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Executive Summary 

This Assessment Report (AR) has been prepared by the Department of Planning, Industry and 

Environment (the Department) for consideration by the Independent Planning Commission (the 

Commission), in its determination of the Vickery Extension Project (the Project).  

This report follows a comprehensive assessment process over an 18-month period that incorporated 

the following key stages summarised in Table E- 1 below.  

Table E- 1 | Assessment Process 

Assessment Stage Timing   

Exhibition of Environmental Impact Statement (EIS)   September - October 2018 

Departmentôs Preliminary Issues Report (PIR)  November 2018 

Commission Public Hearing  February 2019 

Commission Issues Report April 2019 

Submissions Report  August 2019 

Amendment Report  September 2019 

Referral of the Departmentôs Assessment Report (this report) to the 

Commission for a further public hearing and determination 

March 2020 

 

The Department prepared a Preliminary Issues Report (PIR) providing a summary of the key issues 

raised in submissions and advice during the exhibition of the EIS. The PIR provides further contextual 

background to the Project and should be read in conjunction with this report.  

Background  

Vickery Coal Pty Ltd, a subsidiary of Whitehaven Coal Pty Ltd (Whitehaven) owns the Vickery Coal 

Mine, located approximately 25 kilometres (km) north of Gunnedah. The project is located within the 

Gunnedah and Narrabri local government areas (LGAs). 

In September 2014, the delegate of the Minister for Planning approved the Vickery Coal Project (the 

Approved Project) as a State Significant Development (SSD-5000) under the Environmental Planning 

and Assessment Act 1979 (EP&A Act). The development consent for the Approved Project was 

physically commenced in 2019, however Whitehaven is yet to commence construction of key 

infrastructure necessary for the operation of the mine.  

The Approved Project includes the extraction of 135 million tonnes (Mt) of coal over a 30-year period, 

at a rate of up to 4.5 million tonnes of run-of-mine (ROM) coal a year (Mtpa) with coal hauled by trucks 

on public roads to Whitehavenôs existing coal handling and preparation plant (CHPP) near Gunnedah, 

for processing and transport by rail to the Port of Newcastle. The CHPP operates under a separate 

development consent (DA 79_2002) and is approved to operate until October 2022.  

The Gunnedah CHPP has historically processed coal from other mines in the region, including its 

Tarrawonga, Rocglen and Sunnyside mines. However, the Rocglen and Sunnyside open cut mines 

recently ceased operations and are currently undergoing rehabilitation. 
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The Project  

Whitehaven is now proposing to extend the Approved Project and develop a new CHPP and train load 

out facility at Vickery Coal Mine (see Figure E-1). It also proposes to develop a rail spur across the 

Namoi River floodplain to connect the load out facility to the main Werris Creek to Mungindi Railway 

line. The Project also includes a water supply borefield and associated infrastructure. The new CHPP 

would also receive and process coal from the Tarrawonga mine which would enable the cessation of 

road transport of coal to the Gunnedah CHPP.  

The key incremental changes of the Project compared with the Approved Project include:  

¶ an increase in total coal extraction by 33 Mt, from 135 to 168 Mt; 

¶ an increase in the peak annual extraction rate from 4.5 up to 10 Mtpa of coal; and  

¶ an additional disturbance area of 776 hectares (ha), compared with 2,242 ha for the Approved 

Project, with the open cut extension area accounting for around 20% of the additional 

disturbance. 

The Project is fully described in the EIS lodged with the development application and further amended 

as described in an Amendment Report lodged by Whitehaven in September 2019. 

The Project was amended in September 2019 to remove coal extraction from Mining Lease (ML) 1718 

where the lease only permitted ancillary uses, such as overburden emplacement. This reduced the total 

resource proposed to be extracted from 179 Mt to 168 Mt. Whitehaven has also committed to construct 

the proposed rail viaduct west of the Namoi River using pylons rather than using embankments, except 

for a short section where the rail spur line joins the public rail network. 

 

Figure E-1 | Project Layout compared with Approved Project. 
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Statutory Context  

The proposal is a óState Significant Developmentô (SSD) under Part 4 of the EP&A Act, as it is 

development for the purpose of coal mining and mining-related works. The Commission is the consent 

authority for the proposal as there were more than 50 unique public objections to the development 

application. 

Whitehaven proposes to surrender the development consent for the Approved Project if the Vickery 

Extension Project is approved, so that the mine would be regulated under a single consolidated and 

contemporary development consent.  

In September 2018, the former Minister for Planning requested the Commission conduct an initial public 

hearing into the Project, as soon as practicable after the public exhibition of the EIS for the Project. The 

Minister asked that the Commission consider the EIS, submissions on the Project, and any relevant 

expert advice and other information.  

It was anticipated that a further public hearing would be held prior to determination of the Project as 

part of a multi-stage public hearing process. However, in December 2019, the Productivity Commission 

of NSW completed its independent review of the Commission. One of its recommendations was to 

revert to a single stage public hearing process and that the Commissionôs focus should be on the 

determination of SSD projects.  

Consequently, in February 2020, the Minister for Planning and Public Spaces issued a new request to 

the Commission to hold a further public hearing into the Vickery Extension Project, focusing on the 

Departmentôs assessment report, submissions received during the hearing and any other relevant 

information. Further, the Minister requested that the Commission finalise its determination of the project 

within 12 weeks of receiving the Departmentôs assessment report (this report).  

Whitehaven also needs to obtain an approval from the Commonwealth Minister for the Environment 

under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act), due to the 

potential impacts on threatened species and water resources.  The assessment process under the 

EP&A Act has been accredited under a bilateral agreement with the Commonwealth Government. 

