GAS SUBMISSION 243

There can be no PLAN B on environmental questions, because there is no PLANET B.

Brian William McLure

07 July 2014
Attention Mr Keir Delainey, Secretary,
Environment and Planning Committee,
Parliament House, Spring St.,Melbourne

Vic.

3002

There can be no PLAN B on environmental questions, because
there is no PLANET B.
About me
I am 74, and until a year ago, I was an active member of the Boolarra
South Landcare Group, and currently am the President of the Friends of
the Upper Morwell River group, a regular task of which is repairing, or
undoing, the wilful damage caused by vandals, and picking up the rubbish
-- sometimes filth -- left behind by thoughtless litterers.
I live in Gippsland, along the Grand Ridge Road East in Mirboo East/
Boolarra South, where the maps indicate that on one side of the road is
the watershed for the West Branch of the Morwell River system and,
almost opposite, on the other side of the road are the beginnings of the
Tarwon River system.
Our land has been staked out for exploration, by Mantle Mining
Corporation, in a series of six tenements which stretch from Gormandale
running westward through to Mirboo North (Exploration licenses: EL 5210,
EL 5336, EL 5337, EL 5338, EL 5428 and EL 5429.)
In the past week, I and at least scores of others who objected to Mantle
Mining being granted licences, were informed by Ross McGowan,
Executive Director, Earth Resources Regulation, that the grounds of our
objection “did not warrant the refusal of the licence as all [our] concerns
will be assessed prior to the work plan being approved”.
According to the statement that they have provided to the Australian
Stock Exchange, Mantle has high expectations, their stated goal being to
reach deep seams of black coal -- metallurgical grade (coking and PCI)
used for steel making and higher grade thermal coal -- by means of
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“Black coal was first extracted from the Thorpdale region in 1875 at
Ryan’s Coal Mine. By 1889 black coal mining in the Thorpdale
region had extended as far as Scarlett’s in the south. This area was
mined intermittently until 1959.
“By 1876, a large number of brown coal mines were operating in
the Thorpdale region. The first was at Mirboo Collieries Company
Mine, with a shaft in to a 50m thick seam at 40m depth. Smaller
operations got underway at Haswell and Campbell’s Mines.
“The Company is exploring for extensions of these historic coal
mines and is seeking to define new black coal deposits […]
“Mantle has modelled a large portion of the onshore Gippsland Coal
Basin by developing a detailed database of all historic, publically
available drill holes.
“Long sections have been modelled by others, extending from
Wonthaggi in the south-west, through the Latrobe Valley, all the
way to Gelliondale in the far eastern section. The brown and black
coal deposits within, and immediately surrounding the main Latrobe
Valley depression have been modelled by Mantle to provide detailed
cross sections along several NE to SW trending strike lines.”

Coal seam gas well pad with holding pond (Image: Tony Pickard)
http://www.stoppilligacoalseamgas.com.au/?page id=61
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Hydraulic Fracturing (known in the USA as Fracture
Stimulation)
Mines and coal seam gas wells carry serious risks to the land and water
supplies, both above and below the ground, whether the industry practice
of Hydraulic Fracturing (in the case of Coal Seam Gas or Tight gas) is
required or not, from the introduction of the toxic chemicals and brine
solutions that are utilised.
Hydraulic Fracturing (a.k.a. “Fracking) involves blasting huge amounts of
usually potable (i.e. drinkable) water, sand, salt and other chemicals
down holes drilled into gas bearing rock under pressure in order to create
fissures in the rock so as to release the entrapped gas. Between 20-80%
of this toxic mixture returns, under pressure, to the surface, along with a
rush of methane which is rarely tapped.
“In the best of all possible worlds”, when all goes right, all of the trapped
gas that is released is brought to the surface tanks in a controlled
process, and all of the thousands of litres of the now-poisoned water mix
is then retrieved and quarantined in evaporation pits
However, right there, in any, and every, operation, are three accidents
ready to happen, the fugitive gas that is released but not captured, and
the poisoned water mixture that is not retrieved, remains underground
and manages to contaminate the aquifers that feed the springs, and
further, the ongoing risk of damage to the holding pits that contain the
toxic soup that does get retrieved to the surface. (See my reference
below to YouTube. P.13).
Wells corrode and/or fail, leaching chemicals underground (as has
happened in the USA and Queensland), pathways are opened between
layers of rock allowing for the movement of underground contaminants
and chemicals, potentially, to pollute aquifers that farmers and
householders use for water.
Evaporation ponds containing the salty brine solution necessarily
extracted from the gas reservoir have repeatedly leaked and flooded in
Queensland impacting nearby land.
Whether or not correct industry practices are adhered to, accidents can
and do happen. In the USA there has been extensive unconventional gas
mining for many years and studies there have shown serious threats to
safe water supplies.

