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P r e a m b l e  

I have been asked to provide an independent peer review of a social impact 
assessment [SIA] prepared by Elliottwhiteing regarding the Vickery Extension 
Project. I am a social planner and SIA academic at Macquarie University. My CV 
is attached at the end of this document. I have prepared this peer review based 
on my extensive expertise in reviewing social impact assessments and having 
regard to Division 2 of Part 31 of the Uniform Civil Procedure Rules 2005 
(UCPR), and the Expert Witness Code of Conduct (Code of Conduct) contained 
in Schedule 7 of the UCPR, by which I agree to be bound. I do not have any 
financial or non-financial interest in the proposed project, the company 
preparing the SIA or any property or organisation in the region. 

I have been asked  

a) to assess whether in my opinion the assessment of social impacts in the SIA, 
particularly cumulative impacts, is accurate, appropriate and sufficient 

b) to identify any concerns I may have regarding the social impacts of the 
Project bearing in my the mitigation measures proposed, and  

c) provide any further observations or opinions which I consider relevant. 

My report is set out as follows: 

1 My review report 
2 A detailed assessment of the social impacts chapter of the SIA 
3 A detailed assessment of the proposed mitigations 
4 A completed set of review questions set out in Appendix D of the  
  Department of Planning’s SIA guidelines for State significant mining,  
  petroleum production and extractive industry development. 

 

Alison Ziller 
7 February 2019 
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E x e c u t i v e  S u m m a r y  

I have carefully reviewed an SIA prepared by Elliottwhiteing regarding the 
proposed Vickery Extension Project. In undertaking this review I have had regard 
to the Department of Planning and Environment’s Social impact assessment 
guideline for State significant mining, petroleum production and extraction 
industry development, as well as similar, well established standards 
documented in a number of other guidelines. 

In my opinion this SIA does not meet the required standards in a number of 
ways. 

1 The consultation process for the SIA appears to have been incomplete. A 
significant number of objector groups in the region do not appear in the list 
of organisations consulted. In my view this has resulted in the omission of 
some social impact issues that ought to have been considered. The 
consultation process with Aboriginal communities, which is the subject of 
a number of NSW Government protocols, was particularly inadequate. 

2 I find the social baseline in the SIA repetitive and ad hoc in its 
presentation, with poor documentation of the social circumstances of 
Aboriginal communities in the area and a failure to acknowledge that the 
rapid increase in mining since 2005 is itself part of the social 
circumstances which form the baseline for this project. 

3 The scope of likely social impact issues is restricted. In some cases this is 
due to the SIA authors deciding that a social impact issue was not 
important and in other cases due to a number of issues of concern to 
objector groups not being taken up in the SIA.  

4 In my view, the impact assessment itself lacks an evidentiary basis. As 
well, some critical social impact issues are omitted. Taken together these 
two factors substantially undermine the validity of the impact assessment.  

5 Seventy two actions are proposed as mitigations of which 56 fall into the 
category of engage, consult, inform or encourage. In my opinion the 
mitigations as a whole do not meet basic criteria of tangibility, efficacy or 
durability. 

6 Finally I believe it is a matter for concern that the SIA does not address a 
number of public health issues. There are a significant public health issues 
relating to current health impacts on local people which have not been 
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adequately explored. There are also longer term health impacts on the 
region, the state and the nation through global warming from burning this 
fossil fuel. Global warming is not in the public interest and it is already 
affecting the nation. The SIA authors might not agree that global warming 
is a health hazard or even that burning fossil fuels contributes to it, but 
they should have dealt with this issue because it is of concern to some 
members of the regional community.  
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1  S I A  r e v i e w  r e p o r t  

My review of this SIA has identified a number of shortcomings. In this review I 
deal with those of most significance for the conclusions drawn by the SIA 
authors. A more detailed review of the major sections of the SIA is in the 
supporting information provided in Chapters 2, 3 and 4. 

C o n s u l t a t i o n  i n p u t s  

An SIA should acknowledge the various perspectives and points of view of the 
stakeholders in a project. This is a basic safeguard for due process, accuracy 
and completeness. 

The EIS at p 4-138 and the SIA at p 27 indicate that for this SIA most 
consultation with local residents was done at second hand and on a one to one 
basis, often by phone, with representatives of selected organisations, namely 
Narrabri and Gunnedah Councils, local business groups and representatives of 
health and other social service providers including the local hospital and police 
service. Although the SIA notes (p 26) that consultation workshops were held, 
these seem to have involved one to one interviews with selected individuals and 
two families. Two representatives of Aboriginal groups were interviewed.  

While a dedicated Aboriginal Cultural Heritage report was prepared for the EIS, 
cultural heritage is not the only potential social impact issue for Aboriginal 
people that should have been addressed. In addition to the Burra Charter, 
consultation with Aboriginal people is the subject of a number of protocols1. 
These protocols emphasise early and continuing engagement with Aboriginal 
community groups. In this context two telephone calls is not enough even to 
scope the likely social issues that Aboriginal communities might wish to raise. I 
note that Red Chief LALC requested an extension of time to make a submission 
to the NSW Department of Planning and Environment [DPE]. This request does 
not appear to have been granted. 

In describing the consultation process, the SIA makes no reference to 
consultation with the following 13 groups: Lock the Gate Alliance; Armidale 
Branch NPA; Sustainable Living Armidale; Maules Creek Branch of the CWA; 
People for the Plains, Boggabri NSW; CountryMinded, Boggabilla NSW; New 

 
1 For example, the NSW Department of Family and Community Services’ Aboriginal Consultation Guide and 
the NSW Department of Local Government’s Collaborate NSW resource kit for local governments and 
Aboriginal Communities to work together  
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England Greens Armidale, Tamworth, Breeza NSW; Emerald Hill Progress 
Association; Maules Creek Community Council Inc.; Wando Conservation and 
Cultural Centre; Boggabri Farming and Community Group; National Parks 
Association Armidale; Leard Forest Research Node.  

Each of these groups has lodged a submission with the DPE and an examination 
of these reveals that the SIA has not dealt with many of the concerns of these 
groups.  As a result in my opinion, the scope of the SIA is substantially 
incomplete and appears to be partial. 