Under this agreement, the assessment of both State and Commonwealth matters has been integrated 

into a single assessment process. 

Exhibition and Public Hearing  

The Department exhibited the EIS from 13 September to 25 October 2018 and received 560 public 

submissions, with 62% submissions supporting and 36% submissions objecting to the Project.  

As a comparison, 23 public submissions were received for the Approved Project, showing the change 

in the level of public interest towards coal mining more broadly and the changes to the strategic context 

of coal mining in the Gunnedah Basin. 

The Department also received advice from 14 government authorities. None of the NSW government 

authorities objected to the project during the exhibition of the EIS although most raised issues and/or 

made recommendations. However, Narrabri Shire Council (NSC) formally objected to the Project in late 

February 2020, due to concerns about social impacts, and the lack of a voluntary planning agreement 

(VPA) with Whitehaven.  

Gunnedah Shire Council (GSC) has accepted Whitehavenôs VPA offer of $7.4 million which is based 

on a pro-rata increase to the existing VPA for the Approved Project which was negotiated during the 

assessment of the project in 2014. The Department notes that the Project is located mainly within GSC 

and the majority of the workforce and the heavy vehicle traffic associated with the mine is within the 

Gunnedah LGA.  

During the public exhibition of the EIS, the Department held a community information session in 

Boggabri to inform the community about the planning assessment process and listen to the concerns 
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of local residents. The Department has also convened several meetings with local landholders and a 

number of special interest groups and experts engaged by these stakeholders. 

The Commission held its initial public hearing into the carrying out of the project over 2 days in Boggabri 

and Gunnedah from 4-5 February 2019. The Commission received 506 submissions with 101 people/ 

organisations registered to speak during the public hearing.  

In April 2019, the Commission completed its Issues Report which considered the information provided 

in the Departmentôs PIR, submissions received during the exhibition of the EIS, and presentations and 

submissions received during the public hearing. The Commission identified in its report 14 focus areas 

where further information/ clarification was required for the merit assessment of the Project as 

summarised in Table E- 2 below. 

Table E- 2 | Summary of Commissionôs Issues Report 

 Focus Area  Key Issues  

1 
Project Justification and 

Layout 

¶ Interaction between existing approvals and the Project  

¶ Need for and potential relocation of the CHPP and rail load out 

¶ Production thresholds and additional coal resources  

2 Groundwater 

¶ Sensitivity analysis of the groundwater modelling/ final void   

¶ Borefield assessment and further clarity on groundwater drawdown 

impacts   

¶ Impacts and risk analysis on groundwater dependent ecosystems  

¶ Water quality from runoff and seepage from rehabilitated areas 

¶ Further clarification on cumulative post-mining groundwater drawdown 

3 
Surface Water and 

Flooding 
¶ Sediment dam discharges and surface water quality monitoring  

¶ Additional flood modelling and analysis of probable maximum flood 

4 Water Balance ¶ Sufficiency of water entitlements 

¶ Final void water balance 

5 Noise and Blasting 

¶ Consideration of worst-case years over the mine life  

¶ Construction hours  

¶ Validation of train noise on the rail spur line  

¶ Consideration of noise/ blast performance at other mines  

¶ Blast criteria for the historic Kurrumbede Homestead 

¶ Consider potential to relocate the CHPP and rail spur line access 

¶ Acoustic cladding of the CHPP 

6 Air Quality ¶ Consideration of worst-case years over the mine life  

¶ Reasons for dust impact reductions compared to the Approved Project 

7 Biodiversity  

¶ Impacts on Koala populations  

¶ Rehabilitation to self-sustaining woodland communities  

¶ Process for retirement of offsets and supporting information for credit 

calculations for mine rehabilitation  

8 
Rehabilitation, Final Void 

and Final Landform 

¶ Management of soils in rehabilitated areas  

¶ Final landform design including justification for final void  

¶ Final land use objectives ï agriculture vs biodiversity conservation  

¶ Final void water quality and potential beneficial use post mining  

9 Heritage ¶ Adequacy of consultation with Aboriginal community and surveys  

¶ Management of impacts on the historic Kurrumbede homestead  
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 Focus Area  Key Issues  

10 Social and Economic 

¶ Impacts of a mining-based economy on the non-mining community  

¶ Clarification on assumptions used in the cost benefit analysis 

¶ Comparative economic analysis of relocating the CHPP and rail loop 

¶ Social impacts and focused strategies for impacted communities  

11 Visual Amenity ¶ Visual impact mitigation options and additional photomontages  

¶ Consultation with Siding Spring Observatory and light modelling   

13 Traffic and Transport ¶ Clarification of timing of removing product coal from roads 

¶ Further information on impacts of rail transport of coal  

14 The Public Interest 

¶ Consideration of the objects of the EP&A Act  

¶ Greenhouse Gas (GHG) emissions with regard to applicable 

government policies 

¶ Demand for product coal and use by signatories of the Paris Agreement  

 

Assessment 

The Department has undertaken a comprehensive assessment of the merits of the Project and 

considered all potential issues in accordance with the requirements of the EP&A Act and applicable 

government policies and guidelines. The Department has focused its assessment on the issues from 

the Commissionôs Issues Report which also reflects concerns raised in public submissions to the 

Commission and the Department during the exhibition period.  

The Department engaged independent experts to review the following key aspects of the project:  

¶ groundwater 

¶ flooding 

¶ surface water; and  

¶ economics. 

The Department also relied on government agency advice and the Commonwealth Independent Expert 

Scientific Committee on Coal Seam Gas and Large Coal Mining Development (IESC) in undertaking its 

assessment. 

