOD 3 and the further growth of the tailings dam in the proposed Project. The originally 
approved tailings solution comprised a cluster of smaller dams, enabling earlier and 
progressive rehabilitation of the tailings area, whilst also creating a reduced visual impact 
that blended in with the surrounding undulating hills (Figure 19). 

In stark contrast, the newly proposed tailings solution (Figure 20) comprises one massive 
monolithic landform (approximately 196 ha in size) with a 70m high dam wall and an almost 
completely flat landform with a 0-1% slope. Figure 21 shows the sheer scale of the newly 
proposed tailings dam in relation to the towns of Muswellbrook and Aberdeen. The new 
tailings dam is almost as large as the entire town of Aberdeen and will stand out as an 
obvious anomaly in the landscape. 

Source: EIS, Attachment 8 - Rehabilitation and Mine Closure 
Addendum  (Figure 9)

5.5. Rehabilitation Strategy and Final Landform Details
The Rehabilitation and Mining Closure Addendum (RAMCA) provides some details on the final landforms and 
vegetation that are proposed to be implemented over the next two decades and persist into the long term.  
Figure 22 and Figure 23 are maps that show an indicative slope analysis and the projected conceptual final 
land use areas after mining activities have ceased. 

Figure 22 provides an indicative slope analysis for the final landform. The slope analysis indicates that a high 
proportion of the site will have slopes that are moderately steep (slopes of up to 32.49%) which does not align 
with the current landforms in the area where a higher degree of gently inclined slopes are prevalent.  

Establishing vegetation on these steeper slopes, particularly around the mine void, will present immediate 
and ongoing challenges for the revegetation of the site.  As such,  Figure 23 provides an overly optimistic 
and unrealistic representation of tree cover across the final overburden landform. The tree cover is shown to 
be relatively consistent and dense across the entire landform, however where slopes exceed 1:3 (or 33.3%) 
in steepness, best practice suggests that tree planting is unlikely to be successful in the long term. Slope 
steepness should have been factored into the placement of trees on this map to provide more realistic long 
term tree cover expectation. 

Whilst Figure 23 is identified as “Conceptual” there needs to be a higher degree of accuracy in the prediction 
of tree cover over these steeper slopes. It should be a mandatory requirement that the final proposed 
landform and topographical design realistically represents slopes and the type of vegetation cover e.g. 
grassland/woodland that can be successfully established and maintained.  

Source: EIS, Attachment 8 - Rehabilitation and Mine Closure Addendum  
(Figure 9)

Figure 22. Projected Final Landform Indicative Slope Map
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Figure 23. Conceptual Final Land Use Areas
Source: RFI - Additional Information Numerous Matters MACH 
Response (22 Sep 2021)
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5.6. Direct, indirect and dynamic impacts from clouds of gas 
and dust

The visual impacts of dust from all mining activities including gas from fugitive blasts, pose a significant 
risk to the reputations of the Thoroughbred Studs and tourism industries in the area.  Dust and gas 
emissions can impact over large areas, such as the Mt Arthur Mine blast 2014 (Figure 24 and Figure 25) 
and smoke from the Hazelwood Mine fire in 2014 (Figure 26 and Figure 27)

These events are often widely reported in national news as well as local papers, creating significant 
Dynamic Impacts which can negatively affect the reputations of Thoroughbred studs and local tourism 
industries

Mach Energy has received a penalty notice for offensive blast fumes emitted from the Mt Pleasant site 
in June 2020 when the Muswellbrook community reported seeing and smelling the noxious fumes.  A 
media release relating to this incidence and MACH’s $15,000 fine was issued by the EPA and reported in 
the press in February 2021.

Figure 24. Muswellbrook Chronicle Photo 2014

Figure 26. The Guardian Photo 2014 Figure 27. Skynews Photo 2014

Figure 25. Sydney Morning Herald Photo 2014

06. Summary and Conclusions

Open cut coal mining has the largest and most intrusive impact of any land use in a rural 
setting. The scale and footprint of these mines are very difficult to conceal from the public view. 
By contrast, the Thoroughbred breeding studs have the highest standards of landscape visual 
quality and presentation, which relates directly to their reputation and brand. This is also the 
case for the towns of the Hunter Valley region, which relies on the tourist industry. 

The VLA fails to recognise that there are sensitive receivers identified in their report that will be 
directly impacted by the visual effects of the proposed modifications to this mine, such as rural 
residences at Castlerock, the Yearling Barn facilities which includes 4 houses and 8 units for 
single workers, on Godolphin’s Kelvinside Stud, and the elevated lookout at Newgate Stud Farm, 
used by clients to overview the stud farm. 

The VLA visual assessment focusses on the 8 viewpoints but fails to adequately assess the 
visual impacts on the public domain areas (e.g. streets and open space/ recreation areas) of 
Muswellbrook and Aberdeen. 

The original proposed (EIS 1997) final landform focussed the +300m AHD overburden dump in 
the north of the site.  This proposal is for a higher (up to 360m) overburden landform along the 
entire eastern edge of the mine site.  Under current consent the eastern overburden landform 
is restricted to the southern portion of the site and extends to a maximum height of 240m 
AHD.  This proposed overburden emplacement will create a large monolithic landform along 
the eastern boundary of the MLA closing off the distant westerly views of many residents, 
particularly those in and around Muswellbrook.

The VLA fails to adequately address the extent of the visual impacts on the towns of 
Muswellbrook and Aberdeen or their surrounds.  It only uses 3 viewpoints within the 
towns to assess the visual impacts on 14,000 people and 8 viewpoints overall.  It does not 
adequately demonstrate the scale of the proposed landform changes but simply relies on the 
photomontages in the report.  

The VLA relies heavily on the successful rehabilitation of the mine areas to achieve a visual 
impact rating of moderate to very low in the long term. Any failure of the predicted rehabilitation 
and revegetation program due to steep and more erodible slopes, unfavourable weather 
conditions and indeed significant climate change, would all contribute to a less than satisfactory 
rehabilitation result which would see the visual impact levels remain at the high to moderate 
rating predicted in the VLA during the operation phase for many years beyond the predicted life 
of the project. 

It is also apparent that the monolithic overburden wall and the vast, flat tailings dam that will 
become the final landforms, do not seamlessly integrate with the surrounding landscape and 
its gentle and complex undulations. They will become large anomalies in the landscape, a 
permanent reminder of the mining activities that occurred there. 

The massive scale of this project on the door step of Muswellbrook and Aberdeen will have high 
impacts on the towns and the adjoining rural areas.  The combination of the scale of the impacts 
and the additional 22 year time frame for this proposal will not only impact the towns but a 
much wider area in the valley, and as a result have many direct, indirect and dynamic impacts 
on the Hunter Valley community for the next 25 years and potentially well into the future.

The DPIE SSD Assessment references the 1999 approval in its report as a benchmark which 
has a vastly different final landform with a lesser visual impact on Muswellbrook compared 
to the current proposal.  The most recent Modification Approval (June 2022) is smaller and 
concentrated into the south eastern corner of the site and therefore contrasts with both the 
1999 approved mine plan and the current proposal.

The current proposal is significantly larger than either of the previously approved mine plans and 
as such will result in a significantly higher level of visual impact on the residents of Muswellbrook 
and Aberdeen and their adjoining rural areas, as well as visitors and tourists travelling to and 
through the area.
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