S o c i a l  b a s e l i n e  

A social baseline is required in an SIA so as to document the social environment 
into which a project is proposed to be introduced. This SIA provides a social 
baseline at pp 29-36 which I have summarised at DPE review question 16 in 
chapter 4 of this report.  

While a number of social characteristics of Narrabri and Gunnedah LGAs have 
been listed, their description relies heavily on reported consultation inputs. As 
the consultation, or its reporting, appears to have been incomplete, this reliance 
means that the accuracy and completeness of the information provided is 
unknown.  

A social baseline is more than a report of community feedback, it should also 
include available public sector data, such as Census, crime and public health 
data. While some of this data is included, the authors have only provided data 
for recent years, or at most for 2011 and 2016 Censuses. However, the social 
baseline for this project includes the fact that there are already 7 coal mines 
operating in the area, of which five were in operation before 2011.  

The SIA takes these existing mines as given. It does not clearly set out the 
recent social changes and consequences of the operation of these mines on the 
current social environment. The Vickery project is proposed to be in addition to 
8 approved coal mines of which 7 are currently operating. The sheer number of 
these, their attendant workforces and the effects they have had on the social 
context in Narrabri and Gunnedah are part of the social baseline. Further, the 
very recency of the introduction of these mines means that there is a ready 
source of comparative, local and relevant data available to inform the social 
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baseline. Some of this data is in readily available publicly accessible form2. This 
aspect of the social baseline is not clearly set out in the SIA. 

The social baseline description of Aboriginal issues and concerns is inadequate. 
While there is a section on Aboriginal cultural values, there is not a separate 
section on Aboriginal health, residential location of Aboriginal communities vis-
a-vis mining sites, sacred sites vis-a-vis mining sites, housing stress profile. 
Aboriginal unemployment rates are reported as improved due to mining jobs but 
remain much higher than for non-Aboriginal people and for Aboriginal people in 
NSW as a whole. Further, the report relies on comments by (apparently two) 
Aboriginal community representatives but notes at SIA p 30 that middle aged 
Aboriginal people were not benefiting from employment initiatives. Failure to 
provide an adequate consultation process and then a clear social profile of the 
social circumstances of Aboriginal communities in Gunnedah and Narrabri is 
unsatisfactory. 

Finally the social baseline is not presented in a coherent manner. As the 
summary at Chapter 4 Review Q16 (of this report) shows, there are 20 topics 
covered by the baseline but these seem to be in no particular order, of varying 
relevance, often reliant on unsourced opinion, and generally failing to present a 
clear picture of the social context for the proposed project. Further where 
adverse rates or circumstances are reported, there is a tendency on the part of 
the SIA authors to propose solutions in the form of mitigations. It would have 
been better to have provided a well-documented and coherent social baseline. 

R e s t r i c t e d  s c o p e  o f  t h e  S I A  

The scope of the SIA was limited, partly by the scope of reported or actual 
consultations but also because the SIA authors decided that some potential 
social impact issues, namely odour, air quality, noise and vibration (with the 
exception of anxiety and stress cause by these factors), and impacts on built 
assets (with the exception of roads) would not be included in the SIA. The 
grounds for these exclusions were: 

Odour – likelihood of problems considered very low 
Air quality, noise and vibration – impacts would be managed ‘within government 

 
2 House of Representatives Standing Committee Inquiry into the use of ‘fly-in, fly-out’ (FIFO) workforce 
practices in regional Australia, Cancer of the bush or salvation for our cities? Report, 13 Feb 2013: 
http://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/House_of_Representatives_Committees?url=ra/ 
fifodido/report.htm  
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policy’ 
Built assets (except roads) – there would be no direct impacts. (SIA p 41) 

These exclusions matter. Firstly it is clear from objector submissions that a 
number of groups question the efficacy, validity, reliability and adequacy of 
monitoring and management systems for noise, odour, dust, fly rock and 
vibration. Concerns about this were expressed by Cotton Australia, Boggabri 
Farming and Community Group, NPA Armidale Branch, Leard Forest Research 
Node, Boggabri Family and Community Group, Emerald Hill Progress Asscn, 
and Wando Conservation and Cultural Centre. The level of concern expressed 
should have ensured the inclusion of the social aspects of these issues in the 
SIA. 

Secondly, failures of monitoring, measurement, compliance and regulatory 
systems result in adverse public health outcomes not just individual anxieties or 
stress. Coal mining has known public health risks and public health is a critical 
social issue which should not be dismissed by individualising it or by ruling it out 
of consideration. In my opinion, the decision to restrict the scope of the SIA in 
this way, and in view of the concerns expressed by the above groups, was 
inappropriate,  

Further a review of the objector submissions from community groups reveals 
there were a number of other social impact issues which also did not get a 
mention in the SIA. These omissions were not supported by an explanation.  A 
summary of omitted issues is in Table. 1. The omitted issues are not trivial. 

Table 1:  Issues of  concern to objector  groups not  dea l t  wi th in  the SIA 

Omitted issue Submitting group 

Inter-generational equity and the precautionary principle New England Greens Armidale, Tamworth, Breeza 
NSW 

Climate change, greenhouse gas emissions, an old polluting 
industry under pressure from newer cleaner ones 
‘Whitehaven's seeking of economies of scale should not be at 
the expense of our future.’ 

Maules Creek CWA 
Emerald Hill Progress Asscn 
New England Greens Armidale, Tamworth, Breeza 
NSW 

Adequacy and accuracy of dust impact measurement and 
monitoring 

Cotton Australia 
Wando Conservation & Cultural Centre 
NPA Armidale Branch 

Adequacy and accuracy of noise measurement and 
monitoring  

Cotton Australia 
Boggabri Farming and Community Group 
NPA Armidale Branch 
Leard Forest Research Node 
Boggabri FCG 
Emerald Hill Progress Asscn 
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Omitted issue Submitting group 

Cumulative health impacts (i.e. cumulative effects of noise, 
respiratory and mental health issues).  
A 5h large mine close to Boggabri is too much for this small 
community to handle 

Armidale NPA 
Emerald Hill Progress Asscn  
Lock the Gate Alliance 

Loss of financial benefits to larger towns and overseas 
‘Businesses in Boggabri have not seen the benefit from 
decade of coal mines, if anything the reverse has happened. 
Only one pub out of three remains in operation.‘ 