Water Resources  

The assessment of the Projectôs impacts on water resources incorporates the cumulative impacts of 

the Approved Project. The key changes to the Approved Project affecting impacts on water resources 

is the increase in disturbance area, increase in the size of the open cut pit, management of runoff from 

the new infrastructure components including the CHPP and rail load out facility, and the rail spur line 

crossing the Namoi River floodplain.   

Key concerns raised in submissions, and as detailed in the Commissionôs Issues Report, includes the 

potential for the Project to impact groundwater and surface water resources, particularly adjoining 

agricultural operations and groundwater dependent ecosystems associated with the Namoi River, the 

retention of a final void in the mine plan, and the impacts of the Projectôs rail spur line on the Namoi 

River floodplain and how this infrastructure could change flood behaviour and impact on landholdings 

across the floodplain. 

In response to these concerns, Whitehaven undertook further groundwater and flood modelling, 

including further groundwater sensitivity analysis. The Department and the independent groundwater 

and flooding experts consider that the additional analysis and modelling is fit for purpose and ensures 

the full range of potential impacts of the Project can be assessed.  



 

Vickery Extension Project (SSD 7480) | Assessment Report viii 

In regard to groundwater impacts, consistent with the Approved Project, the groundwater modelling 

predicts that the Project would comply with the minimal impact criteria of the NSW Aquifer Interference 

Policy (AIP). The maximum drawdown at the closest privately-owned bore in the alluvial aquifer, the 

key aquifer used for agricultural production in the area, is predicted to be less than 0.2 m, well below 

the minimal impact drawdown of 2 m recommended by the AIP.  

The Project proposes to retain one additional final void in the final landform compared to two additional 

final voids for the Approved Project. The final void would develop a pit lake in the medium to long term 

after mining is completed that would act as a localised groundwater sink.  

Following advice from the independent groundwater expert, Whitehaven undertook further groundwater 

modelling which demonstrated that there would be a flow of saline groundwater towards the alluvium if 

the void was to be backfilled. Whitehaven also estimates backfilling the final void would cost an 

additional $600 Million and result in further amenity impacts on the local community due to re-handling 

of significant volumes of overburden material.  

While there are clear benefits in retaining a final void to minimise long term impacts on surrounding 

aquifers, there is potential through mine planning (throughout the life of the mine) to optimise the 

configuration of the final void. The Department has recommended conditions setting rehabilitation 

objectives for the final landform and requiring Whitehaven to undertake 5 yearly reviews of its 

rehabilitation strategy against these objectives, to inform ongoing mine planning.   

In regard to flooding impacts, the flood modelling predicts that the Project would comply with the flood 

impact criteria of the recently gazetted Floodplain Management Plan for the Upper Namoi Valley 

Floodplain 2019 (FMP). As outlined above, Whitehaven has committed to construct the rail viaduct on 

piers to the west of the Namoi River to ensure that there would be minimal obstruction to flood flows up 

to the 1 in 100-year average recurrence interval (ARI) design flood.  

The Department, the independent flood expert, and DPIE Waterôs flood experts consider that the rail 

spur line can be designed and constructed such that the 1 in 100-year design flood can be conveyed 

without exceeding the impact criteria in the FMP.  

For surface water impacts, the Project includes a water management system that is designed to 

separate clean water, dirty water (capturing sediment laden runoff from disturbed areas) and coal 

contact or mine water. Whitehavenôs assessment confirms that excess water can be managed on-site 

during extended wet periods without discharging mine water from the site and that with the proposed 

northern borefield, there would be sufficient water supply available for the mine. 

While submissions raised concerns, given the extended drought period, about availability of water 

supply during very dry periods, the Department notes that the Approved Project requires Whitehaven 

to adjust its operations to match its water supply. The Department recommends this condition is retained 

for the Project. 

A key concern raised in submissions and raised by the independent surface water expert is the 

management of discharges from sediment dams to receiving waters. Discharges from sediment dams 

from the site would be regulated by the EPA through an Environment Protection Licence (EPL) and in 

accordance with the provisions of the Protection of the Environment Operations Act 1979 (POEO Act), 

requiring that there must be no pollution of waters, except as permitted through an EPL. The 

Department has recommended that a comprehensive water quality monitoring program incorporating a 

trigger-action-response plan be implemented for the Project, consistent with recommendations from the 

EPA, the IESC and the independent surface water expert.  

With the implementation of the required water management and monitoring measures and ensuring 

that the Project is operated in accordance with strict discharge limits and water management 

performance measures, the Department considers that the Project can be managed such that it would 

comply with relevant guidelines and policies and would not result in any significant impacts on water 

resources (or on the agricultural enterprises that rely on these resources).  
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The Department has recommended a range of conditions to manage the water resource impacts, 

including requiring Whitehaven to: 

¶ ensure it has sufficient water supply for all stages of the development and adjust operations to 
match supply;  

¶ provide compensatory water supply to privately-owned landowners if directly impacted as a result 
of mining operations, with the burden of proof resting with Whitehaven to demonstrate that loss is 
not due to the development;  

¶ ensure surface water discharges comply with discharge limits set in any EPL or the requirements 
of the POEO Act;  

¶ ensure the design and construction of the rail spur line and Kamilaroi Highway overpass is 
consistent with the objectives of the Floodplain Management Plan for the Upper Namoi Valley 
Floodplain 2019;  

¶ comply with a range of water management performance measures including ensuring negligible 
impacts to alluvial aquifers beyond those predicted in the EIS; and  

¶ prepare and implement a Water Management Plan for the Project incorporating a site water and 
salt balance, erosion and sediment control plan, surface water management plan and groundwater 
management plan in consultation with DPIE Water and the EPA.  

