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Planning and Assessment Commission  - D493/17 
Objection to Wambo Modification 17  

 
 
Introduction 
 
Hunter Environment Lobby Inc. (HEL) is a regional community-based environmental 
organization that has been active for well over 20 years on the issues of environmental 
degradation, species and habitat loss, and climate change. 
 
In October 2006, HEL raised objection to the proposed Modification 6 of Wambo Mine, 
and the proposition to re-route and destroy North Wambo Creek. HEL warned at that 
time of irreversible consequences and significant environmental effects. 
 
Further to this 2006 objection to Mod 6, in our submission of objection to the Mod 12 
development on 6 May 2016, HEL outlined major concerns and called once again for  
an independent regional study of mining impacts on the Hunter River, as well as it’s 
tributaries and associated groundwater sources 
 
HEL has also had continuing concerns in regard to the cumulative biodiversity impacts 
of mining in the Hunter Region and the lack of adequate protection of biodiversity 
offsets and unreliable monitoring and regulation of their management. 
 
Once again, for this Modification 17, HEL presented its concerns to the Department of 
Planning and Environment (the Department) in May this year, that the mine is very 
close to the World Heritage listed Wollemi National Park and will severely impact on 
the Wambo Creek systems, Wollombi Brook and Hunter catchment, surrounding farm 
land and neighbouring communities, Aboriginal cultural heritage and biodiversity. 

HEL submitted an objection to the expansion of underground operations proposed in 
Mod 12, which has since just been approved in December 2016. Now there is a 
proposal for  another new expansion of underground mining  before this PAC. 

A large joint venture project, United-Wambo open cut mine (with neighbouring miner 
Glencore) is currently before the Department. HEL believes that these ongoing 
extensions and large super pit proposals are not ecologically sustainable 
developments.   

The cumulative impact of mining in this area of the Hunter is vast and the NSW Govt is 
refusing to adequately assess the long-term costs. 
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Issues with Wambo Modification 17 
 
This project is closely tied to the United-Wambo proposal and should not be 
considered until that assessment is complete. 
 
We consider that the Department’s Environmental Assessment Report (EAR) is 
dismissive of many of the key issues raised. These are not adequately addressed or 
mitigated. 
 

1. Impacts on Wambo Creek and groundwater sources 
 
HEL has major concerns that the EAR recognises that ‘The modification would cause 
surface and sub-surface subsidence impacts, including cumulative subsidence 
impacts, which could affect a range of surface water and groundwater features’1 
 
It is predicted that groundwater levels after the 200 year recovery period will remain 
below pre-mining levels and that increased flux of saline water from the Permian strata 
to the alluvium will commence within 100 years 
 
These impacts are not acceptable and do not demonstrate ecological sustainability. 
 
HEL notes that both the Department of Crown Land and Water and the Independent 
Expert Science Committee have raised issues with the numerical groundwater model. 
We consider that the Department’s response is inadequate and that key issues 
remain. 
 
HEL commissioned Pell’s Consultancy to review information provided by the proponent 
in regard to impacts on water sources. 
 
The attached report is a key element of our submission for the PAC to consider.  
 
This report also highlighted areas where further clarification of the groundwater model 
is required. One of these is that the units of the values of ‘storage’ used in the 
groundwater model are undefined, and appear to be untenably low for representation 
of specific storage. 
 
The report also notes that the hydrologic modelling presented does not contribute to 
the understanding of impacts from subsidence and cracking, as the mining effects are 
too speculative to meaningfully model.   
 
The report questions whether: 
 

 the predicted impacts to North Wambo creek can be considered as acceptable, 
and; 
 

 the proposed mitigation measures for North Wambo creek are reasonable 
 
It further states that it is clear that the extent of subsidence and cracking is such that it 
would greatly disturb the natural values of North Wambo Creek.  The predicted 
changes to stream gradient, extensive bed cracking, and drawdown of adjacent water 
table by up to 55 metres are all significant impacts.   
 
The report emphasises that these impacts to North Wambo Creek are severe.  
 
                                                
1 EAR p 18 
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The report considers that the response from the proponent is dismissive of the 
significance of the impacts and that the proposed mitigation measures are unfeasible 
or unhelpful.    
 
