
An unacceptable legacy
Both State and Federal Governments must tighten up the regulatory system to prevent mining companies from
merely walking away at the end of the life of a mining project and leaving the taxpayer facing the cost of
remediation  of the devastation left behind. Devastation that adversely impacts on communities and the
environment in which we live.
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IT'S not an uncommon occurrence for a mining enterprise to set their greedy eyes on the Central Coast and motivated by profit
will stop at nothing to achieve their goal. The familiar catch phrase of jobs, jobs, jobs has become the mantra by which they try
and convince the community that there will be an economic windfall for the region. Yet, in the cold light of day the reality of the
miner's lies becomes the devastating truth. A truth that the Central Coast Community knows only too well from the carolling and
manipulation of the Wallarah 2 Coal Project.
 
There was no doubt that the downside to a coal mine beneath the Central Coast's major water catchment was enormous - the
evidence clearly backed this up. And despite this evidence, from highly respected and professional experts, the State
Government was prepared to put the Coast's drinking water at risk whilst moving apace with unchecked housing development in
the suburbs north of Wyong. Coupled with the familiar and frequent unbridle rants from Deputy Premier John Barilaro, about the
goodness of coal and that the adverse health impact of emissions, from what is clearly a filthy industry, is a figment of people's
imagination raises some very serious questions. A raft of questions as to why mining exploration leases and approvals are
granted when the only true beneficiaries are shareholders and executives, and of course let us not forget the self-servings
freeloaders that drive the various projects. The bottom feeders who milk every dollar they can to line their own pockets with gold.
 
The irony of the Wallarah 2 Coal Project is that if it was to proceed, the royalties payable to the State would be less than the
financial concessions returned to the miners by the government. This begs the question, why approve a mine that is going to
have a negative income stream?
 
It has already been reported in the mainstream media and the Grapevine Community News (print edition) that corruption has
been endemic in the NSW Department of Planning and a number of whistle-blowers had come forward. What happened?
Nothing! It has been swept under the carpet, the whistle-blowers persecuted and business as usual.
 
It is the truth that the Government - State and Federal - doesn't want the community to know. The truth that the impact of
inappropriate mining projects can have on people's lives and the devastating legacy they leave behind. A truth that many of the
mining companies carry out their activities through basically a shell company that has a paid up capital of only a few dollars, such
as Wyong Coal Pty Ltd, who sought to construct and operate the Wallarah 2 coal mine, with $400 paid up capital. At the end of
the project they can walk away leaving the local community the financial burden of remediation. A observation recently enforced
by previous Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull and which cost him his position as Chair of Net Zero Emissions and Clean Energy
Board.
 
The Australian Coal Alliance community group's executive member Mike Campbell said, "Malcolm Turnbull observed that major
coal miners in the Hunter have been holding out on rehabilitation of mines and that large voids have been left for decades
because it was never the miner's intention to fix the mess left behind."
 
"The major miners’ focus has always been on the share price, profits and personal incomes. Shedding the ordinary mining
workforce at any time is opted for, rather than put a squeeze on their profits or margins," Mr Campbell said.
 
Ironically, Governments claim that there is enough capital held by the mining industry in the State’s Rehabilitation Fund to fix the
Hunter moonscape, but that is far from the truth. Governments move on and so do mining executives so that the act of
rehabilitation on a required scale is left for future generations. It is one of the most scandalous issues for which our future has to
grapple with.
 
"As each year goes on, and the gouging of coal grinds on, new green emerging industries are kept at bay, and so jobs in new
exciting industries are held on the margins," said Mr Campbell.
 
"The expansion of the wine industry, tourism, horse breeding and planting of new forest corridors to make the Hunter healthy
again struggle to make ground against a State government intent on approving many new mines, adding to the misery of those
who live in the Hunter, knowing that the mines themselves only have a short life.
 
"Malcolm Turnbull is spot on with his recent comments and yet his Liberal cohorts turn on him in order to appease the interests of
the coal barons."
 
These shortcomings governing mining regulatory system also extend to the timely decommissioning of oil and gas infrastructure
in Australian waters. A problem that the Central Coast could well face in the future from the PEP 11 offshore oil and gas mining
proposal if the Morrison Government fails to honour its commitment to shut the project down. Currently the project is only in the
exploration phrase but the Prime Minister recently weighed in and said that his government didn’t support the project.
 
The decision to axe PEP 11 rests with Keith Pitt, Federal Minister for Resources, Water and Northern Australia, however, the risk
is far from over and the silence of the Minister is deafening. The decision to extend or refuse the exploration licence now sits on
his desk and awaits his decision, and, in the meantime exploration for oil and gas continues.
 
The problem that the Central Coast faces from this type of mining project is the impact on local amenity, local jobs and on our
pristine environment. This is no upside and if the project were to proceed, it may well face the current decommissioning problems
endemic with other offshore oil and gas projects.
 
The long and short of it is that companies, which operate oil and gas infrastructure in Australian waters, must be held to their
obligations to decommission and remove that infrastructure in a safe and timely way.
 
That has not occurred and clearly the regulatory framework has gaping holes. It’s a shame it took the Northern Endeavour fiasco
to trigger government action on this issue, especially when you consider this profound regulatory failure will cost the Australian
taxpayer an estimated $200 million. Without effective action to address this problem it is likely there will be further instances of
this completely unacceptable outcome.
 
A situation cannot be allowed to continue where companies sell ageing oil and gas infrastructure and in so doing escape their
decommissioning obligations, leaving the Australian taxpayer to bear the cost, and placing our marine environment at risk. There
needs to be much greater transparency and rigour around the plans, provisions, requirements, and compliance mechanisms to
guarantee without question that companies who profit from oil and gas developments meet their obligations to safely
decommission and remove infrastructure from our marine environment.
 
There is no doubt Australia needs a regulatory system that delivers the planning, monitoring, oversight, and enforcement of high-
standard decommissioning outcomes for offshore oil and gas infrastructure.
 
The Morrison Government must be held to account in this critical area of regulation, especially when you consider analysis from
the 2020 Advisian Report, which expects 10 years decommissioning costs with respect to oil and gas infrastructure will run to
$26 billion.

And the NSW State Government must be held to account for an unacceptable coal mining legacy and the burden placed upon its
citizens.
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