Maules Creek Community Council 
Wando Conservation & Cultural Centre 

Mistrust of the applicant company – lack of trust in its 
commitments, poor consultation in practice, inadequate 
information provision, poor meeting management poor 
reputation. ‘harassment by mine security’, poor record of 
compliance 

Lock the Gate Alliance 
Maules Creek CWA 
Maules Creek Community Council 
Boggabri Farming and Community Group 
Sustainable Living Armidale 
Wando CCC 
Boggabri Business and Community Progress Asscn 
People for the Plains, Boggabri NSW 

Net population loss and damage to social fabric due to 
farming families not being replaced with settled mining 
families. ‘Already, 76 family farms have been purchased by 
Whitehaven Coal in close proximity to the town of Boggabri, 
hollowing out the township, affecting local businesses and 
tearing the social fabric of the district.’ Loss of good 
agricultural land affecting agricultural future 

Lock the Gate Alliance 
Maules Creek CWA 
Sustainable Living Armidale 
Wando Conservation & Cultural Centre 
Boggabri Business and Community Progress Asscn 

Risk of over extraction of water without which communities 
cannot survive. Risk of contamination of ground water 

Emerald Hill Progress Asscn 

Impacts of DIDO ‘… even mine staff who have an address in 
Boggabri are Drive-in, Drive- out workers. They tend to leave 
their families in places such as the Hunter Valley towns, and 
commute weekly to their work. This has not been addressed 
in the SIA. Boggabri has not received an influx of population, 
and Whitehaven are understood to encourage workers to live 
in Gunnedah instead, adding to road traffic.’ 

Wando Conservation & Cultural Centre 

 

Finally, some issues were mentioned in the SIA but not dealt with. These include 
masculinisation of mining towns (SIA p 100), disorder and social conflict 
between non-resident workers and residents (SIA p 53), and loss of low income 
accommodation (SIA p 109). These are serious social impact issues about which 
there is a substantial amount of researched information and which should have 
been the subject of detailed inquiry and consideration in the SIA. 

The omitted issues go to the heart of the concerns of social impact assessment 
(distributive equity and precaution) as well as critical social issues facing 
communities in mining areas. As a result of omitting these issues, the SIA is 
incomplete and inadequate.  
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U n s u b s t a n t i a t e d  c l a i m s ;  l a c k  o f  e v i d e n c e  

A social impact assessment is intended to identify likely social impacts that 
matter and will affect communities. Critical considerations are the distribution of 
benefits and social costs. An assessment of these should be based on analysis 
of data and research findings from reliable, preferably peer reviewed, sources, 
that is to say on an evidentiary basis.  

While the SIA authors relied on various public sources for demographic, health 
and crime data as well as a number of government and council publications, the 
reference list contains only three references to the academic literature. This is 
unusual. Most SIA authors use the same published data sources but back up 
claims as to likely social consequences with careful referencing of academic 
research, or at least research reports published by reputable public agencies 
(such as the NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research, the Australian 
Institute of Health and Welfare etc.). The reference list (and lack of footnotes) 
indicates that the authors of this SIA have not done this. As a result there are a 
number of unsubstantiated claims in the document. 

Example: The SIA says that some nearby property owners are experiencing 
stress and anxiety ‘in relation to the perceived potential for impacts on their 
property’s amenity’. The assessment provided is  

Whitehaven’s commitments to impact mitigation, and ongoing 
engagement and information provision relating to specific 
areas of community concerns, are expected to reduce the 
potential for stress and anxiety, however concerns may 
persist for some community members regardless of these 
strategies. SIA p 114 (emphasis added) 

An extensive literature on mental health issues associated with loss of livelihood, 
damage to livelihood, psychological distress, sustained experience of noise, 
dust etc. is available and does not appear to have been tapped.  

In the social impact section of the SIA, most topics addressed fail to provide any 
social impact analysis but go from description to suggested solutions usually by 
way of mitigating management strategies by the applicant. This means that the 
section in the SIA titled Impact Assessment contains very few impact 
assessments. This is very inadequate. 

Example: The SIA notes that  
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the Approved Mine would result in total disturbance of 24 
Aboriginal heritage sites and partial disturbance of seven 
Aboriginal heritage sites of low or low-moderate significance, 
with total disturbance of an additional 24 Aboriginal heritage 
sites of low or low-moderate significance that were identified 
for the Project [SIA p 99 para 2] 

No assessment is provided of the social impact of these changes and the SIA 
moves straight on to suggesting consultation and mitigations. There is no 
information regarding the views of Aboriginal people or community groups 
regarding either the disturbances or the relevance of the proposed mitigations. 

Example: A list of risks and benefits to community cohesion is provided at the 
top of SIA p 106.  The number of concerns listed (8) is greater than the number 
of benefits (3). There is no analysis. The SIA moves straight on to conclude 

Whilst differing views are a part of community dynamics, 
Whitehaven has a role to play in reducing the potential for 
conflict.  

This might be the case, but where is the impact assessment? 

I provide a detailed review of each impact assessment topic selected by the SIA 
authors in Chapter 2 of this report. 

The purpose of an SIA is to provide information to assist decision makers3. An 
SIA based on description and claims which are unsubstantiated by reference to 
research findings, and made in the absence of comprehensive consultation 
inputs, provides little basis for decision making. This is unsatisfactory. 

C u m u l a t i v e  i m p a c t s  

Social impacts accumulate over time and with the addition of developments, 
projects or other events which add to pressures or trends. Where trends or 
pressures are adverse and also accumulate over time, the cumulative effects 
can be serious. 

 
3 This purpose can be found in virtually every set of guidelines for example The Interorganizational Committee 
on Principles and Guidelines for Social Impact Assessment 2003, Principles and guidelines for social impact 
assessment in the USA, Impact Assessment and Project Appraisal, 21:3, 231-250, DOI: 
10.3152/147154603781766293 and DPE 2017, SIA guideline for State significant mining, petroleum production 
and extractive industry development 
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Narrabri Gas 
project 

Proposed 
natural gas 
development 

Narrabri N/A 1,300 345 

Narrabri 
South Solar 
Farm, 
Canadian 
Solar 

Proposed 
60MW solar 
facility 

Narrabri 30 years 200 4 

Inland Rail (2 
projects 
Narromine to 
Narrabri and 
Narrabri to 
North Star 

488 km new 
and 
upgraded rail 
track and 
associated 
facilities 

Narrabri and 
others 

24 months to 
2025 

180  

    2280  

P r e c a u t i o n  a n d  e q u i t y  

Failure to deal adequately with cumulative impacts points also to the failure of 
the SIA to deal with the underlying precautionary and equity issues. Part of the 
purpose of an SIA is its role in assisting decision makers exercise precaution 
and take account of equity (footnote 1). 

