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PO BOX 120 BROKE NSW 2330
PH 0408 234 773
BY HAND
M E M O R A N D U M

TO:

The Honourable FRANK SARTOR MP
Minister for the Environment
FROM:
STEWART EWEN OAM
Hunter Valley Protection Alliance
DATE:

3 August 2010

SUBJECT:
AGL ENERGY – HUNTER-BULGA EXPLORATION AREA
HUNTER VALLEY ENVIRONMENT
=================================================================
We write to bring your attention to the extremely urgent need for an environmental assessment to be undertaken in the critical areas of the Hunter Valley that are under stress from the various exploration activities that are currently underway.

As covered in our discussions and our Submission, areas of The Hunter are being seriously exploited by:

(i) Expansion of Coal Mining activities;
(ii) Geothermal Investigation;
(iii) Methane Gas Exploration; and
(iv) Expansion of the Army Reserve within the Singleton Army Base.
We are not taking a stand of being “anti-energy” because clearly energy is a major factor within our lifestyle.  We are looking to bring your attention the fact that there is no overall review of the cumulative effects the above activities are having on the existing population and land use activities, eg vineyards and olive groves.

We support the general philosophy of the Labour Party to encourage business activities so as to generate economic growth, but again it needs to be done in a manner that meets criteria that is balanced and equitable to all parties.

The current Government established a Community Consultative Committee (CCC) for the Broke/Fordwich area in an attempt to get AGL (being the exploration company) to work with the community in a logical and professional manner.

Over the last two years of dealing with Sydney Gas and now AGL, the situation has become totally intolerable.  A summary of AGL’s activities in regard to the CCC is as follows:

· To say that AGL have been willing and co-operative participants in the Broke/Bulga Community Consultative Committee would be as far from the truth as one could possibly be.
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· The attitude shown in every meeting is totally adversarial, secretive and suspicious.  Suspicious to the point of not providing details of water licences on properties purchased stating that such details were “commercial in confidence”.  This approach heightens the suspicion within the community.

· In meetings it has been openly stated by AGL that we do not have to be here, even after we emphasize that the CCC was formed by Minister Macdonald.
· The Water pump test was not going to proceed until we reminded AGL that Sydney Gas, through MD Andy Lukas, had made a commitment over several CCC meetings and had commissioned Professor Garry Willgoose on behalf of the CCC.  AGL were extremely reluctant to proceed.
· Having completed the test, AGL tabled at the CCC that they would communicate to the community the outcomes, without bothering to have input from the community members on the CCC or the input of the Chair.
· When this was discussed we received a one page note that inadequately explained the process undertaken and were as generic in its findings as to be wrong.  So wrong were the conclusions that the consulting hydrologists could not support the paper.
· We had also established with Sydney Gas a small working group to agree on detailed maps of the area.  All information to date on the details of farms, waterways and vineyards etc has been supplied by the community.  AGL were asked to show where the drill pad limits might be and to outline the protocols they would follow in dealing with landowners.  We were told at the last CCC that they were not able to supply drill pad parameters which was greeted with reactions of unbelievable nonsense by the technical people present.  As regards the protocols AGL have merely quoted the Petroleum Onshore Act provisions with the qualification that these do not apply if the landowner agrees.
· From the above it is plain that AGL see the CCC as an evil entity and the only benefit they see is the ability to tick a box on community consultation which, as stated at the beginning, is simply not true.

· It would also be fair to say that AGL do not have a community consultation plan or programme and that they believe it is their right to do what they please without informing the CCC or the community.  Initially they employed a third party consultant to assess the community attitude instead of establishing communication channels directly.  The consultant was not interested in outcomes and as a result failed miserably.  AGL inherently believe that the NSW government will fall over themselves to get the gas and this has been stated on many occasions to different people during the last few years.
· The CCC experience, despite the Chair efforts of Pam Allan, is one of frustration as AGL have no interest in participating and merely are using various parts of the Planning Act and Onshore Petroleum Act to suit their programme and thwart any community understanding.

3…

3…

· The response of AGL to any suggestion on how we might constructively proceed is treated with silence and simply ignored.
· We will verbally cover a number of other issues with you at our meeting that includes Health issues of Cattle within the Coal mining lands and flagrant abuse of water regulations by AGL.
In summary, we need your support now and we need a serious policy statement to be made that supports good development but, at the same time, requires environmental assessment of the cumulative impacts that each new project will have on the existing region and all its activities.

Yours faithfully
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STEWART EWEN OAM 

Chairman

Hunter Valley Protection Alliance
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