 Amenity Impacts  

The noise, blasting, air quality and visual assessments incorporate the potential cumulative impacts of 

the Project (which incorporates the Approved Project) together with other mining operations in the 

region, and are based on maximum production rates. The key changes to the Project that potentially 

increase amenity impacts on receivers compared to the Approved Project include: 

¶ the operation of the CHPP, rail load out facility and rail movements along the spur line across the 
Namoi River floodplain; 

¶ increased intensity of mining operations but over a shorter timeframe; and  

¶ locating the Mine Infrastructure Area (MIA) closer to the residences to the south-west. 

Overall, the assessment of amenity impacts shows that for the Projectôs mining area there are relatively 

small changes to noise, air and visual impacts of the Project when compared to the Approved Mine.  

The Approved Project predicted that operational noise would exceed relevant noise criteria at 3 

residences all located on one landholding (Mirrabinda) such that acquisition rights were afforded to this 

property. The air quality assessment for the Approved Project predicted that three privately-owned 

properties, including Mirrabinda, would be impacted, with two other properties subsequently acquired 

by Whitehaven.   

This compares to the Project where a significant impact (> 5dBA above the noise criteria) is predicted 

at one residence on the Mirrabinda property, with a further three residences (on 2 other landholdings) 

predicted to receive negligible impacts (1-2 dBA above the noise criteria).  These properties are located 

to the west and south-west of the mine in closer proximity to the MIA, rail loop and rail spur line. The air 

quality modelling completed for the Project predicted that the relevant ambient air quality criteria would 

now be met at all residences.  

Submitters, the Commission and the EPA raised concerns that the air and noise modelling predicted 

similar or reduced impacts at receivers compared to the Approved Project, particularly as there is an 

increase in peak production rate and a new MIA inclusive of the CHPP, rail load out and rail loop moving 

closer to receivers to the west of the Namoi River.  

To address these concerns, Whitehaven provided further information justifying the modelling 

assumptions, including improvements in the mine design and reduced sound power levels for the 

mining fleet. The Department and EPA consider that the assumptions used for the noise and air quality 

modelling are appropriate and the scenarios modelled are representative of worst-case operating 

conditions over the mine life.  
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In regard visual and lighting impacts, the key project landform and most visible aspect of the Project 

mining area would be the Western Emplacement Area (WEA), visible from some nearby residences 

and along sections of public roads up to 5 km away. For comparison, the WEA of the Project while 

longer, would be about 5 m lower than the Approved Project.  The rail spur line would also be visible at 

some rural residences.  

The Approved Project conditions require Whitehaven to implement visual impact mitigation measures 

for impacted receivers. The Department recommends that this requirement be retained for the Project 

along with requirements to minimise the upward spill of lighting. Whitehaven also undertook further 

lighting assessment in consultation with the Siding Spring Observatory (SSO) and demonstrated that 

the upward light spill from the Project would not exceed threshold requirements of the NSW Dark Sky 

Planning Guideline.  

Overall, the Department considers that the amenity impacts of the Project are similar or less than the 

Approved Project, and with the implementation of a suite of mitigation and monitoring measures, can 

be carried out in a manner that minimises its impacts on the amenity of potentially impacted receivers.  

The Department has recommended a range of conditions to manage amenity impacts, including 

requiring Whitehaven to: 

¶ comply with strict construction, operational and rail/road noise criteria;  

¶ comply with strict blasting and air quality criteria;  

¶ undertake an acoustic review during the detailed design of the rail spur line to incorporate all 
reasonable and feasible noise mitigation measures and undertake commissioning trials to 
demonstrate rail noise is minimised;   

¶ ensure commissioning of noise suppressed equipment on mining trucks when production exceeds 
3.5 Mtpa and conduct a testing program to ensure noise attenuation remains effective;   

¶ undertake all reasonable measures to minimise visual and off-site lighting impacts of the 
development;  

¶ implement visual impact mitigation measures such as landscaping treatments or vegetation 
screens to reduce the visibility of the mining operations and infrastructure from affected residences 
that have significant direct views; and 

¶ prepare and implement Noise, Blast and Air Quality Management Plans for the Project.  

Biodiversity  

The biodiversity assessment of the Project has been assessed primarily on an incremental basis 

focusing on the increased disturbance footprint to that of the Approved Project. However, the 

assessment includes consideration of cumulative impacts associated with the Approved Project and 

other developments in the area.  

The Project site has been subject to disturbance by agricultural and mining activities. Because of these 

historical land uses, the majority of the Projectôs disturbance area is dominated by native and exotic 

grasslands and patches of re-growth and remnant woodland. The project rail spur traverses agricultural 

land, although there are some patches of native woodland near the rail loop, Namoi River crossing and 

Kamilaroi Highway crossing.  

The Project would disturb an additional 580 ha of native vegetation compared to clearing of 1,748 ha 

for the Approved Project, of which 78 ha comprises native woodland and 502 ha of native grassland. 

None of the vegetation communities impacted by the project conform to a State or Commonwealth 

listed Endangered Ecological Community (EEC). Isolated patches of the Box Gum Woodland EEC and 

Weeping Myall Woodland EEC were identified in the locality (within the footprint of the Approved Project) 

but no additional areas would be impacted by the Project. 

Surveys of the project disturbance area have identified isolated patches of native woodland that would 

support fauna habitat, with 11 threatened fauna species recorded in the project disturbance area, 

including 6 birds, 3 bats, the squirrel glider and Koala. None of these species are predicted to be 

significantly impacted and no threatened flora species would be directly impacted by the Project.  
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Whitehaven has committed to offsetting the residual biodiversity impacts through a combination of land-

based offsets, payment into the NSW Governmentôs Biodiversity Conservation Trust, and mine site 

rehabilitation. Retirement of ecosystem and species credits would be consistent with the requirements 

of the NSW Biodiversity Offsets Policy for Major Projects.  

