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In 2006 Total Environment Centre (TEC) discovered
that broad scale damage had occurred to yet
another waterway within Sydney’s metropolitan
drinking catchment due to underground coal
mining. This was hardly surprising as the issue of
longwall coal mining within the catchments is now
more than a decade old and remains unresolved. 

Mining Minister Ian MacDonald said that he was
aware of the situation and that the river was being
‘repaired’, while Peabody Energy stated that they
had ‘not detected any reductions in quantity or
problems with water quality downstream of that
section of Waratah Rivulet that is undermined by
Metropolitan Colliery’. 

These have become the standard responses of the
Minister and mining companies with each new
instance of longwall damage to rivers. Other typical
responses include blaming the ‘drought’ or that ‘the
lost water is coming back downstream’. 

Total Environment Centre made an application
under NSW Freedom of Information (FOI) legislation
to the Sydney Catchment Authority (SCA) in an
effort to discover the real situation. The search
found that: 

the feeder swamp for the Rivulet “collapsed” and
“failed” in 2004 

the riverbed and pools cracked and drained as
LWs 11, 12 and 13 were mined up to 2006, along
with the watercourse tilting to the east resulting in
severe bank erosion 

as far back as 2004 the SCA urged the NSW
Government to take a ‘precautionary approach’
in preventing further mining damage to the
Waratah Rivulet 

senior environmental scientists at the SCA
believe the damage likely to have a ‘significant
effect on water yields’ for the Woronora Dam 

plans submitted to the NSW Government by the
mining company in 2006 were approved despite
the SCA’s opinion that they were ‘deficient’ 

the mining company’s monitoring and
remediation programs are failing 

in 2006 the SCA took the position that future
mine plans should ‘avoid mining under significant
streams’ in the Woronora catchment 

This dossier demonstrates that current mining policy
is failing to protect Sydney’s drinking water
catchments. It also highlights the contradictions
between public statements made by the NSW
Government and coal mining companies, and the
internal findings and recommendations to the
government by the agency assigned the
responsibility of protecting our water catchments. 
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The Waratah Rivulet is located just to the west of
Helensburgh and flows into the Woronora Dam from
the south. Along with its tributaries, it makes up
about 29% of the Dam catchment. The Dam
provides drinking water to both the Sutherland Shire
and the northern suburbs of Wollongong. The entire
rivulet lies within the Woronora Special Area and is
managed by the Sydney Catchment Authority
(SCA). There is no public access to the Special
Areas without the express permission of the SCA. 

Metropolitan Colliery extracts coal from under the
Woronora Special Area. Excel Coal operated the
mine until October 2006 when Peabody Energy, the
world’s largest coal mining corporation acquired it.
The method of coal extraction is longwall mining.
Longwall mining is a comparatively recent form of
coal extraction and has only been taking place at
the Metropolitan Colliery since 1995. 

The area being mined is upstream of the Woronora
Dam and was described in the 1999 Healthy Rivers
Commission’s Independent Inquiry into the

Woronora River System as being in ‘largely pristine’
condition. 

In 2005 the NSW Scientific Committee declared
longwall mining to be a key threatening process.
The Waratah Rivulet was listed in the declaration
along with numerous other rivers, creeks, swamps
and aquifers as being damaged by this form of
underground coal mining. 

In September 2006, it was alleged serious damage
to the Waratah Rivulet had taken place. An
inspection was organised through the SCA to take
place on the 24th of November. 

On November 23rd, TEC and the Colong
Foundation met with Peabody Energy at the mining
company’s request. They had been informed of the
forthcoming inspection and wished to tell TEC about
their operation and future mining plans. Along with a
PowerPoint presentation, the company
representatives stated the situation conservation
groups would see at the Rivulet would be shocking,
and that water had drained from the Rivulet but was
reappearing further downstream closer to the dam. 

The inspection took place the next day and was
attended by officers from the SCA and the then
Department of Environment and Conservation (now
DECC), TEC, Colong Foundation, Rivers SOS and
two independent experts on upland swamps and
sandstone geology. 

