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Boggabri Coal 
Modification 7 

Submission 
 
 
Background  
 
The Leard Forest Research Node (LFRN) is a citizen science group based in Maules 
Creek which has been conducting environmental monitoring of coal mines in the 
Leard Forest and Pilliga East Forest since 2015.  
 
The LFRN has been monitoring exploration activities in the Pilliga East Forest since 
late 2017 which are being conducted by the Whitehaven Coal company in relation to 
its Narrabri Underground coal mine.  
 
These activities are similar to what is proposed under the Boggabri Coal Mod 7, indeed 
as the drilling activities have already been included in several iterations of the 
Boggabri Mining Operations Plan. Accordingly, we wish to provide comment based on 
our observations about these drilling processes which we do not believe are being 
faithfully represented in the Modification 7 application. 
 
We question the decision of the NSW Department of Planning to allow MOD 7 to be 
lodged as a “minor” “administrative” change to the Boggabri Project Approval. 
 
We reject the proposition that the proposed amendments merely formalise activities 
that are implicitly approved in the Boggabri Project Approval. 
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Exploration Drilling 
 
The drilling activities which are the subject of Boggabri MOD 7 are not trivial changes 
to an already approved practice.  We are aware that drilling has been conducted for 
some time now as part of exploration processes at Boggabri Coal, which was not 
approved under the Project Approval, neither the depth nor the number or extent of 
drill holes. 
 
According to the Boggabri Mine Operation Plan, in some cases this drilling is 
intended/has been occurring in already cleared areas but not exclusively so. The 
intention is to “typically” clear a maximum of 30m x 10m per pad, although it is 
unclear how many of these pads there would be. All of these are connected by access 
roads. This extent of  bush fragmentation was surely not envisaged by the original 
Project Approval. 
 
The Mod 7 environmental assessment (prepared by Umwelt) includes no detail of the 
proposed drilling nor any specific assessment of its impacts. No Environmental 
Impact Assessment has been provided in relation to the drilling program.   
 
We submit that a full EIS be provided to the IPC, which addresses: 

• Information about the produced water. 
• Risks to biodiversity due to fragmentation not anticipated in the existing NSW 

or Commonwealth Consent (the latter being EPBC 2010/5566). 
 
We consider the surface impacts unacceptable, let alone in the absence of an EIS. 
 
To give the commissioners an idea of what this fragmentation might look like, see 
below images of the similar drilling exploration activities undertaken at the nearby 
Pilliga East Forest by another company Whitehaven Coal, while exploring for coal. 
 
PIC: Leard Forest Research Node, Feb. 2019 
 
(see below) 
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Produced water 
 
The 2018 Mining Operations Plan (MOP) states:  
 

“If produced water is generated (however unlikely,) drilling will cease until a 
Produced Water Management Plan is prepared…”.(MOP 2018, 5.2.2.2.3, pp 60). 

 
However, as there is no EIS, there is no information on how much and how frequently 
water is produced, if it can indeed be described as “water”, and what kind of drilling 
residues are left. 
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There is no information on whether a Produced Water Management Plan was ever 
prepared, and in the event it was, it has not been disclosed. 
 
Clearly, this is just another of a number of important matters left unaddressed in MOD 
7. 
 
We request that the Commission satisfy itself: 
 

1. Was produced water generated? 
2. If so, did drilling cease? 
3. Was a Produced Water Management Plan prepared? 
4. What are the details of such Plan? 

 
As to the nature of the water that might be produced, please see the below pictures of 
the product of similar drilling by Whitehaven in the Pilliga East Forest. As the 
Commissioners will see, this is a sludge of unknown identity, probably consisting of 
some water, and some substances as aids to the drilling processes. 
 
What we do know about this substance, is that is has been disposed of via road 
transportation to Roma, Queensland. Questions arise as to why this substance has to 
be trucked 600km across the State border for disposal. If it is inert, why doesn’t the 
company dispose of it safely nearby, eg at its own mines in the region?  
 