Objector groups rightly point out that burning fossil fuels such as coal is a 
serious contributor the global warming. The nation is already experiencing 
noticeable and adverse consequences of global warming. Global warming 
arising from coal burning is an adverse social impact and public health outcome. 
Since global warming is already being experienced, it does not fall into a 
category of social and public health impacts which will only be experienced afar-
off. 

A precautionary approach to this proposed project should at least have 
mentioned this. As it is, global warming is the elephant in the room for this SIA, 
an elephant that everyone knows is there but the SIA has not mentioned. 

Similarly, one of the roles of social impact assessment is to identify and point to 
inequities in the distribution of impacts. These inequities can arise for the current 
generation (intra-generational equity) and future generations (inter-generational 
equity). Again objector groups have raised concerns that the social impacts of 
the proposed mine have not been adequately considered vis-à-vis the short 
term profits of the mining company, nor have the longer term social and public 
health consequences of the proposed mine been adequately accounted for.  

The Vickery Extension Project proposes a situation in which local communities 
as well as the nation experience a number of adverse short and longer term 
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outcomes while the applicant experiences 16-24 (SIA p 121) years of profits 
from the mining operation and the State receives some financial benefits.  

This is a classic case of distributive inequity. The adverse outcomes are 
substantial and the offset is private profit and mining royalties. A good SIA 
should state this distributional situation clearly and provide an assessment as to 
the impacts on the public good. This SIA does not do so. 

In my opinion it is correct to say that the SIA has not adequately addressed 
either the precautionary issue of global warming consequences for the local and 
broader communities nor the unequal distribution of alleged benefits and likely 
social costs. Further, while it may be considered that the mitigations proposed in 
the SIA address the question of distributing benefits to local residents as well as 
the mining operator, a careful reading of the proposed mitigations does not, in 
my view, support this.  

M i t i g a t i o n s  

Chapter 3 below provides a detailed assessment of the proposed mitigations.  

In summary, the basic requirement of mitigation strategies is that they are 
tangible, able to be delivered by the applicant, likely to be effective and likely to 
last (be durable).4. While the strategies listed in the SIA are able to be delivered 
by the applicant, they do not meet the criteria of tangibility, efficacy or durability.  

The proposed mitigations are vague and non-specific, have not been assessed 
for their efficacy, and appear to benefit the applicant rather than local residents, 
not least because they are presented as the applicant providing an effective 
response to (poorly identified) social impacts. Seventy eight percent (78%) of 
proposed mitigations rely on consultation, engagement, encouragement and 
information giving (Table 3). This reliance takes no account of negative feedback 
from stakeholder groups about previous dissatisfaction with these processes.  

Among the remaining mitigations proposed are provision of funds for community 
infrastructure including a child care centre, support for school education 
programs, support for a courtesy bus between Boggabri and one of the hostels, 
and implementation of existing Whitehaven policies (Code of Conduct and 
support for local suppliers). The net effect of these proposed mitigations 

 
4 Ziller A, 2012, The new social impact assessment handbook, Australia Street Company, pp 66-69 &125 
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appears to be good public relations for the applicant but little that is tangible, 
timely or relevant to community concerns. 

Table 3:  Rel iance on consul tat ion,  in format ion and encouragement as mi t igat ions 
Name of strategy # and % actions to engage, consult,  

inform or encourage 
Stakeholder engagement and community 

participation  
24 of 26 92% 

Neighbour amenity and quality of life 9 of 11 82% 
Community infrastructure and wellbeing 

actions 
11 of 13 85% 

Housing and workforce management actions 10 of 17 59% 
Local Business Opportunities and actions 2 of 5 40% 

All strategies 56 of 72 78% 

 

For example, there is not enough information in the SIA to justify a child care 
centre as the social infrastructure that should be funded. The proposed 
mitigation takes no account of the time required to plan for the construction of a 
child care centre and its likely financial viability once the mine reduces its 
operation after 16 years (SIA p 121). Indeed there is no analysis as to which 
residents in Boggabri require the childcare centre and the extent to which a 
childcare centre would be financially dependent on children of mine workers.  
One objector submission reports: 

EIS states the project will “tip the demand” for a childcare centre 
– condition of consent in the Vickery mine VPA, to which the 
community has not been made aware of.  
Boggabri Business & Community Progress Association 

While another states: 

There is no child care centre and furthermore Whitehaven Coal 
approached Narrabri Council and advised them not to invest in 
child care in Boggabri, which is a disincentive to young families 
who may wish to relocate there. Community bitterness 
surrounding the child care centre has caused extreme distress 
to the Boggabri Business and Community Progress 
Association, which strives to secure the survival of the town.  
Wando CCC 

None of this is to say one way or another whether a child care centre is needed 
but merely to point out that a childcare centre is a complex and regulated 
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endeavour and not one to be embarked on without careful financial and social 
planning. 

Further, not all adverse impacts identified have a mitigation proposed (gender 
imbalance), and at least one strategy (for Aboriginal employment) is not included 
in the list of mitigations. As well, some issues, such as flooding or property 
rights require a substantive response rather than an engagement response. 

O t h e r  c o m m e n t s  

Social impact assessments often fall into one of two categories. The first 
category is a situation in which a small number of people are asked to lose 
something of value for the greater good of everyone else. The second situation 
is one in which some or many people are asked to suffer one or more detriments 
for the private profit of the applicant. 

In my opinion the SIA for the Vickery Extension Project falls more readily into the 
second of these categories. The likely social detriments, which have not been 
adequately explored in the SIA in my view, are substantial and include public 
health issues for the local communities arising from the actual mining operations 
and public health issues for the nation arising from the contribution of coal 
mined and burned to the already present harm of global warming. Against these 
harms are set private profits and mining royalties. The mining royalties are 
substitutions for other sources of public revenue. The private profits are 
unstated. Also unstated is their destination, whether onshore or offshore. 