It covered the length of the Rivulet that flows over
the longwall panels. Although similar waterways at a
similar elevation in the area were flowing healthily at
the time, e.g. Heathcote Creek, the bed of the
Waratah Rivulet was bone dry for much of its length.
The hundreds of cracks in the sandstone streambed
were typical of those caused by longwall mining in
the Southern Coalfield. The SCA officers indicated
that at one series of pools, water levels had
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dropped about 3m. There was also anecdotal
evidence suggesting the Rivulet has ceased to flow
over places where it had never previously been
known to have stopped. 

The whole watercourse above the longwall panels
appeared to have literally tilted to the east as a
result of mining subsidence. Attention was drawn to
once flat rock ledges that are now sloped. Iron
oxide stains in the streambed typically associated
with longwall damage were present. The SCA also
stated that they did not know whether water flows
were returning further downstream - their views
contradicting those of Peabody Energy. There was
also evidence of failed attempts at remediation with
a distinctly different coloured sand having washed
out of cracks to sit on the dry riverbed or in pools. 

Flat Rock Swamp, at the southernmost extremity of
the longwall panels, was undermined. It is the main
source of water recharge or the feeder swamp for
the Waratah Rivulet. At the time, it appeared highly
likely that the swamp too had been damaged and
was also sitting on a tilt. 

The longwall panels that have damaged the Rivulet
are LWs 8-13. A Subsidence Management Plan
(SMP) for LWs 14-17 was recently approved by the

Department of Primary Industries (DPI) and LW 15 is
currently being mined. No safety buffer is provided
for important inflow streams to the Waratah Rivulet.
The SMP states that land above LWs 8-13 had
subsided about 1.3m on average and that there has
been no significant impact upon net flow or water
quality. This is disputed.

During the meeting with Peabody on 23rd
November, the company stated its intentions
sometime in 2007 to submit a 3A application under
the Environmental Planning & Assessment Act 1974
to extract a further 27 longwall panels that will run
under the Rivulet and finish under the Woronora
Dam storage area itself. This was most disturbing
given the impacts that had already occurred to a
catchment that provides the Sutherland Shire and
parts of Wollongong with nearly one third of their
drinking water (which can also be supplemented by
pipeline from Sydney). 

Once having seen the damage first hand, the dry
bed of the Waratah Rivulet above the mining area
and the stain of iron oxide pollution could be seen
clearly using Google Earth, along with healthily
flowing creeks in neighbouring catchments. 
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Following the inspection of the Waratah Rivulet in
November 2006, TEC applied under FOI legislation
to the SCA for documents including: 

Minutes of ‘Ongoing Community Consultation’
(as described on p.10 of SMP LWs 14-17)
between Helensburgh Coal and the SCA from
2004 to the present 

Minutes of all meetings between Helensburgh
Coal and the SCA regarding subsidence issues
from 2004 to the present 

Annual Environmental Management Reports as
submitted by Helensburgh Coal to the SCA for
LW14 (should it exist) and equivalent annual
environment reports by Helensburgh Coal
referring to subsidence issues and water
flow/quality for LWs 9-13 

Correspondence between the SCA and
Helensburgh Coal regarding subsidence and
water issues from 2004 to the present 

Memorandums and minutes of internal SCA
meetings regarding subsidence, remediation and
water flow/quality issues in the Waratah Rivulet
from 2004 to the present 

Minutes of and SCA notes from any Interagency
Review Committee meeting which discussed the
SMP for Helensburgh Coal LWs 14-17 

Annual reports of any SCA monitoring
(independent of Helensburgh Coal) of
subsidence and water flow/quality in the Waratah
Rivulet from 2004 to the present 

Notes from consultation between the DPI
Director-General and CEO of the SCA prior to the
approval of the SMP for LWs 14-17 (as required
under the new approvals policy - p.3 of policy
document) 
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Longwall panels above the Waratah Rivulet catchment. Mining is currently in LW 15 
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SMP for LWs 10 & 11 

As the longwall panels approached Waratah
Rivulet from the east, SCA officers begin
raising concerns over mining impacts and
the accuracy of reporting by Helensburgh
Coal. 

Martin Krogh, Senior Environmental Scientist,
SCA 

23rd August 2004 - responding to statements by
Helensburgh Coal that no adverse impacts have
been observed on water quality, quantity or ecology

“This statement is false! Impacts have occurred, the
question is what does the SCA want to do about it!
There is potentially an impact on quantity in the
short and long-term however the definiteness of this
is affected by the lack of baseline data and
confounding with the current drought conditions.” 