PICS: Leard Forest Research Node, Feb. 2019 
Grey sludge which derives from exploration bore at Whitehaven Coal activities, 
Pilliga East Forest 
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The removal of the produced material is shown in the below image, where a “sucker 
truck” pumps out the sludge for transport to Roma, Queensland. 
 
Whilst obviously this is another project and not Boggabri Coal, it is an insight for the 
Commission to view the process being conducted. It is clear that the process does not 
in some instances produce only water. We think it important to question the nature of 
the produced material. 
 
We believe a Boggabri MOD 7 EIS should provide information such as this, but 
unfortunately for reasons unknown the Department of Planning advised against an 
EIS, as stated by the Proponent it was the department which advised going the route 
of “minor, administrative” modification. 
 
 
PIC: Namoi Waste truck undertaking disposal of drilling waste from coal 
exploration, Pilliga East Forest, Leard Forest Research Node, Feb. 2019 
 
(see below) 
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Depth of drilling 
 
We are particularly concerned about the depth of drilling proposed in Boggabri Coal’s 
2017-2021 drilling program,which was not approved in the Project Approval. 
 
There is no information provided as to how this may impact the groundwater aquifer. 
 
Of particular concern is the depth of drilling which is substantially deeper than the 
mine itself was approved to go.  The Merriown seam is currently the deepest approved 
disturbance.  
 
There has been a great deal of public attention of the interconnectivity between the 
alluvium and the deeper rock groundwater in the recent year, brought to wide 
attention by the collapse of groundwater in farms surrounding the Leard Forest 
Precinct mines since early 2018. 
 
We submit that the groundwater impacts deserve to be considered properly. Drilling 
unknown number of bores at unknown depths, is unacceptable. The practice could 
have cumulative impacts on the groundwater in the region. 
 
However, the IPC is being expected to make a decision on MOD 7 without some 
essential information. To aid the Commission, we identify 3 essential sources for 
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consideration in deciding the issue of exploration drilling, especially at depths below 
the existing Boggabri Coal Approval. 
 
The groundwater picture is far from clear. Important source materials needed to 
inform the IPC include three main documents, all of which are either overdue or 
embargoed for reasons unknown to  us. 
 
They are the so-called “AGE report” (embargoed), the NSW Groundwater WSP Risk 
Assessment ( overdue)  and the Leard Mine Precinct Regional Water Strategy 
(overdue). 
 
Report by Australasian Groundwater and Environmental Consultants 
(AGE) 
 
• describes cumulative impact of the Leard Forest mines complex. Includes update of 

groundwater model, this update has been completed and peer reviewed. 
• We understand that this report is dated between August 2018-March 2019. 
• This document is described as “under review” by NSW Planning but the AGE 

cnsultant regard it as completed. We ask why. 
 

Risk Assessment for NSW Groundwater Water Sharing Plan (WSP) 
 
• The Final Risk Assessment for the NSW Groundwater Water Sharing Plan will be 

released – possibly as early as late May – as part of the public consultation process. 
We recommend that the IPC obtain this Risk Assessment from Dept of Industry- 
Water.  

 
Leard Forest Mine Precinct Regional Water Strategy 
 
• The Leard Forest Mine Precinct Regional Water Strategy is now about 3 years 

overdue. We recommend that the IPC obtain the latest version of this Draft from 
Dept of Planning. 

 
 
Conclusion 
 
MOD 7 is neither minor nor merely administrative. The IPC should not defer to 
pressure to speed up the assessment process merely because the company has 
complained of bureaucratic delays. The delays are unexplained, but do not justify 
avoiding proper consideration of the above, and other, concerns. 
 
Thank you for your consideration. 
 
 
Leard Forest Research Node 
leardforestresearchnode@gmail.com 
 
26th April, 2019. 
 
 