A study completed by the Environment America Research and
Policy Center found more than 1,000 cases of water
contaminated by dirty drilling processes.
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Water Protection and Conservation is a Higher Priority
The CSG industry and all those associated should be required to act within
all governing water acts and be responsible for applying for such
necessary licences, the same as any other water user. There should be
no grounds for exemption in any circumstance.
Until the proponents and practitioners of the UCG industry can irrefutably
prove, by reference to disinterested independent scientific research, that
it is entirely safe and harmless to the human population, and that there is
no risk of contamination to our ground water aquifers, and is entirely safe
for the land and environment, all onshore gas extraction should be
discontinued.
The stakes are high when the land is prime agricultural land. The damage
may be irreversible and reduce the ability of the land to produce high
quality beef, dairy and vegetable products for generations.
I support the Napthine Government’s moratorium on CSG mining in
Victoria that relates to Fracking, although I believe, at base, it was a
political manoeuvre in the run-up to the election in order to hose down
and forestall a popular backlash in the threatened districts, including his.
The moratorium should be extended to a ban, that includes all all
Unconventional (UCG)/onshore gas mining (including Shale Gas and Tight
Gas) until there is a referendum whereby Big Petroleum is forced to put
its case directly before the little people (and not as now go through the
back room powerbrokers in the political parties).
The wellbeing of communities where these projects are taking place is of
paramount importance, and they have a right to know about potential
negative impacts.
No government, or PARLIAMENT, that subscribes to the neo-liberal ideal
of small government, can possibly have the physical resources to
effectively regulate such an industry of this size and power once it is
unleashed.
A 2014 report by NSW chief scientist Mary O’Kane highlighted concerns
about the environmental and health effects of fracking and called for
further studies to be performed. The report raised serious questions
about human health, the effects on the environment and water in
particular, landholders’ legal rights and industry regulation and
compliance. But in NSW and Queensland the “horse” had already bolted.
http://www.chiefscientist.nsw.gov.au/coal-seam-gas-review
[N.B. Even though I disagree with the conclusion, this review is a
“must read” for legislators.]
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All individual processes, material inputs and chemicals used in association
with any form of CSG mining, should of necessity be declared and
itemised and required to be scrutinised approval by the regulatory bodies
before permission for their use would be granted. There should be some
onus on the regulators, if this were not meticulously adhered to.
Wherever the industry has thus far been given a free ride in its
endeavours, there needs to be a prohibitive industrial surety fund to
cover the risks to the local populations or their environments, and a plan
of action enforced to clean up any residual effects of any kind and that
have already occurred.

61 Local Referenda (and counting) declare their districts
“Locked”
In the community where I live [Boolarra & Boolarra South – area
Postcode 3870], the Sustainable Boolarra Group was formed in 2012,
following a public meeting to discuss the various mining exploration
licenses in the area
During 2013 our group (of which I was an active participant) conducted
an extensive poll of the residents of our town and surrounding farmland
to determine existing attitudes (the issue at that time was quite new)
towards the possibility of new mining in the area.
We managed to make contact with approximately 75% of all householders
within our postcode area (430 households), and residents were asked
whether they supported new coal and gas mining in the area.
Those who expressed a negative view were invited to sign a survey
declaring that they were “against the creation of any new Coal Mines
(Open Cut, Underground ) or Gas Fields (Coal Seam Gas, Shale Gas, Tight
Gas)”


An overwhelming majority of property owners (87%) signed
the survey, and in doing so, also declared their properties
locked to those industries.