23rd August 2004 - responding to claims by
Helensburgh Coal that long-term water loss would
not occur as cracks would “eventually fill with
sediment” 

“There are plenty of examples in the catchments
where this has not occurred. This raises a question
as to what timeframes ‘long term’ refers to here.
Certainly in terms of cracking we are talking about
decades and perhaps century timeframes. This is
inappropriate if the primary use of this area is for
water catchment (water harvesting and protection)
... All this affects the long-term sustainability of
water supply, particularly due to the current drought
conditions and future water demands.” 

23rd August 2004 - responding to claims by
Helensburgh Coal that increasing water flows are
occurring downstream from mining 

“The statement that ‘general trend of increasing

flows downstream is observed’ does not satisfy the
SCA as in all naturally flowing rivers, streams and
creeks flow increases downstream as influx from
tributaries and baseflow discharge more flow into
the main waterway. The SCA will be in position to
accept water balance calculation and gain/loss of
water from the Rivulet if scientifically proven results
will be submitted.” 

23rd August 2004 - discussing Helensburgh Coal’s
reporting of impacts and future plans 

“... this appears to be a reasonable report although
any impacts are in my opinion significantly
underplayed in terms of their importance ... Waratah
Rivulet and Woronora river are the two major feeder
streams into Woronora Reservoir and their structural
integrity needs to be maintained if they are to
provide a sustainable supply of water to Woronora
Reservoir. There is evidence of this structural
integrity already being affected and future proposed
plans have the potential to do severe damage to
this system. This can lead to a significant impact on
the sustainable supply of water to Woronora
Reservoir.” 

Flat Rock Swamp 

In September 2004 the SCA’s Senior
Environmental Scientist reports the collapse
of Flat Rock Swamp, identified as the
recharge point or feeder swamp for the
Waratah Rivulet. 

Martin Krogh, Senior Environmental Scientist,
SCA 

10th September 2004 - internal SCA email 

“I just went out and had a look at Flatrock Swamp
and it is totally compromised - see photos. I don’t
know what’s happened, although the confounding
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issues of fire, flood and mining probably/possibly all
contribute. I really hope I don’t see any more of
these in the future, but I fear I will if we can’t keep
longwall panels well away from sensitive features
like swamps. I expect the hydrology of Waratah
Rivulet is now changed substantially, although what
effect this will have on Woronora Dam is unknown.” 

8th October 2004 - internal SCA email 

“Given what has happened to Flatrock Swamp, I
also believe this places even more importance on
maintaining the integrity of what’s left of Waratah
Rivulet.” 

Martin Krogh, Senior Environmental Scientist,
SCA Assessment of Potential Causes
Underlying the Collapse of Flatrock Swamp,
22nd October 2004 

“An inspection ... identified severe erosive gullying
throughout the entire swamp with little or no surface
water visible in the swamp. the swamp is severely
compromised and this change in status is likely to
have a significant effect on the hydrology of
Waratah Rivulet and water yields to Woronora Dam.” 

What the Minister and Department were told 

In this Ministerial Briefing Note from late
2004 the SCA clearly urges the DPI and the
Minister to exercise a precautionary
approach to further mining. This followed the
collapse of Flat Rock Swamp but is prior to
the mining of the panel (LW 12) that caused
the bulk of the cracking to the rock bars and
the riverbed and the draining of the rivulet. 

The Risk Assessment by Galvin &
Associates (2005) was conducted primarily
to assess the coming impacts of the
extraction of LW 12. While concluding that
monitoring systems were providing no data
that water was being lost from the
catchment, the report qualified those
findings by acknowledging that monitoring
data was “not comprehensive”. 

George Dodds and Malcolm Hughes, SCA
Ministerial Briefing Note: Subsidence Impacts
on Waratah Rivulet - Woronora Special Area,
6th December 2004 

“... the SCA has requested DPI (on 13 October
2004) to urgently investigate the damage and to
exercise a precautionary approach in preventing
further damage to the rivulet ... The Waratah Rivulet

catchment is 29% of the catchment of Woronora
water storage which supplies residents in
Sutherland Shire and northern suburbs of
Wollongong.” 