The proposed land-based offsets and focus on ecological rehabilitation of the mine site builds upon the 

existing strategy for the Approved Project and other mines in the region.  The Approved Project includes 

2,063 ha of land-based offsets and mine rehabilitation of 1,360 ha to woodland communities. The 

Project offset strategy includes an additional 993 ha of land-based offsets and 1,005 ha of ecological 

rehabilitation at the mine.  

Overall, the Department and BCD consider that the Project has been designed to avoid, mitigate and 

manage biodiversity impacts where practicable, and that the required ecosystem and species credits 

could be obtained and that the retirement of these credits would sufficiently compensate for residual 

biodiversity impacts in accordance with applicable government policies. 

The Department has recommended a range of conditions to manage the biodiversity impacts, including 
requiring Whitehaven to: 

¶ implement its existing biodiversity strategy for the Approved Project, including required 
conservation bonds and security mechanisms; 

¶ retire ecosystem and species credits for the additional clearing required for the Project within 2 
years of the date of commencement of development and provide a 6-monthly report to the 
Department on progress towards retiring credits;    

¶ prepare and implement a Biodiversity Management Plan for the Project; and  

¶ prepare and implement a Koala Plan of Management for the Project.  

Rehabilitation and Final landform  

The Projectôs land use impacts, such as impacts on agricultural land, have been assessed on a 

cumulative basis incorporating the Approved Project, but consideration has been given to the additional 

impacts over and above those associated with the Approved Project for comparative purposes.  

The Approved Project would rehabilitate disturbed areas back to 1,360 ha of woodland and 780 ha of 

grazing land with stable landforms, compatible with the surrounding landscape. Three voids, including 

the existing Blue Vale void, were to be retained in the approved final landform.  

In comparison, the rehabilitation strategy for the Project proposes to retain a single void in the landscape 

in addition to the Blue Vale void, and would rehabilitate disturbed areas back to 2,385 ha of woodland 

to improve habitat connectivity between the Vickery State Forest and the Namoi River. Approximately 

256 ha (i.e. around 10%) of the Project mining area would be rehabilitated to agricultural land suitable 

for grazing, comprising 78 ha of Class 3 land and 178 ha of Class 4 land.  

Due to the focus on ecological rehabilitation, submitters raised concerns about the loss of agricultural 

land. The majority of the agricultural land impacted by the Project is lower quality grazing land on the 

slopes above the alluvium, including existing rehabilitated mining land. The Department also notes that 

the mine area is not located on Biophysical Strategic Agricultural Land.  The Department and BCD 

consider the benefits of providing a habitat corridor between the Namoi River and the Vickery State 

Forest (and beyond) outweigh the loss of the agricultural land capability. 

Concerns were also raised about legacy issues associated with rehabilitation of mines. The Department 

notes there is a comprehensive regulatory regime for mine site rehabilitation under the Mining Act 1992, 

and the Mining Lease would incorporate enforceable rehabilitation objectives and a requirement for 

Whitehaven to have a rehabilitation bond for the full cost of rehabilitating the site in accordance with 

the Mining Lease and the development consent. 

The Department and the Resources Regulator consider that the proposed final landform and 

rehabilitation strategy provides an appropriate basis for rehabilitation of the site and would achieve a 

final land use that supports and enhances the conservation land uses in the area. 
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The Department has recommended a range of conditions to manage the rehabilitation of the Project, 

including requiring Whitehaven to: 

¶ rehabilitate the site in accordance with strict rehabilitation objectives; 

¶ undertake progressive rehabilitation; 

¶ prepare a rehabilitation strategy for the Project in consultation with councils and NSW government 
agencies, including 5 yearly review of the final landform and final void as mining progresses; and    

¶ prepare and implement a Rehabilitation Management Plan for the Project in accordance with 
conditions set in any Mining Lease. 

Heritage   

The heritage assessment of the Project has been assessed primarily on an incremental basis focusing 

on the increased disturbance footprint to that of the Approved Project. However, the assessment 

includes consideration of cumulative impacts associated with the Approved Project and other 

developments in the area.  

In addition to the 31 sites located within the disturbance footprint of the Approved Project, the Aboriginal 

Cultural Heritage Assessment identified a further 24 isolated artefacts and artefact scatter sites within 

the Project disturbance footprint. One artefact scatter site was assessed in Whitehavenôs cultural 

heritage impact assessment as having low-moderate archaeological significance with the remaining 

sites assessed as having low archaeological significance. 

Two sites near the Project were assessed as having moderate significance including an artefact scatter 

site near the project borefield and an axe grinding groove site along the Namoi River. Neither of these 

sites would be directly impacted by the Project, however management measures are proposed to 

ensure that the grinding groove site would not be indirectly impacted from blasting.  

No sites listed on State or local historic heritage registers would be impacted by the project. The historic 

heritage assessment identified one item of historic heritage significance (potential local significance) 

within the Project extension area, and three sites within the immediate vicinity of the Project.  

The Kurrumbede Homestead (associated with Australian poet Dorothea MacKellar) has the potential to 

be indirectly impacted by ground vibration caused by blasting. The Kurrumbede Homestead was 

considered in the assessment to be potentially of state significance. Concerns were also raised about 

potential impacts on the visual amenity of the curtilage around the homestead, associated with the rail 

spur and the mine affecting the views from the property. Whitehavenôs EIS noted that the mining 

infrastructure and landforms would be concealed by existing vegetation around the Kurrumbede 

Homestead, however mining operations would be visible from some parts of the property.  