Only 5% of property owners that we polled supported new
mining, whilst the remaining 8% were unsure or had no
opinion.
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In May 2014 our community gathered together to declare and celebrate
3870 as “CSG FREE”, and in doing so are joined with another 61 rural
communities across Victoria that have done likewise.
*********************************************************
The issues of concern related to the CSG industry (also known as
Fracking) are these:


Fracking has not been proven safe to either the environment or to
those living in it – flora, fauna and people; from the chemicals it
uses or from the below ground radioactive materials it is known to
bring to the surface.



The chemicals used in the Fracking process are known to cause ill
health and cancer.



The compounds and chemicals involved in fracking are hazardous to
human health. Of the 23 commonly used fracking chemical used in
this country, very few have been considered by the relevant safety
authority, the Australian National Industrial Chemicals Notification
and Assessment Scheme (NICNAS).



The mining produces high levels of methane gas that escapes into
the environment. As methane is 25 times more damaging than the
equivalent amount of carbon dioxide is to the ozone layer, the
industry has not proven that it can adequately deal with the task of
reducing these fugitive emissions and this failure is indeed
dangerous.



Fracking relies on large volumes of heavy trucks and machinery
entering and leaving local communities 24 hours per day, 7 days
per week, which causes unacceptable damage to roads and high
levels of noise to those in close proximity to the fracking operations.



The industry does not employ local people in its operations nor does
it bring any benefit to the local economy.



Each well that is ‘fracked’ consumes several millions of litres of
potable water in the process. Where Victoria has had to withstand
drought conditions many times in living memory, allowing such an
industry that consumes such a vital asset as drinking water in large
quantities should not be allowed.



The industry transforms formerly productive farmland into an
industrial ‘wasteland’ where above-ground pipelines connect the gas
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wells to compressor sites and where the gas is condensed into a
liquefied form for transport.


Farming and communities can no longer exist in such environments;
and this lowers property values, incomes and often destroys these
communities.

In terms of all of the costs to the community and the environment, and
the “carbon footprint” made by the miners in the process of extracting
onshore gas, the ratio of pain to gain is atrocious when seen in this light.
In reality, the only beneficiaries are the owners and directors of the
finance-houses and investment funds (many of them transnationals, with
clever tax arrangements) that take punts on the success of these
speculative ventures, and the broking houses that handle their trades. All
for the risky export gas-market –- further speculation, in terms of floating
commodity prices and floating foreign exchange rates.
The inevitable “gas rush” that would ensue if the party in government
gives the green light, would be reflected on the stock exchange/casino
and the exponential rise of un-regulateable “cowboy” outfits.

I am Frightened [1]
For 34 years I was a Victorian Public Servant (and proud of it), and
contemporaneously, for most of that period, I was an elected union
representative on the job. So I know quite well the difficulties that Public
Service members are faced with when it comes negotiating enterprise
agreements (for periodic pay increases) when their employer insists on
“productivity savings”. The process is relentless in every state and
territory, always resulting in less and less staff carrying-out the same
workload as previously. Several examples of what results when the
staffing of state government inspectorates are stretched to inadequacy:


The death of 4 insulation installers by electric shock, the
responsibility, not of Peter Garrett or the Federal Rudd
government, but of the Queensland state government’s agencies
that are supposed to police electric safety and OH&S regulators;