“The final decision as to whether mining continues
and in what form beyond the current longwall panel
rests with DPI and Minister Hickey. The recent
damage is of great concern to the SCA particularly
as it now appears that the pool will drain completely.
The SCA may need to urge DPI to restrict further
mining, including not mining the next longwall panel
(Longwall 12). The SCA will, as a minimum, expect
DPI and the company to remediate the damage that
has occurred to the rockbar and restore the water
level in the rockpool.” 

Galvin & Associates Pty Ltd 
‘A risk study and assessment of the impacts of
longwall mining on Waratah Rivulet and
surrounds at Metropolitan Colliery’:
commissioned by the NSW Department of
Primary Industries, March 2005 

“Prior to the extraction of LW 11, surface flow
occurred in the Waratah Rivulet all year round
(including periods of extended drought).” 

“There is potential for large water losses if sub
surface water flows do not report back to the
Woronora catchment system.” 

Monitoring and Remediation 

The comments of various SCA officers
express a consistent belief over three years
that both Helensburgh Coal’s monitoring
data and remediation work is unreliable and
ineffective. They stand in sharp contrast to
Minister Macdonald’s comments on ABC
television (22nd December 2006) that the
Waratah Rivulet had been “repaired”. 

Martin Krogh, Senior Environmental Scientist,
SCA 

9th September 2004 - internal SCA email 

“Unfortunately, just like BHPB [BHP Billiton] in
Metropolitan catchments, there are no plans for
remediation of Waratah Rivulet identified. These
systems simply do not ‘self-heal’ in the timeframes
that are required if sustainable water supply is to be
maintained and ecological health protected in these
areas ... I believe that extraction of Longwall Panel
12 should be avoided altogether ... Given that no
subsidence cracking has been remediated in any
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SCA areas to date, despite decades of coal mining
operations, the prospects for maintenance of
existing water flows is likely to be significantly
affected. The cumulative impact as mining
continues in this area will simply exacerbate this
and eventually threaten the Woronora River as well.” 

George Dodds, General Manger, Catchment
Operations and Major Projects, SCA 

Proposed water quality and quantity monitoring
program for the Waratah Rivulet effected by
Metropolitan Colliery’s Longwall Panels 14-17,
26th June 2006 

“The stream ... has been subject to significant
subsidence effects, which has resulted in
subsurface fracturing of the ground and several
significant rockbars. As a result, the rivulet has lost
surface flow along a large proportion of its river
length resulting in poor water quality, low (to no)
flows and impacts on aquatic ecology.” 

“The SCA has consistently expressed its concern to
the Department of Primary Industries and
Helensburgh Coal regarding the impacts and the
lack of solid evidence that remediation is being
effective. As a result the SCA’s Science and
Research Section were asked to support several
initiatives.” 

“As a result of this work, the SCA have concluded
and developed: 

1. That water quality is affected as a result of the
mining operations when compared to newly
discovered water quality data that predates
longwall mining. 

2. That the Helensburgh Coal data in relation to flow
cannot be considered reliable. 

3. That Helensburgh Coal reports ... do
demonstrate a negative impact on the rivulet...” 

Ross Wallis, SCA 

27th July 2006 - internal SCA email 

“However, to date, there is no evidence that
remediation efforts have been successful in sealing
the cracks in the creek, partly due to the additional
cracking due to continued mining in adjacent
panels and insufficient time for the remediation to
be ‘completed’ and ‘assessed’ prior to the new LW.” 

27th July 2006 - internal SCA email 

“It will not be possible to assess the sustainability
and effectiveness of remediation efforts until well
after mining in the area has ceased...” 

SMP for LWs 14-17 

The SMP Interagency Review Committee is
the penultimate stage in the SMP approvals
process whereby the relevant agencies make
their final assessments and
recommendations before the Director-
General of the DPI makes a final decision on
approving new longwall panels. 

The Draft Minutes are summarised below but
also included in full as a full appendix to this
report. Despite the objections raised by the
SCA at the Interagency Review and the
complete failure of Helensburgh Coal to
address them, the SMP for LWs 14-17 was
approved by the DPI on September 4th 2006. 

SMP Interagency Review Committee 

SMP Review (Longwall Panels 14-17
Metropolitan Colliery) 

Draft Minutes, 2nd August 2006 

SCA queries Helensburgh Coal’s claim of no net
loss of water from Waratah Rivulet. Claim “not
proved and possibly inaccurate.” 