To address these issues, Whitehaven proposes to engage a structural engineer to assess the condition 

and stability of the homestead complex, and recommend works and appropriate blast criteria to protect 

the integrity of the homestead, maintain the existing tree screening and landscaping around the 

homestead, and rehabilitate the mining landforms to merge with the surrounding landscape in the 

medium to long term.  

The Department and NSW Heritage Council supports these measures, including the preparation of a 

Heritage Management Plan for the Project, in consultation with Heritage NSW, GSC and the Dorothea 

Mackellar Memorial Society.  

The Department has recommended a range of conditions to manage the heritage impacts, including 

requiring Whitehaven to: 

¶ ensure the development does not cause any direct or indirect impacts to heritage items outside the 
approved disturbance area;   

¶ prepare and implement an Aboriginal Cultural Heritage Management Plan in consultation with the 
BCD and Registered Aboriginal Parties for the Project;  
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¶ commission a structural engineer to inspect the condition of the Kurrumbede Homestead Complex 
to inform blast design and criteria, and recommend any works to protect the structural integrity of 
the homestead; and  

¶ prepare and implement a Historic Heritage Management Plan, in consultation with Heritage NSW, 
GSC, the Dorothea Mackellar Memorial Society, which includes consideration of ongoing use for 
cultural events and controlled public access.  

Social and Economic  

The social and economic impacts and benefits of the Project have been assessed on a cumulative 

basis incorporating the Approved Project, but consideration has been given to the additional impacts 

over and above those associated with the Approved Project for comparative purposes.  

The Project would generate a range of social benefits for the local and regional community through 

additional jobs and economic growth in the regional economy. It would also generate benefits for the 

State through royalties and tax revenues. Whitehavenôs economic assessment predicted that the 

Project, incorporating the Approved Project, would generate significant benefits for NSW and the region, 

including:  

¶ up to 450 full time equivalent (FTE) operational jobs (average 344 FTE jobs) and up to 500 
construction jobs; 

¶ approximately 181 FTE indirect jobs in the region;  

¶ increased disposable income of $316 million (Net Present Value (NPV)) associated with the direct 
and indirect jobs; 

¶ value added benefits of approximately $322 million NPV in other industries in NSW; and 

¶ a net economic benefit of $1.16 billion NPV from generation of additional tax revenue and royalties.  

However, there are potential adverse social impacts in the local community, particularly to rural 

residential receivers closer to the mine where there would be an increase in amenity impacts. The 

Department acknowledges that even where noise and dust limits are considered acceptable under 

NSW Government policy and guidelines, they may not be acceptable to the residents and community 

living near the mine. Nonetheless, the NSW Government has set cumulative and project specific criteria 

for assessing noise and dust impacts based on current scientific knowledge such that there is a 

reasonable balance between development and protecting the amenity of people in the community. 

A key change to the Project compared to the Approved Project is an increase in the peak construction 

workforce from 60 to 500 people and operational workforce from 250 to 450 people. The Department 

considers that with the approved Boggabri Village accommodation facility, which has beds for 500 

people and approval for 850 beds, there is sufficient capacity in the area to accommodate the 

construction workforce. While the social impact assessment completed for the Project identified there 

may be a shortfall in medium to long term accommodation for additional operational personnel moving 

to Boggabri, there is sufficient capacity across the Gunnedah and Narrabri LGAs to cater for the 

estimated increase in the regional population of around 340 people.  

Whitehaven has offered to enter into Voluntary Planning Agreements (VPAs) with GSC and NSC 

generally consistent with the VPA accepted by both councils for the Approved Project, with a pro-rata 

increase from $7.5 million to $10.7 million - split 70% to GSC and 30% to NSC. GSC has accepted this 

offer, however NSC has rejected the offer and alternatively requested that Whitehaven increase its offer 

to $22.4 Million, including $7.5 toward upgrading Braymont Road. The Department notes the Project 

site, mining infrastructure, location where employees reside and heavy vehicle transport routes 

associated with the project are mainly within the Gunnedah LGA.   

The Department considers Whitehavenôs offer is reasonable, consistent with the offer made by 

Whitehaven for the Approved Project and is also well in excess of the 1% levy cap used to guide 

development contributions to Councils under Section 7.12 of the EP&A Act and under NSCôs 

contributions plan. The Department has recommended conditions for the VPAs to be executed within 6 

months. If the VPA cannot be agreed with NSC in this timeframe, Whitehaven would be required to 
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make a direct contribution of $3.2 million under Section 7.12 of the EP&A Act, targeting contributions 

to projects in Boggabri.  

The Department has recommended a range of conditions to manage the social impacts, including 

requiring Whitehaven to: 

¶ comply with strict noise, blasting and air criteria and operating conditions, and prepare noise, 
blasting and air quality management plans; 

¶ comply with water quality objectives, discharge requirements and compensatory water 
requirements for any loss of water supply as a result of mining operations;  

¶ require an independent review of potential exceedances of applicable environmental criteria, at the 
request of landowners; 

¶ maintain complaints and incident management and reporting systems;  

¶ make a range of project-related information publicly available; and 

¶ prepare and implement a detailed Social Impact Management Plan for the project in consultation 
with NSC, GSC, the Community Consultative Committee for the mine, and other stakeholders. 

Greenhouse Gas Emissions  

The Greenhouse Gas (GHG) emissions of the Project have been assessed on a cumulative basis 

incorporating the Approved Project, but consideration has been given to the additional impacts over 

and above those associated with the Approved Project for comparative purposes.  

The main sources of Scope 1, Scope 2 and Scope 3 Greenhouse Gas (GHG) emissions from the 

Project are from electricity consumption, fugitive emissions of carbon dioxide (CO2) and methane (CH4), 

diesel usage, and the transport and end use of product coal.  