The blind eye to the lack of adequate fire safety preparation and
lack of proper mine rehabilitation work at the Hazelwood open-cut
Coal Mine which burnt for 45 days in February through to March
2014 (incidentally, the cost to Victorian taxpayers, for a clearly long
lapse of vigilance, has been estimated at $100 million);
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The area where we live is earthquake prone (we had a 5.3 quake in
2012), and being well timbered by pine and eucalypt plantations it is also
bush-fire prone (most recently in the summers of 2009 and 2014).
Fracking has been linked to earthquakes in the UK and USA, and has been
banned in several jurisdictions.
On-shore fracking, unlike off-shore extraction processes, may be able to
minimise but cannot prevent “fugitive” methane escaping from capture,
and ordinarily, of course, earthquakes, by themselves, do their own share
of geological rearrangements.
Ordinarily, on high fire-danger days we are warned against using
machinery that is capable of creating sparks like angle grinders and even
lawn mowers. How much more volatile it would be/ will be, when fugitive
gasses are added to the danger.
In the forest fires of 2009, Hancock Victoria Plantations (HVP) which is
the lessee and custodian of around 245,000 hectares of land in Victoria,
took a massive hit (although being jointly owned by Australian and US
insurance & superannuation investment funds, HVP was not itself insured)
and in consequence, many of their long term foresters were required to
be terminated. (See my reference below to YouTube. P.13).
.

I am Frightened [3]
The prospect of the likely drop in property value, which is concomitant
with the degradation associated when the frackers get the go-ahead, is
another cause of consternation. (See my reference below to YouTube.
P.13).

Food, Aesthetics and Jobs
There are compelling social and economic reasons why I believe there
should be a permanent ban on all forms of unconventional gas extraction
throughout Victoria.
Around the district where I live, on the land that is not under plantations,
farmers are engaged in dairying and raising sheep and beef cattle. There
are also berry farms, a winery, a gourmet snail farm and even a boutique
bush tucker plantation. I believe that these industries need to be
supported, so that this rich “food bowl” continues to be an income
generator for many generations into the future.
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In the early period of my working life, I was as a chef for 18 years and
worked with many cooks from those culinary Meccas. As such I am
keenly aware that “Brand Gippsland” has huge potential, like “Brand
Tasmania” and “Brand King Island”, as premium sources of quality food
products and gourmet experiences.
Gippsland produces approximately 25% of the national milk production
and is a significant part of the $9 billion agriculture industry in Victoria.
The reputation of premier agricultural districts (and therefore their
economic viability) will be negatively impacted, wherever gas has been
extracted as it is likely that the rivers and streams can have been polluted
with the toxic chemicals released either from the gas beds or those used
during the extraction process, whether or not damage is proven to have
occurred.
Although the restaurant game is a risky business, there are more jobs in
that line (and apprenticeships) than in the transient work arrangements in
the gas mining business.
If the panel was to gives the USG mining a carte-blanche, “Brand
Gippsland” will be a no-goer. It will take a pretty imaginative advertising
agency to convey the impression of pastoral purity, when the
industrialised landscape will be of contaminated creeks and rivers and
what was formerly valuable farmland will be covered with gas-well pads,
storage pits, treatment plants, and a web of pipelines and access roads
for heavy vehicles with noxious cargoes.
(See my reference below to YouTube. P.13).
Social and Health Implications
The social implications of new mining activity include the industrialization
of the rural landscape and reduce the livability of our towns. And the
dangers of gas wells and the associated pipe lines in an area of high fire
and earthquake risk would certainly raise the general levels of anxiety.
The increased volumes of traffic,24/7 (particularly heavy vehicle truck
traffic) on our, already, often poor quality roads, would likely increase the
risk of road accidents and greatly increase the demise of native wildlife.
In addition, the likelihood of a large number of fly-in-fly-out workers,
which has become the norm in mining work in Queensland where the
onshore gas industry is well established, though benefiting a small
number of businesses, overall has had various negative impacts on towns,
including social unrest, distorted rental market prices and displacement of
low income families.
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It is inconceivable that a Government would allow an industry to damage
farmland, water supplies, air quality and peoples’ lifestyles particularly
when that industry will in all likelihood last less than a generation and
provide at best short term financial gain for predominantly internationally
owned mining companies.