SCA table a letter considering the SMP deficient.
No baseline monitoring data provided by
Helensburgh Coal. 

SCA state that the SMP “fails to address the
cumulative impacts of LW 14-17 to the Waratah
Rivulet.” Describe the success of grouting
programs as “limited”. Predict that LWs 14 and
15 will be major contributors to cracking of the
rock bar. 

SCA states that Waratah Rivulet is a “high
energy” catchment and that there is little
sediment to fill cracks and “facilitate natural
remediation”. 

SCA express disappointment with company’s
monitoring. 

SCA state that water levels are the result of
mining and not the drought. 

SCA states that future mine layout is to avoid
mining under significant streams 
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Ian landon-Jones, SCA 

25th August 2006 - SCA email to Michael Lloyd,
Subsidence Executive Officer, Department of Primary
Industries 

“The SCA has previously expressed its many
concerns about the poor performance of this mine
company in regard to this application. There has
been little or no baseline monitoring undertaken for
some of the implicated areas despite a specific
SMP requirement for 12 months monitoring. This
has likely caused problems with the company being
able to prepare an appropriate management plan.
As you are no doubt aware the treatment of those
aspects in the SMP was grossly deficient.” 

“The mine company has made no approaches to
the SCA that I am aware of in the last few weeks to
progress the matter of developing a management
plan in consultation with the SCA. The SCA has little
confidence therefore in the company putting in the
effort to have an acceptable plan developed within a
reasonable timeframe.” 
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Seven major rivers and numerous creeks in NSW
have been permanently damaged by mining
operations, which have been allowed to go too
close to, or under, riverbeds. Other rivers are used
as channels for saline and acid wastewater pumped
out from mines. 

Many more are under threat by new proposals. The
DPI under the direction of Minister Ian MacDonald is
continuing to approve new longwall panels with
other agencies (such as the SCA) involved in the
process to the extent that they participate on an
Interagency Review Committee. This group gives
recommendations concerning underground mine
plans to the DPI but has no further say in the final
decision. 

Documents previously obtained under FOI by Rivers
SOS revealed that an independent consultant to the
Interagency Committee recommended that mining
by BHP Billiton come no closer than 350m to the
Upper Cataract River, yet the DPI ignored the
recommendation and approved mining within 60m.
In January 2007 it was revealed that the Upper
Cataract River had been cracked and methane gas
was bubbling to the surface. 

River damage as a result of longwall mining involves
multiple cracking of bedrock, ranging from hairline
cracks to cracks up to several centimetres wide,
causing water loss and pollution as ecotoxic
chemicals are leached from the fractured rocks.
Aquifers may often be breached. Although flagged
by mining companies and the DPI as a solution,
satisfactory remediation is not possible. In addition,
rockfalls along mined river gorges are frequent. 

The high price of coal and the royalties gained from
expanding mines has led the Iemma Government
into a situation where it is allowing the integrity of
drinking water catchments, aquatic ecosystems and
natural and indigenous heritage to become
compromised. 

The regulatory system is failing and will continue to
do so until there are major reforms, including
removal of DPI as consent authority for longwall
panels; legislative protection for waterways and
application of the precautionary principle.1

1 See Chapters 7 & 8 for reform proposals  in Total Environment Centre (2007), ‘Impacts of Longwall Coal Mining on the
Environment in New South Wales’.
http://www.tec.org.au/dev/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=420&Itemid=301
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Below are the full minutes of the SMP
Interagency Review Committee meeting held
prior to the approval of the Metropolitan
Colliery SMP. Two other mines (West Cliff
and Appin 3) were also assessed at this
meeting.  

The minutes note that an independent
consultant engaged by the SCA
recommended a buffer of 350m between
longwall panels and the Upper Cataract
River to prevent damage to the river by BHP
Billiton’s Appin 3 mine. They also note the
difficulties the SCA have in working with the
mining giants operating in the catchment
areas in terms of access to information,
management ability and the fulfilment of
requests for data. 

The DPI approved Appin 3 to come within
60m of the Upper Cataract less than a month
after the Interagency Review Committee’s
meeting. Damage was reported to the river in
January 2007. 

SMP Interagency Review Committee 

SMP Review (Longwall Panels 14-17
Metropolitan Colliery) 

Draft Minutes, 2nd August 2006 
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