The report concludes that the proposed longwalls will incur severe impacts to the 
natural values of North Wambo Creek, and these impacts can neither be dismissed or 
remediated suitably.  The predicted impacts should be taken at face value when 
appraising the viability of this proposed modification. 
 
HEL considers that further subsidence under North Wambo Creek and the creek 
diversion including the associated alluvial aquifers is too great a cumulative impact. 
Increased ponding, cracking and loss of base flows cannot be approved. 
 
Peabody Energy has not fulfilled current commitments to address long term 
subsidence impacts on Wambo Creek. There is no confidence that any commitments 
to meet subsidence impacts on North Wambo Creek will be met. 
 

2. Increased coal and carbon emission production 
 

HEL maintains that the proposal to extend the mine life to produce 11.3 mtpa of coal 
for another 7 years until 2039 is a climate injustice. It is unacceptable that that both 
government and industry can put their collective heads in the sand on such an 
important issue as climate change. 
 
The Wambo mine produces large quantities of gas that is released into the 
atmosphere or flared. The greenhouse gas emissions from the operation are seen to 
be too high, by any standards This volatile source of methane must be left undisturbed 
in the ground. We do not consider that the predicted greenhouse gas emissions from 
this proposal, as assessed in Appendix J accurate. Even so, the stated increase of 
0.05% of national emissions over the period of mining will threaten Australia’s ability to 
meet the Paris Agreement.  
 

3. Biodiversity Impacts 
 

The area of the proposed new mine expansion contains habitat for 37 threatened 
fauna species, including 11 listed for protection under Federal environmental 
legislation. The majority of the area of impact is covered by the critically endangered 
Central HunterValley Eucalypt Forest and Woodland ecological community. We do not 
support the conclusion that subsidence impacts will be negligible, particularly on the 
steep slopes. 
 
The development of a new mine with nine longwall panels within 120m of the World 
Heritage listed Wollemi National Park is unacceptable. This will cause rock falls and 
instability of cliff lines and steep slopes. The photos of subsidence damage at the 
Dendrobium mine, as appear in Appendix A, increases our concern that subsidence 
from this proposal will not be negligible. 
 

4. Aboriginal Cultural Heritage 
 

It is unacceptable that 34 hectares of the area of impact have not yet been surveyed 
for Aboriginal cultural heritage sites. This assessment work must be conducted and 
exhibited for public comment prior to any further progress of the planning process for 
this proposal. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The Wambo Development Project (approved in February 2004) has historically 
applied for various modifications to its approval.  This report has been prepared in 
response to a request by the Hunter Environment Lobby to provide a review of 
subsidence, groundwater and surface water aspects of the 17th modification, termed 
“MOD 17”. 
 
MOD 17 is for an extension to the South Bates Underground Mine in the form of nine 
additional longwall panels in the Whybrow Seam.  The application for MOD 17 has 
been accompanied by Environmental Assessments1  The comments provided in this 
letter are based on review of the following documents: 
 

 EA 01 Environmental Assessment.pdf 
 EA 02 Appendix A Part A – Subsidence Assessment.pdf 
 EA 03 Appendix A Part B – Subsidence Assessment.pdf 
 EA 04 Appendix B Part A – Groundwater Assessment.pdf 
 EA 05 Appendix B Part B – Groundwater Assessment.pdf 
 EA 06 Appendix B Part C – Groundwater Assessment.pdf 
 EA 07 Appendix C – Surface Water Assessment.pdf 

 
The locations of the proposed longwalls are shown in Figure 1.  The thickness of 
extraction and cross-sections through the panels are shown in Figure 2 and are 
indicative of relatively low depths of cover (as shallow as 50 metres) and high 
extraction heights (generally in the order of 3 metres).  This is expected to result in 
relatively large subsidence - as shown in Figure 3 subsidence up to approximately 2 
metres is predicted in the EA.  The subsidence predictions were made by MSEC 

                                                 
1 http://majorprojects.planning.nsw.gov.au/page/development-categories/mining--petroleum---
extractive-industries/mining/?action=view job&job id=8124   



S015.L2 
Pells Consulting  7 July 2017 2

using the Incremental Profile Method – a reasonable explanation of this method is 
provided in Section 3 of EA 02. 
 