Aerial photo of one Santos drilling rig in the Pilliga – Santos often claim
that their well pads are the size of tennis court.
http://www.stoppilligacoalseamgas.com.au/?page id=61

The health risks associated with coal and gas mining are significant and
undeniable.
The Australian Medical Association has cited concern over the exposure of
communities “to pollutants through air and groundwater” and the
“associated health risks”.
These risks could leave communities like ours with huge financial burdens
from added health issues. Having to grapple with the ongoing health
problems of family and community members caused by mining would be a
social burden on rural communities.
All of this would reduce the livability of our district, negatively impacting
on residents’ well being, lifestyles and land values. None of these issues
are consistent with the Government’s goal of attracting new business to
regional areas.
*********************************************************
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On the question of “Social Licence”
The protagonists for the industry, include politicians from the ALP and the
LNP coalition -- both of which cannot wait to get their hands on the
royalties from their wished for “gas rush” – and during the election period
none of these three parties mentioned a word about it on their official
websites.
Following the hurried burial of Peter Reith’s pro-gas recommendations,
and the dearth of ANY discussion from the pro-gas camp on the subject of
UCG during the lead up to the state election, when the several rural
seats, including that of the Premier Denis Napthine, were extra sensitive,
-- nothing has been added to the discourse, apart the response that the
“community is confused”, and disparagement of the motives of their
opponents.
All of the protagonists for the industry were totally zipped and said
nothing to “un-confound” the community.
Interestingly though, in stark contrast to the text that was missing from
the intentions of the major parliamentary parties which were all recipients
of donations from players in the petroleum industry -- there were no
policies at all on their websites -- the pro-gas policies of the Shooters
Party, and a couple of the other micro-parties (which were also “climate
sceptics”), practically identical, word for word, but they looked like they
were authored by the lobby of the petroleum production and exploration
industry (APPEA).
It is clear on this basis then, that there is no way that either of the major
parties can claim a mandate, or social license to encourage or initiate
onshore gas mining in the state, particularly in any of the 61 (and
counting) districts that have declared themselves “Locked”.
At the time of our declaring our district a Gas Free Zone, I think we were
the third community to have done the survey. Since then another 58
Victorian Communities have followed suit and declared likewise.
How did they get so savvy?
Now, because of the ubiquitous use of the internet for business,
entertainment, news and research, more and more people have access,
even serendipitously, of being informed by sources other than the
traditional (and commercial) opinion leaders in the MSM. And webvessels, such as Facebook -- a kind of poor man’s blog – facilitate real
time exchanges of political opinion and comment.
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Despite the “war chest” available to the protagonists on the side of the
transnationals, they have not been able to downplay the risks..
One spin-strategy in the period of public consultation prior to the election
was to deliberately avoid using the terms Coal Seem Gas (CSG) and
Uncommon Gas (UCG), and substituting the more innocuous term
“Natural Gas”, the term for the popular and “conventional” offshore gas.
The intention of the verbal-switch was to give the implication that the
processes for mining “Conventional” and “Unconventional” gasses were
both relatively innocuous.
Another tactic was to denigrate their critics as paid agitators who were
confusing the public, when it was the critics who were encouraging the
public to find out for themselves.
Big Energy and Big Media (the Elephants) have made no progress soft
selling this ecologically violent industrial practice, they cannot overwhelm
the evidence of home made videos made on the ground by the victims
(the mouse plague in their compound).

The Panel Members only have to type [“CSG” OR “Fracking”]
into the YouTube.com search box to discover there are “about
326,000” of links
https://www.youtube.com/results?search query=Fracking+OR+
CSG

There are “about” another 988 links if you use the term [“coal
bed methane”].
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https://www.youtube.com/results?search query=+%22coal+be
d+methane%22