By not dealing with this distributive and precautionary issue, the SIA seems to 
imply that this imbalance between public harm and the public good is not 
present. I do not agree with this apparent conclusion.  

I do not believe that this SIA has adequately identified, described, analysed or 
assessed the social impact issues arising from this proposed project nor 
presented the real and substantial precautionary and equity issues involved. 
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S u p p o r t i n g  i n f o r m a t i o n  

2  S o c i a l  i m p a c t s  i d e n t i f i e d  b y  t h e  S I A   
The section on social impacts in this SIA (SIA pp 89-121) is not presented in 
order of significance or risk of adverse outcomes. It is also disjointed and 
repetitive. 

The following review has minimised repetition by aggregating material on various 
topics which the SIA has distributed across more than one section.  

Noise SIA pp 90, 97 

While the issue of noise was excluded from consideration at SIA p 41 on the 
grounds that acoustic standards would observe government standards, the 
social impacts section devoted to Acoustic amenity notes at SIA p 91 that 
construction noise exceedances are anticipated and that nearby landowners 
expect to experience operational noise ‘regardless of predicted compliance with 
noise criteria’ (SIA p 92). The SIA goes on to note that related effects would 
include airblast overpressure, fly rock, vibration and air emissions and these are 
likely to be experienced as intrusive. 

Reviewer's comment: The SIA does not assess the social impact of noise and 
the related effects on the families consulted or those not consulted. It notes that 
the applicant would provide blasting notification to relevant stakeholders and a 
complaints system. At p 97, the SIA recommends  

that Whitehaven develop property- specific management plans 
with all interested property owners within this radius to address 
visual impacts, noise exceedances as assessed, unanticipated 
noise effects, and any other issues which may affect enjoyment 
of private property  

At best these might be viewed as mitigations, however, they do not constitute 
an impact assessment.  

Visual amenity and use of the natural environment SIA pp 92-94 

The SIA notes that visual amenity will be affected for at least 5 km around the 
site. It makes no social impact assessment of the changes to views or night 
glow.  
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The SIA notes that mitigation strategies would include progressive rehabilitation 
and screening and could include an educational monitoring opportunity. This is 
not a social impact assessment. 

The inadequacy of these assessments is made clear by subsequent text.  

Several expressed distrust in the Project’s noise, air quality 
and/or flood assessments, and felt stressed and 
disempowered about potential changes to their properties’ 
visual amenity and noise levels, and about the possibility of 
having to ‘prove’ in future that impacts were occurring at their 
property, should modelling turn out to be inaccurate or 
environmental management insufficient. (SIA p 97) 

And 

Several property owners expressed frustration with Whitehaven 
in regard to a lack of timely information or consultation about 
changes in the Project rail spur alignment. (SIA p 98) 

Reviewer's comment: The SIA’s recommendation for on-going consultation on 
these matters is not a social impact assessment. 

Aboriginal issues SIA pp 99 and 108 

The SIA notes that the approved mine would result in disturbance of 24 low to 
moderately significant Aboriginal heritage sites (SIA p99). No assessment is 
made of the likely social impact of this disturbance.  

The SIA suggests youth training programs and the establishment of a keeping 
place for cultural artefacts. The SIA notes Whitehaven ‘would target’ 10% of its 
operational workforce to be Aboriginal and encourages its suppliers to employ 
Aboriginal people. Improvement in Aboriginal unemployment rates has been 
attributed to the mining company’s policies. The SIA assumes (p 109) that 
increased participation by Aboriginal people in the mining workforce is positive.  

Reviewer's comment: The material provided on this issue area is inadequate. 
There is a lack of data to demonstrate employment of Aboriginal people in 
Whitehaven’s other operations including whether targets or other strategies have 
been effective and to what extent. The section does not report what members of 
the local Aboriginal community or communities think about these strategies of 
their views about the proposed target. This is a substantial shortfall. 

Homesteads SIA p 100 
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The extension project would result in removal of weatherboard home (identified 
as Site 22 in Appendix K of the EIS). There would be some impacts on 
Kurrumbede Homestead Complex relating to noise, blasting, vibration and 
views. The SIA says these impacts would be manageable and reversible (SIA p 
100).  

Reviewer's comment: This issue may have been dealt with in the EIS, however a 
social impact assessment has not been made. 

Construction workforce and housing SIA pp100, 106, 107, 109, 121 

The SIA notes that 90% of the additional construction workforce is expected to 
be non-resident and to live in a hostel. The remaining 10% are expected to drive 
in from nearby towns. The duration of construction is not stated. At SIA p 100, 
the SIA notes that the construction population will be mostly male and alter the 
gender balance of Boggabri. At p 107, the SIA says that there is a shortage of 
construction workers in NSW generally, also stating that construction workers in 
the region would experience a significant benefit from the availability of 
construction work at this project. At p 121 the SIA says that local residents 
would forego employment benefits if the project were not to go ahead. At p109, 
the SIA notes that construction workers should be discouraged from using low 
rental accommodation and caravan parks ‘so these options remain available for 
low-income residents and visitors.’ 

Reviewer's comment: The shortage of construction workers in NSW generally 
undermines the SIA’s suggestion that construction workers in the region would 
experience a significant benefit from the availability of work at the project, or 
would suffer a detriment if the project were not to go ahead. 

The SIA identifies two social risks in these sections – masculinisation of the town 
of Boggabri and loss of inexpensive accommodation – but does not make an 
assessment about their impacts. 

Operational workforce and housing SIA pp 101, 107, 110, 111, 121 

The project is expected to operate from 2020 - 2044 and employ 450 FTE onsite 
personnel. It is expected that 70% of the operational workforce would reside in 
surrounding towns, the majority in Gunnedah, and 30% are expected to move to 
these towns from elsewhere (SIA pp 101-2). At 2.5 persons per household this 
could result in some 338 new local residents spread across these towns, but 
would require the construction of 89 new dwellings (SIA p 110) to accommodate 
more workers. The SIA notes that the project will employ workers with various 
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skills (SIA pp 106-7), the applicant will train local people for jobs in its operations 
and is likely to employ apprentices – up to 20 across the life of the project. The 
SIA assesses this potential population increase as small but positive. Although 
at p 111, the SIA notes that shortage of tradespeople in the region may be 
exacerbated by the project’s requirements. 

