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20 August 2010

Sent via email

Mr. Brad Mullard

Executive Director, Mineral Resources

Industry & Investment NSW

Re:
Breach of Environmental Conditions by AGL on “Windemere” Property in the Broke-Bulga Area

Dear Mr. Mullard

Thank-you for your letter of response regarding the Department’s ongoing investigation concerning the above matter of breach by AGL.

In order to support the Department’s ongoing investigation, the following facts need to be considered in response to AGL’s assertions as noted in your response letter:

1. Quantity of Water

AGL asserts that all but 120,000 litres were removed off-site for treatment.  

The observations of the water disposal are not consistent with this measure.  The drilling operation involved placement of the water into a shallow holding pit from which it was removed via a standby pump onto the open pasture.  The pump was observed to be running for two to three days for a minimum of five hours per day.  The pump, shown in the photographs provided, is rated to run at 10 litres per second.  We have conservatively calculated the water disposed of onto the open pasture using the following figures:

· 2.5 days of pump operation

· 5 hours of operation per day (the minimum hours of pump operation observed per day)

· 8 litres of water moved per second (assumes a 20% inefficiency in the pump)

Based on these conservative figures, the quantity of water disposed of on the open pasture was 360,000 litres.  This is 200% more than claimed by AGL.

2. Quality of Water

AGL asserts that the water quality was brackish and did not contain any known contaminants.  

It should be noted that AGL’s attempts to dispose of this water for treatment at Kurri-Kurri were rebuffed due to the level of contamination, requiring them to re-route water to Sydney for treatment.

As noted in our submission to the department, the HVPA was given samples of the water disposed of on the open pasture.  A sample was sent to an accredited laboratory for testing.  The test results highlighted the following content:

· Saline content tested using Electric Conductivity measured at 9,600 uS/cm equating to 5,375 ppm.  This level is classified as Class 6 – Extremely High Salinity – not suitable for irrigation. 

· Sodium tested at 1800 mg/l (ppm).  This level is rated as Extremely High.  The laboratory provided the following comments on this level of Sodium:

· Sodium is the most troublesome of the major constituents of irrigation water.

· The degree of this effect can be related to the ratio of sodium, calcium and magnesium in the water, expressed as the Sodium Absorption Rate (SAR).

· SAR is an indication of the sodium hazard in the water.

· In irrigated soils, high levels of sodium can influence soil structural properties.  Sodium can change the soil from a well-structured, permeable and well-aerated material to a tight, blocky mass that becomes sticky and impermeable when wet and which crusts and/or cracks extensively when dry.

· Sodium can be absorbed through roots of leaves; sodium toxicity appears as burning or drying on the outer edges of older leaves, progressing to the centre.

· Tree crops and woody perennials are most affected.

· notable content of a number of glycol ethers and other organic compounds (e.g., diethylene glycol butyl ether, 2-Butoxyethanol).  

· Oddly, 2-Butoxyethanol (2-BE) is a chemical commonly used in the fraccing process in the US and is noted for its potentially harmful effects on human and animal health (see http://s3.amazonaws.com/propublica/assets/natural_gas/colburn_testimony_071025.pdf).
Please note in the photographs that the water in the holding pond has an oily surface sheen.  Further, the presence of various glycol ethers compounds is contrary to AGL’s assertions that the water did not contain any known contaminants.

The saline levels alone are very worrisome.  AGL claims the water was removed from shallow water bores and to be brackish. The term “brackish water” is technically defined as contain 500 – 3000 mg/l (ppm) of salt.  As noted above, the samples tested showed saline levels in excess of 5,300 ppm. Further, the extremely high saline measures are even higher than the saline content measured from AGL’s coal seam gas bore at its Broke site.  As noted in the report prepared with AGL’s cooperation on the Broke site, water removed from its HB02 gas well had salinity levels of 3,600 ml/l (ppm).

3. Location of Disposal

The location of the water disposal on the Windemere site can be observed as a dead patch in the pasture.  The drilling site was observed to be within 200 m of the brook.  The water disposal has effectively killed off all plant life.  Soil samples need to be obtained and tested for this portion of the property.  It should also be noted that the pasture area affected is well within the flood plain of the Wollombi Brook.  In 2007, this area was inundated with several metres of flood water.

4. Type & Depth of Drilling

AGL contends that the drilling referenced in our submission was not for gas wells but for several shallow water monitoring bores using a licensed water well drilling contractor.

The drilling observed at the Windemere site was consistent with coal seam gas bore drilling based on the following evidence:

· As noted in the minutes of the Bulga Community Consultative Committee meeting of 26 July 2010, AGL reported that it completed stratigraphic core drilling on the Windemere site on 19 July 2010.  The HVPA submission details water disposal observations at the drill site up to 18 July 2010.  Based on AGL’s formal report to the CCC and the timing of the observations, the drilling and associated water disposal was for a stratigraphic core hole.  This is consistent with AGL’s plans for coal seam gas exploration bore holes as noted in its REF – i.e., 1 core hole plus 3 stratigraphic core holes.

· The drilling unit of the company contracted to undertake the drilling, Impax Group (see photographs), specializes in core sample collection and conventional core drilling.

· The drilling rig used is consistent with equipment used for drill depths in excess of 100 m.

· The drilling was observed to proceed to a depth in excess of 150 m.  This is consistent with the coal seam aquifer depths noted in the water study report prepared by Garry WIllgoose on behalf of AGL and delivered to the Bulga Community Consultative Committee.

Based on the above, we can only conclude that AGL has provided the Department with incorrect information regarding the water disposal at the Windemere site.  The observed water quantities, water quality, disposal location and type & depth of drilling are all inconsistent with AGL’s claims.  Clearly, AGL is in breach of Environmental Conditions on its license at the Windemere site, raising serious concerns about AGL’s operations at its other two sites near Broke.

We request that the department continue its investigations considering all the above.  We anticipate that soil samples will need to be obtained and tested from the disposal site.

I look forward to hearing back from you shortly on the advancement of this important investigation.
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Sincerely,

John C Thomson

Executive Officer

Hunter Valley Protection Alliance

Email:
 johnct@huntervalleyprotectionalliance.com
Mobile: 0428 439 586

cc: 
Ms. Karen Smith, Executive Director, Energy & Legal, Industry & Investment NSW


Mr. Mark Duffy, Deputy Director General, Minerals & Energy, Industry & Investment NSW

Committee:

Eden Anthony, David Clarke AO, Commodore Chris Elsmore, Stewart Ewen OAM, Graeme Gibson Dip. Law, JP., Roger Goldfinch, Tom Jackson JP, Elizabeth Johnstone, Robert Kennedy; Graeme O’Brien BA, M Ed Stud. JP, Richard Owens OAM, Alan Stevns, George Tlaskal, Hugh Upward
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