 
 

Figure 1 – Overview of Proposed longwalls (from EA 01 Figure 3) 
 
 
Natural features above the longwall include the natural (undiverted) section of North 
Wambo Creek and tributaries, as shown in Figure 4.  An excerpt from EA 02 (pg 36) 
describes North Wambo creek as follows: 
 

 
 
 



S015.L2 
Pells Consulting         7 July 2017 3

 
 
 

 
 

Figure 2 –  Longwall extraction depths and cross sections (from EA 03 MSEC Dwg 848-05 and EA 02 Figures 1.2, 1.3 and 1.4) 
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Figure 3 –  Predicted subsidence (from EA 03 MSEC Dwg 848-10) 
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Figure 4 –  Natural features above longwalls (from EA 03 MSEC Dwg 848-08) 



S015.L2 
Pells Consulting  7 July 2017 6

A summary of predicted subsidence characteristics pertaining to North Wambo Creek 
is reproduced below (from  EA02 pg 38)  
 

 
 
The following effects from subsidence to North Wambo creek are described in EA 02: 
 

1. Changes to stream gradient – ponding and scouring: 

 
 
2. Cracking in stream beds: 

 
 
3. Connective cracking in stream beds: 

 
 
Numerical groundwater modelling for MOD 17 did not employ the regional 
groundwater model utilised for the MOD 15 (United Wambo Open Cut Coal Mine 
Project Model) application.  It was stated that this previous model was optimised for 
open-cut operations. The MOD 17 model is of smaller extent, but was reported to 
include better representation of the underground works and ‘more rigorous height-of-
fracturing calculations’.   The groundwater model nonetheless adopted previously 
presented hydraulic conductivity values.  The value of specific storage used is 
unclear.  In Table 12 of EA03 “storage coefficients ‘S’ ” of 1 x 10-4 to 5 x 10-4  were 
stated to be used throughout the model, but the units were unstated.  This is an 
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untenably high value for Specific Storage, if the units of 1/m used.  The specific 
storage values selected have a strong influence on predicted effects on groundwater.  
 
The following summary of predicted drawdown above the proposed longwall panels 
is given in EA 03, pg 47): 
 

 
 
The findings of the surface water study (EA 07) with regard to North Wambo Creek 
appear to be adequately summarised in EA 02, as presented above.  The surface 
water study attempts to quantify the impacts of these effects using modelling.  The 
present writer finds it difficult to accept that these hydrologic studies can quantify the 
impacts from subsidence.  This is because prediction of pool location and sizes,  and 
crack location, size and connectivity are very speculative.  For example, the 
discharge through cracks that may occur in the creek bed may vary enormously 
depending on the location and geometry of the crack – subsidence modelling cannot 
predict these locations and geometry, and hence discharge through these cracks 
cannot be reasonably predicted in hydraulic modelling.   
 
 
2. ISSUES 

We have reviewed the subsidence, groundwater and surface water reports given for 
MOD17.   We accept that the subsidence prediction methodology for the proposed 
works are reasonable.  A detailed review of the numerical groundwater model is 
beyond the scope of this document, and hence we present the following comments 
on the assumption that the model is reasonably defined and honestly interpreted.  
However, one point of clarification is required: 
 

 The units of the values of ‘storage’ used in the groundwater model are 
undefined, and appear to be untenably low for representation of specific 
storage. Clarification is required. 

 
We do not consider that hydrologic modelling presented in EA 07 contributes to the 
understanding of impacts from subsidence and cracking, as the mining effects are 
too speculative to meaningfully model.  Nonetheless, we accept the summary of 
postulated impact mechanism that are presented. 
 
In summary, while we do not take issue with the methodology of the subsidence and 
groundwater studies, we question: 
 

 whether the predicted impacts to North Wambo creek can be considered as 
acceptable, and; 

 whether the proposed mitigation measures for North Wambo creek are 
reasonable. 

 
It is clear that the extent of subsidence and cracking is such that it would greatly 
disturb the natural values of North Wambo Creek.  The predicted changes to stream 
gradient, extensive bed cracking, and drawdown of adjacent water table by up to 55 
metres are all significant impacts.  While it is not our role to make a determination of 
the acceptability of these impacts, it is emphasised that these impacts to North 
Wambo Creek are severe. 
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