At SIA p 121 the SIA notes that the employment opportunities will be short term 
(with the number of jobs declining from year 16 of operation), this is likely to be 
‘a significant loss to the region’s mining labour force’ and employment flow-on 
benefits will also be affected. 

Reviewer's comment: The SIA notes that the project is likely only to run at full 
operational capacity for 16 years. This short timescale is not factored into the 
social impact assessment. For example, the estimated number of new 
households and new dwellings needed assumes full operational capacity. The 
analysis also does not take account of reductions in operational capacity due to 
(say) declining coal prices and does not deal with the social impacts arising in 16 
- 24 years due to the exhaustion of the mine and its closure. Twenty four years is 
not very long in the life of a rural town.  

The SIA should have taken account here (and in other sections) of the fact that 
the project under consideration is both high impact and short term. At p 121 the 
SIA proposes that this can be managed by a gradual reduction of jobs and 
assumes that over the 16 - 24 years ‘a large proportion of the long-term 
residential workforce will seek other local employment within a daily driving 
range, to remain living within their community’. However this is mere 
speculation. 

While the SIA reports anecdotally (from consultation input) that the reduction in 
Aboriginal unemployment reflects the applicant’s employment strategy, no 
information is provided regarding the number of Aboriginal people employed as 
a result of this strategy, or more generally the number of local people trained 
and employed in any of the applicant’s mining operations. Thus no evidence is 
provided to support the assessment of employment benefits for local people. In 
addition, there is no assessment of displacement risks for low income 
households nor of the social impacts on Boggabri if most of the operational 
workforce locates elsewhere. A strategy is not an assessment. 

Community cohesion SIA pp 104-6 & 114 

At p 106, the SIA identifies the following issues of concern to residents and 
potential benefits arising from the project: 
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Concerns Benefits  

Displacement of local families Long shifts reduce opportunities for 
negative interactions between non-
resident workers and local residents 

NRWs use community resources 
such as housing and services but 
don’t contribute to social networks 

Increased business patronage and 
trade including hotels and cafés 

Poor traffic behaviour Increased resources and skills for 
local businesses and for upkeep of 
community infrastructure 

Reduced pedestrian safety  

Low participation rates in community 
events 

 

Loss of social networks due to local 
residents moving away 

 

Increased travel times due to road 
closures 

 

Increased social conflict regarding the 
desirability of new mines 

 

The SIA notes the following roles for Whitehaven with regard to the above 
concerns: maintaining a consistent and transparent engagement process, 
providing information, maintaining a Workforce Code of Conduct.  

Reviewer's comment: The pros and cons listed are not analysed, not supported 
by any information other than opinion and there is no assessment of the social 
impacts of the matters raised. Further the list of adverse impacts is incomplete 
even having regard to the consultation inputs relied on. That is, the SIA does not 
mention gender imbalance as a community cohesion issue nor consider the 
potential impacts of increased patronage of local hotels.  

The SIA does not note the disparity between the number of matters of concern 
to local residents and the limited number of social benefits identified. It is 
unclear what ‘Increased resources and skills for local businesses and for upkeep 
of community infrastructure’ means. The SIA notes that there are construction 
worker and tradespeople shortages already but does not consider the extent to 
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which work provided by the mine would be a substitution for work that would 
otherwise be available in different industries. 

Health and wellbeing SIA pp 112-114 

Air quality and water 

The SIA again notes at p 112 that air quality (dust, fumes, flyrock) and water 
releases would be within permitted levels and the document treats this 
expectation as satisfactory in social impact terms. 

Reviewer's comment: Examination of objector submissions would have 
indicated that these expectations cannot be taken for granted, some residents 
do not trust the measurement systems and the levels currently experienced from 
other operations have given rise to concerns. These concerns should have been 
identified in consultations and caused the SIA authors to reconsider their 
optimism and identify the social consequences of inadequate measurement 
systems, inadequate standards (e.g. for dust) and the fact that poor compliance 
regimes are difficult to fix, particularly after the event.  The SIA should have 
noted that where these systems fail or are inadequate, local residents suffer the 
consequences, usually to their health, without adequate recourse. The absence 
of adequate recourse is in itself an adverse social impact. 

Mental health SIA pp 113-14 

The SIA says that some nearby property owners are experiencing stress and 
anxiety ‘in relation to the perceived potential for impacts on their property’s 
amenity’ and  

Whitehaven’s commitments to impact mitigation, and ongoing 
engagement and information provision relating to specific 
areas of community concerns, are expected to reduce the 
potential for stress and anxiety, however concerns may persist 
for some community members regardless of these strategies. 
SIA p 114 

Reviewer's comment: This assessment of the mental health impacts of 
this project is reductive and inadequate. It reduces the source of mental 
health impacts to anxiety about perceptions of future impacts, and the 
number of people affected are reduced to ‘some nearby property 
owners’. This reduced assessment is inconsistent with a) objector 
submissions, b) the literature on public health, for example the adverse 
effect on people’s health of pollution, noise, solastalgia. It also fails to 
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take account of mental health impacts arising from anxieties due to a 
short term project that will add to climate change (in itself a health 
hazard) while irrevocably altering the natural environment.  

Once again the social impact is inadequately described, lacks an evidentiary 
base and the assessment relies on mitigations which cannot be conditioned and 
whose efficacy is unlikely. 

Health and emergency services SIA pp 115-117 & p 79 

The SIA notes that Boggabri has experienced an increase in the number of GPs 
from 1 to 3.  Current wait times are 1 to 2 days. Other services are not expected 
to be seriously affected. One practice in Narrabri is the only psychology practice 
in the region (SIA p 79) 

Reviewer's comment: Mental health service provision in the region is not 
mentioned. This is despite the fact that the social baseline reported that there 
were 56 hospital admissions in Gunnedah and 185 in Narrabri for mental health 
related conditions. 

Education, child care services, council and community services SIA 117-19 

An increase in demand for childcare services is anticipated to cater for an 
increase in the operational workforce. No impact is anticipated on primary and 
high schools in the region.  

The SIA considers that construction workers will tend to use hostel facilities 
while new operational workers resident in the area would place some burden on 
council provided facilities and services. The SIA notes that the applicant 
proposes to provide funding to support local infrastructure through a VPA. In 
2017-8 VPA funding amounted to $3.5million and other donations in 2018 to 
$445,000. 