The problem is global, even those previously tranquil parts of
England are being despoiled by these processes.
We see “People Power” at work here, and the concepts of “Social Licence”
and “Local Sovereignty” which spawn from it.
These are not imaginary concepts, and they can tip the asymmetry of
power between from the big miners to the little blokes.
*******************************************************
In the end, it all comes down to policies and high politics – the art of the
possible. For instance the motivation for Napthine government’s
moratorium on CSG (for fear of a rural backlash), and contrarily, their
signing of the East-West link contract during the Victorian Public Sector’s
caretaker provisions leading up to the State Government election
(chutzpah and for fear of a donor wrath).
I am mindful that the CEO of Santos, one of the major players in the gas
exploration and extraction business told the ABC’s Q&A audience last
year, that the industry in Australia had currently $150,000,000,000
invested here. Therein lies an enormous “war chest”.
It is clear from what follows, that not much of that lolly is invested in
buying the favours of the people in the street, while it is known, though
always belatedly, that the big players are major contributors to and active
wooers of political machines. In fact, for example, Santos was the senior
sponsor of the National Party, and the policies, in regard to Coal Seam
Gas, of three of the micro parties (including the Shooters) in the recent
election, word for word, must have been taken from an APPEA prompt
sheet.
The outcome of this influence peddling is that the party in government,
whatever colour, goes out of its way to smooth the way of the filthy fossil
fuel extraction industries, by means of royalty holidays, fuel subsidies,
and petty penalties for environmental infractions. (I note that Martin
Ferguson, former Federal Resources Minister in the Gillard government, is
now Chairman of APPEA’s Advisory Committee.)
Recently in Australia Santos was fined a measly $1,500 for contaminating
underground water supplies during CSG activity in NSW.
Fossil Fuels are clearly a resource worth cornering, but imagine how much
clean renewable energy could be generated AND stored if only 1% of that
$150 Billion investment/poker money was directed toward progressing
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the requisite technology and infrastructure. At the present time, that
won’t happen, because Big Energy investors cannot corner the sun, wind
and waves (although some Water companies reckon they own rainfall).
Regardless of the Inquiry’s terms of reference, this question is at base
political, Big Petroleum v. Everything Else, and the solution will be
political; and for each member of the lawmakers on the Panel it will be a
certain test of character and integrity.
I am hopeful, that unlike the still to be completed Senate Committee
inquiry into Wind-farms, the fix is not already in.
Good Luck, and thank you all for taking submissions from the concerned
members of the public.

See article: Energy giants’ donations boost Coalition and Labor by
Rex Martinich and link here:
http://www.spec.com.au/blog/2014/07/25/gas-cash-stream-2/

AUSTRALIA’S major political parties have accepted almost $2.7 million in
donations from companies associated with unconventional gas between
2010 and 2013.
The total money donated to political parties came from companies directly
involved in unconventional gas exploration such as AGL, Santos, Origin,
Arrow and the petroleum industry lobby group APPEA.
Donations were also provided by the National Australia Bank, which along
with a number of foreign banks had considerable share holdings in
companies exploring for unconventional gas in south west Victoria.
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Finally, this is not just a hands-rubbing moment for the royalties section
of the Victorian Treasury Department, or a “Here’s a winner” moment for
the Department of Economic Development, Transport, Resources and
Jobs, Jobs, Jobs, this is a another serious threat to the health of the
planet.
All governments and companies involved should put their personal
interests on hold and support a thorough investigation into these
concerns, and then hold a popular referendum to obtain consent. NOT an
election. Political parties do not these days, or seldom ever were, elected
to government on their “platform”, and therefore cannot willy-nilly claim
they have a mandate. They come to power only after the electorate loses
confidence in their predecessor (i.e. given the flick).
Every Australian should have the right to breathe clean air and to enjoy a
clean and safe environment in which to live and to obtain the essential
resource delivered to their homes such as clean water from a tap. This
basic necessity of life is seen as an inalienable right that especially applies
to all of those residents of Victoria where a Petroleum Exploration Permit
currently exists, for example, Gippsland, the Otways, Geelong, the Surf
Coast and South West Victoria.
Until sufficient regulation of the industry can be established, until
government policies to guarantee that environmental safety take priority
over the mining industry’s desires for the drilling and extraction of gas
deposits, permission for unconventional mining should be withheld
throughout Victoria.
Lives are a lot more important than the extraction of coal-seam gas.
There can be no PLAN B on environmental questions, because there is no
PLANET B.
Your sincerely,
Brian William Mclure.
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