The Project would generate approximately 3.1 Mt carbon dioxide equivalent (CO2-e) of Scope 1 

emissions, 0.8 Mt Scope 2 and 366 Mt CO2-e Scope 3 emissions.  

In comparison to the Approved Project, there would be a reduction of about 1 Mt CO2-e of Scope 1 

emissions, increase of about 0.15 Mt CO2-e Scope 2 emissions and an increase of about 100 Mt CO2-

e of Scope 3 emissions over the life of the Project. The reduction in Scope 1 GHGE can be partially 

attributed to the inclusion of the Project CHPP, rail loop and rail spur, due to reduction in the 

consumption of diesel fuel associated with ROM coal haulage by truck to the Gunnedah CHPP.  

The Projectôs Scope 1 emissions would contribute to about 0.028% of Australiaôs current annual GHG 

emissions and would remain a very small contribution when compared to Australiaôs commitments 

under the Paris Agreement, as identified in the Commonwealth governmentôs nationally determined 

contribution (NDC).  

The Department acknowledges that the Scope 3 emissions from the combustion of product coal is a 

significant contributor to anthropological climate change and the contribution of the Project to the 

potential impacts of climate change in NSW must be considered in assessing the overall merits of the 

development application.  

However, the Department notes that the Projectôs Scope 3 emissions would not contribute to Australiaôs 

NDC, as product coal would be exported for combustion overseas. These Scope 3 emissions become 

the consumer countries Scope 1 and 2 emissions and would be accounted for in their respective 

national inventories.  

Importantly, the NSW or Commonwealth Governmentôs current policy frameworks do not promote 

restricting private development as a means for Australia to meet its commitments under the Paris 

Agreement or the long-term aspirational objective of the NSW Governmentôs Climate Change Policy 

Framework. Neither do they require any action to taken by the private sector in Australia to minimise or 

offset the GHG emissions of any parties outside of Australia, including the emissions that may be 

generated in transporting or using goods that are produced in Australia.  
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Overall, the Department considers that the GHG emissions for the Project have been adequately 

considered and that, with the Departmentôs recommended conditions, are acceptable when weighed 

against the relevant climate change policy framework, objects of the EP&A Act (including the principles 

of Ecologically Sustainable Development) and socio-economic benefits of the Project. 

The Department has recommended conditions to manage the GHG emissions of the Project, including 
requiring Whitehaven to: 

¶ take all reasonable steps to improve energy efficiency and reduce Scope 1 and Scope 2 GHG 
emissions for the Project; and  

¶ prepare and implement an Air Quality and Greenhouse Gas Management Plan, including proposed 
measures to ensure best practice management is being employed to minimise the Scope 1 and 2 
emissions of the Project.  

Traffic and Transport  

The traffic and transport impacts of the Project have been assessed mainly on a cumulative basis 

incorporating the Approved Project, but consideration has been given to the additional impacts over 

and above those associated with the Approved Project for comparative purposes. However, some 

components such as the realignment of Blue Vale Road, heavy vehicle traffic movements from the mine 

site to the Gunnedah CHPP and the Kamilaroi Highway haul road overpass into the Gunnedah CHPP 

have already been assessed for the Approved Project. 

Key concerns raised in submissions include the closure of part of Braymont Road and lack of access 

from Blue Vale Road to a travelling stock reserve (TSR) along the Namoi River for stock, road safety 

concerns, the construction of the Kamilaroi Highway overpass and use of Braymont Road to access 

the site from Boggabri. The Commission also sought further clarification around any recommendations 

to restrict road haulage once the rail spur line is commissioned and impacts on rail crossings between 

the mine site and Gunnedah.  

Once fully operational, the Project rail spur would remove the need for ongoing use of the approved 

road haulage route and subsequently reduce the number of coal haul trucks using public roads. This is 

in line with NSW Government preference to remove heavy vehicle mine haulage from public roads.  

To accommodate the extension of mining south of the Approved Project, the Project would require 

closure of approximately 3.5 km of Braymont Road between the intersection of Blue Vale Road and to 

the north-west of the Project rail loop. The closure of part of Braymont Road would restrict access to 

the Namoi River and graziers on the TSR to Blue Vale Road. In response, Whitehaven advised that it 

would facilitate continued access between Blue Vale Road and the TSR through Whitehaven owned 

land, subject to operational and safety requirements. 

The traffic impact assessment completed for the Project predicts that the road network would remain at 

a good level of service (LOS A). RMS and Gunnedah Shire Council did not raise any concerns with the 

findings of the road transport assessment. However, NSC and submitters raised concerns that the 

unsealed Braymont Road may be used to access the mine site from Boggabri, and NSC requested 

Whitehaven contribute funds to the upgrade of Braymont Road along with road maintenance 

contributions. Whitehaven confirmed that employee and contractor access would be via Rangiri Road 

(Manilla-Boggabri Road) and the existing private haul road from the north and Blue Vale Road from the 

south.  

The Approved Project includes a condition restricting Project related vehicles, including employee and 

contractor vehicles, from accessing the mine from Braymont Road, except for certain limited 

circumstances. The Department has recommended that this condition is retained for the Project.  

Given that NSCôs request for upgrade and maintenance of Braymont Road does not reasonably relate 

to an increase in heavy vehicle or employee/ contractor traffic related to the Project on the road, the 

Department considers that funding for the upgrade and maintenance contributions for the upkeep of 

Braymont Road is not warranted.  
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The rail assessment completed for the Project showed that the public rail network has sufficient capacity 

for the increased in rail movements. Whitehaven provided additional information in response to the 

Commissionôs concerns about potential delays at level crossings between the site and Gunnedah 

showing there would be a small increase (around 2 minutes per hour with peak rail movements) in the 

length of road closures at rail crossings.   