Reviewer's comment: A breakdown of the local infrastructure to which this 
money was allocated is not provided and so it is not possible to know whether 
there was a relationship between social impacts or matters of concern and 
funding allocations.  

Cumulative impacts & impacts of non-approval SIA pp 119 -121 

This section of the SIA notes that the proposed Vickery Extension Project would 
commence at the same time as five other major projects in Narrabri and 
Liverpool Plains. The SIA authors consider that the volume of construction work 
may result in a shortage of workforce accommodation, pressure on health, 
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police and emergency services and perceptions of social alienation in the 
resident communities. The authors recommend increased provision of 
temporary accommodation. The SIA anticipates less impact in the operational 
phases of these projects.  

If the project were not approved, the SIA considers that Gunnedah and Narrabri 
would forego employment and business related benefits and the Councils would 
not benefit from VPA and other funding commitments, local property owners 
would not experience amenity impacts. 

The combined current and approved project context for this proposed extension 
is set out at SIA p 51 and in Table 2 above (at page 13). 

Reviewer's comment:  I am unable to say whether this table, provided by the SIA 
authors includes all the mining activities in the Narrabri, Gunnedah and Liverpool 
Plains LGAs.  

The Vickery Extension Project is a small additional to eight large projects already 
approved of which seven are currently operating. The currently operating 
projects are likely to be creating not only the kinds of employment and business 
benefits on which this SIA tends to rely but also the pressures on housing, social 
and health services and on the natural environment and agricultural land uses of 
concern to objectors.  

The SIA does not clearly place this extension project and its likely effects in the 
context of 7 currently operating mines. The SIA does not deal at any point with 
social impacts arising from the number or extent of the current mining 
operations on what was till recently a largely agricultural community. That is, it 
does not deal with the social context of this application in terms of the level of 
social change and degree of disruption already experienced.  

Claims made in the SIA about benefits relating to housing and lack of pressure 
on health and social services should all have been considered in the context of 
these approved projects. 

Finally, cumulative impacts refer to the accumulation of effects at one period of 
time and accumulation of impacts over time. This latter aspect of cumulative 
impacts should have included consideration of climate and the role of coal 
mining. The SIA is silent on this issue. 
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Omissions 

The following social impact concerns are raised in submissions but not 
considered in the SIA. The major omissions are:  

• community lack of trust of the applicant company based on previous 
experience;  

• purchase of 76 family farms by Whitehaven reducing the local faming 
population and damaging social fabric;  

• number and size of mines close to Boggabri;  
• cumulative impacts on public health;  
• lack of benefits to Boggabri township from mining operations already in 

place; 
• exercise of the precautionary principle regarding the relationship between 

the coal mining and global warming and the social impacts of global 
warming; and 

• failure to consider inter-generational equity, for example long term damage 
to agricultural viability in mined lands. 

A full list of these concerns and the groups which raised them is set out in Table 
1 above at page 9.  

There is also no assessment of the impact on Narrabri and Boggabri of the 
gender imbalance created by mine workers. The literature refers to this gender 
imbalance as increased masculinisation which is reported to include increased 
sense of vulnerability among female residents, increased experience of sexual 
harassment, including propositioning, increased presence of sex workers, 
gender based discomfort or lack of security on the street and a reluctance to 
socialise in public spaces, such as pubs, due to these factors5. The SIA does not 
address how this predominantly male influx of temporary workers will impact the 
social baseline or identify the consequent social impacts of this. The SIA does 
not link the possible increase in customers at hotels with the social risks 
associated with the masculinisation of the town.  

 
5 For example: Carrington K, Hogg, R, McIntosh A, Scott J, 2012, Crime Talk, FIFO workers and Cultural 
Conflict on the Mining Boom Frontier. Australian Humanities Review, 53, November: 
http://www.australianhumanitiesreview.org/archive/Issue-November-2012/carrington_etal.html; Lozeva S, 
Marinova D, 2010, Negotiating Gender: Experience from Western Australian Mining Industry, J Economic and 
Social Policy 13:, Article 7; Scott J, C MacPhail and V Minichiello, 2012, Bang and bust: almost everything you 
wanted to know about sex and the mining boom (but were afraid to ask) Preview, October 26-31, doi 
10.1071/PVv2012n160p26; Shandro JA, Veiga MM, Shoveller J, Scoble M Koehoorn M, 2011, Perspectives on 
community health issues and the mining boom-bust cycle, Resources Policy, 36: 178-186  
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3  A s s e s s m e n t  o f  p r o p o s e d  m i t i g a t i o n s  

The basic requirements of mitigation strategies are that they are tangible, able to 
be delivered by the applicant, likely to be effective and likely to last (be durable)6. 
While the strategies listed in the SIA are able to be delivered by the applicant, 
they do not meet the criteria of tangibility, efficacy or durability.  

Most of the social impact management strategies, which are also called 
mitigations (SIA p150) are procedural (proposals to prepare plans / programs, 
provide information, consult and/or educate) and lack substance in major ways: 

1 The proposed mitigations do not substantively address social impact 
concerns, even those identified by the SIA author.  

Example: there is no mitigation proposed to address mental 
health impacts. 

2 The proposed mitigations state an intention to solve a problem rather than 
a commitment to do something specific, e.g. provide a named amount of 
money to a specific end. 

Example: NA3 – Property-specific management plans  
Establish and publicise a dedicated Project complaint and 
enquiry line to assist with immediate and adaptive impact 
management, if and when required. (SIA p 157) 

Example: NA5 – Improvements to landscape and amenity 
values  
Work with environmental specialists and interested 
neighbouring land holders to develop mitigations (e.g. tree 
screening) which minimise impacts on landscape and amenity 
values at private properties. (SIA p 157) 

3 The efficacy of the proposed mitigating strategies and actions is taken for 
granted and/or is not assessed.  

Example: HWA1 – Hire local clause  
Encourage construction contractors and suppliers to hire 
locally where possible through stipulated contractual terms 
where feasible. (SIA p 162) 

 
6 Ziller A, 2012, The new social impact assessment handbook, Australia Street Company, pp 66-69 &125 
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A hire local clause is not the same providing jobs for local people - as is also 
evidenced by the word ‘encourage’ and the phrase ‘where feasible’. 

Example: BA2 – Local Supplier Database  
Maintain a Local Suppliers Database to include businesses 
located in Narrabri, Gunnedah, Tamworth Regional and 
Liverpool Plains LGAs. (SIA p 165) 
Enable local supplier registrations to provide a capability 
statement/expression of interest to Whitehaven for the Project.  

4 A number of the proposed strategies are vague from the point of view of 
townspeople but clearly in the public relations interest of the applicant.  

Example: CA3 – Support local community infrastructure  
Allocate funds for local infrastructure providers via VPAs and 
via Whitehaven’s sponsorships and donations. (SIA p 159) 

Example: CA5 – Support local community development 
initiatives Meet with local schools to scope role modelling 
programs for positive early years development, where required. 
(SIA p 159) 

5 While feedback is relied on heavily as a social indicator, regarding 6 of 9 
social matters of concern to the community (SIA p 168), there is little in the 
document to indicate a commitment to address matters which are the 
subject of adverse feedback.   

Example: SA2 ‘Use appropriate media to disseminate current 
Project information and demonstrate how community feedback 
has been considered in Project execution.’ (SIA p 153).  

6 At least one strategy that appears in the significance table, does not make 
it into the list of management mitigations. 

Example: The Whitehaven Aboriginal Employment Strategy 
and Cultural Awareness Strategies from which ‘up to 50 
positions for Indigenous people are likely to be created’  
(SIA p 142) (emphasis added) 

does not appear in the list of management strategies. 

7 Complaints, consultation and engagement processes comprise too large a 
proportion of proposed mitigating management actions. 
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Name of strategy # and % actions to 
consult or inform 

    

Stakeholder engagement 
and community 

participation  

24 of 26 92%     

Neighbour amenity and 
quality of life 

9 of 11 82%     

Community infrastructure 
and wellbeing actions 

11 of 13 85%     

Local Business 
Opportunities and actions 

2 of 5 40%     

       
Housing and workforce 

management actions 
Actions to 
encourage 

Actions 
to ‘work 
with’ 

Actions 
to inform 
/ promote 

Actions to 
consult  

Actions to 
implement 
existing 
policy 

Total 

 4 of 17: 
23.5% 

4 of 17: 
23.5% 

4 of 17:  
23.5% 

2 of 17 
11.8% 

3 of 17 
17.7% 

17 of 17 
100% 

Reviewer’s assessment. 

8 A number of adverse social impacts identified as significant by the SIA are 
similarly proposed to be resolved by consultation, engagement and 
encouragement.  

Examples:  

Re. 4.1.4 Flooding: ‘engagement on flood modelling results 
should ease concerns.’ (SIA p 136) 

Re. 4.2.3 Property rights: ‘Ongoing engagement with property 
owners to monitor the effectiveness of mitigations in reducing 
noise, dust and visual amenity impact ‘ (SIA p 137) 

Re. 4.4.1 Population size: ‘Encourage in-migrating personnel 
to relocate permanently to the Narrabri and Gunnedah LGAs’ 
(SIA p 139) 

9 Concerns about the efficacy and benefit of so many 
consult/inform/encourage strategies is reflected in submissions. 

Gunnedah resident, Gary Rennick, objected to the proposed extension, noting  

‘With the proposed increase in rail movements through 
Gunnedah, I would expect the impact to residents to be 
considered. Currently there has been no noise mitigation 
surrounding the western approach to town. The current 
situation where loaded trains are bought to a stop as early as 
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3.30 am is having a profound effect on local residents quality of 
life. It disrupts sleep, drowns conversation and devalues 
effected properties. There has been absolutely no attempt at 
protecting these properties from the protracted, invasive noise 
generated by stopping a fully loaded coal train. With the 
increase in rail movements, the frequency and disruption will 
only increase. I am disappointed in Whitehaven's failure to 
address this problem and sadly envisage no change in the 
companies attitude towards the long suffering residents 
affected.’ Source DPE website. 

More detailed concerns along similar lines are expressed in submission by 
Sustainable Living Armidale which provides a list of concerns in support of the 
statement that  

The experience of our environmental representative on the 
Community Consultative Committee (CCC) of Whitehaven 
Coal’s Maules Creek mine does not bode well for the 
community should this extension be approved. It shows that 
both the community and the environment are treated as 
collateral damage for company gain. Source DPE website 

The stated concerns include stalling, lack of co-operation, vague minutes, 
disregard, harassment and failure to communicate.  

Similarly People for the Plains, Boggabri NSW wrote in submission 

Throughout the social impacts assessment of the EIS it made it 
very clear there is already a very high level of distrust of the 
proponent, concerns for the likely impacts and scepticism of 
the models. The proponent spends considerable time 
explaining that the project was approved five years ago. Surely 
this would indicate ample time in which to consult with key 
people, build trust with them and explain in detail, the project. 
And yet, the result of all that time is actually less trust and open 
and more hostility. Source: DPE website 

CountryMinded, Boggabilla NSW submitted 

The mine managers have a track record of breaching 
environmental standards in relation to noise, water and 
pollution management as reported widely and confirmed by the 
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NSW EPA. This demonstrable culture for deception and non-
compliance indicates a corporate culture that undermines 
trustworthiness of the EIS and attitude and adherence to the 
objectives of environmental protection legislation generally. 
Source DPE Website 

New England Greens Armidale, Tamworth, Breeza NSW submitted 

NEGAT are concerned that Whitehaven continues to ignore 
their responsibilities in relation to cultural heritage as set out in 
the Burra Charter and the policies set out by the Office of 
Environment and Heritage. There has been a lack of 
consultation with the traditional custodians within the Red 
Chief Local Aboriginal Land Council boundaries.  
Source DPE Website 

Boggabri Farming and Community Group submitted 

Throughout the Social Impact Assessment it is made evident 
that there are very low levels of trust and respect for the 
proponent in the Boggabri community. This is very evident 
when talking with community members and most business 
people in the area. Source DPE website 

It is noted that these groups were not listed as consulted in the preparation of 
the SIA. 

Overall, the mitigating management strategies and actions are so vague as to 
provide no guide to what will or is likely actually to eventuate from them.  In this 
respect the SIA fails to meet both the concerns of objectors and its own criterion 
that ‘its key aim is to enable the Project to have good social outcomes and 
contribute to socially sustainable development’ (SIA p 14).  
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