The Department considers the transport, road and traffic assessments undertaken for the Project to be 

adequate and that proposed management and mitigation measures would ensure the ongoing road 

safety and road network efficiency in the areas surrounding the Project.  

The Department has recommended conditions to manage the traffic and transport impacts of the Project, 

including requiring Whitehaven to: 

¶ restrict road and rail haulage consistent with tonnages proposed in the EIS, including an allowance 
for road transport of 150,000 tonnes of coal for domestic markets (consistent with the Approved 
Project) once the rail spur line is commissioned; 

¶ maintain its existing road maintenance agreement with Gunnedah Shire Council, subject to review 
once heavy road haulage ceases to the Gunnedah CHPP;  

¶ ensure that all over-dimensional vehicle access and heavy vehicle access to the mine site is via 
the Blue Vale Road and Hoad Lane, and no development-related traffic uses Braymont Road, 
except in emergency or infrequent use such as for monitoring;  

¶ undertake design and construction of proposed road re-alignments and the Kamilaroi Highway rail 
spur line overpass to the satisfaction of the appropriate road authority; and  

¶ prepare and implement a Traffic Management Plan for the Project.      

Evaluation  

The Department has assessed the development application, EIS, submissions, agency advice, the 

Commissionôs Issues Report, Whitehavenôs Submissions and Amendment Reports, the independent 

expert reports, and a range of additional information in accordance with the requirements of the EP&A 

Act. 

The Department acknowledges that the Project would result in additional environmental and amenity 

impacts associated with increasing the disturbance footprint of the Approved Project and the additional 

mining-related infrastructure.  

However, based on its assessment, the Department considers that the environmental and amenity 

impacts of the Project are not significantly greater than those associated with the Approved Project, 

and the additional impacts can be managed to achieve an acceptable level of environmental 

performance, in accordance with applicable guidelines and policies.  

The Department also considers that the project would provide major economic and social benefits for 

the region and to NSW as a whole, including direct capital investment of $607 million and up to 450 

jobs during operations. 

The Department has recommended a comprehensive and precautionary suite of conditions to ensure 

that the project complies with relevant criteria and standards, that the impacts are consistent with those 

predicted in the EIS, and that residual impacts are effectively minimised, managed and/or at least 

compensated for.  

The Department has carefully weighed the impacts of the Project against the significance of the 

resource and the socio-economic benefits.  Overall, the Departmentôs assessment concludes that the 

Project achieves a reasonable and appropriate balance between maximising the recovery of a high-

quality coal resource of State significance and minimising the potential impacts on surrounding land 

users and the environment as far as is practicable. 

Consequently, on balance, the Department considers that the project is in the public interest and is 

approvable, subject to the recommended conditions of consent.   
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Background 

 Vickery Coal Pty Ltd, a subsidiary of Whitehaven Coal Pty Ltd (Whitehaven) owns the Vickery Coal 

Mine, located approximately 25 kilometres (km) north of Gunnedah (see Figure 1). The project is 

located within the Gunnedah and Narrabri local government areas (LGAs). 

 The mine site has been subject to historic underground and open cut coal mining activities from the 

mid-1980s to the late 1990s including the Canyon Coal Mine currently in closure phase, leaving 5 

rehabilitated voids within the landscape.  

 In September 2014, the delegate of the Minister for Planning approved the Vickery Coal Project (the 

Approved Project) as a State Significant Development (SSD-5000) under the Environmental Planning 

and Assessment Act 1979 (EP&A Act). While the Approved Project was physically commenced within 

the 5-year period required by the Environmental Planning and Assessment Regulation 2000, production 

at the mine is yet to commence.  

 The Approved Project includes the extraction of 135 million tonnes of coal over a 30-year period, at a 

rate of up to 4.5 million tonnes of run-of-mine (ROM) coal a year (Mtpa). Extracted coal would be hauled 

by trucks on public roads to Whitehavenôs existing coal handling and preparation plant (CHPP) near 

Gunnedah, where it would be processed and loaded onto trains for transport to the Port of Newcastle. 

The CHPP operates under a separate development consent (DA 79_2002) and is currently approved 

to operate until October 2022. The Gunnedah CHPP also accepts and processes coal from other 

Whitehavenôs mines in the region, including the Tarrawonga mine. 

 Whitehaven is now proposing to extend the Approved Project and develop a new CHPP and train load 

out facility at the mine site. It also proposes to develop a rail spur across the Namoi River floodplain to 

connect the load out facility to the main Werris Creek to Mungindi Railway line.  

 The Vickery Extension Project (hereafter referred to as óthe Projectô), would increase total coal 

extraction from 135 to 168 million tonnes and increase the extraction rate from 4.5 up to 10 Mtpa of 

coal over 25 years (rather than 30 years). The new CHPP would also receive and process coal from 

other Whitehaven mines including the Tarrawonga mine and would enable the cessation of road 

transport of coal to the Gunnedah CHPP near Gunnedah. 

 The Project is classified as a óState Significant Developmentô under Part 4 of the EP&A Act, as it is 

development for the purpose of coal mining and mining-related works.  The Independent Planning 

Commission of NSW (the Commission) is the consent authority for the proposal as there were more 

than 50 unique public objections to the Project. 

 In November 2018, the Department referred the Environmental Impact Statement (EIS), submissions 

received during public exhibition of the EIS and its preliminary review of the Project to the Commission 

for review. The Commission held public hearings in February 2019 and in April 2019 published its report 

which recommends the issues to be considered by the Department in its final assessment report. 
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Figure 1 | Regional Context Map 



 

Vickery Extension Project (SSD 7480) | Assessment Report 3 

 

Figure 2 | Local Context Map 




















































































































































































































































































































