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IN ATTENDANCE
Dr Chris Pigram (Chair)
Dr Andrew Boulton
Dr Jenny Stauber
Dr Juliette Woods 
Associate Professor Phil Hayes
Professor Rory Nathan
Professor Wendy Timms

INVITED GUESTS
Item 1.8
Emily Turner, Director, Environment Protection Law Reform Taskforce, Department of Climate Change, Energy, the Environment and Water (DCCEEW)
Item 3.1
Angie McKenzie, Branch Head, National Water Policy, International and Engagement Branch, DCCEEW
Alec Ryan, Director, National Water Policy, International and Engagement Branch, DCCEEW

OFFICE OF WATER SCIENCE (OWS), DCCEW
Note: OWS attendees include those with full or partial attendance.
[bookmark: _Hlk150338214]Ben Klug, Acting Director
Alison Miller
Amelia Lewis
David Cameron
David Reid
Dylan Stinton
Frances Knight
Jason Smith
Dr Laura Richardson
Mick Hannan
Loren Pollitt


1. Welcome and Introductions
[bookmark: _Hlk207186899][bookmark: _Hlk207187004]The Chair acknowledged the traditional owners, past and present, on whose lands this meeting was held, and welcomed members of the Independent Expert Scientific Committee on Unconventional Gas Development and Large Coal Mining Development (IESC) to the meeting.

1.1 	Attendance and Apologies
IESC members in attendance and apologies are recorded above.
1.2	Disclosure of Interests
Committee members were invited to make disclosures. Committee members also completed a Meeting Declaration of Interests before the meeting commenced. No actual, potential or perceived conflicts of interest were recorded for this meeting.
1.3	Confirmation of Agenda
The Committee endorsed the agenda for Meeting 119.
1.4	Confirmation of Out-of-Session Decisions
The Committee noted that:
· minutes of the Committee’s 118th meeting on 27 – 28 August 2025 were agreed out-of-session and published on the IESC website on 16 September 2025; and
· advice on the Maules Creek Coal Mine Continuation Project was provided to the regulator on 2 September 2025 and published on 16 September 2025.
1.5 Correspondence
The Committee noted the status of correspondence to 28 October 2025.
1.6	Action Items
Ongoing items were noted, and updates were provided on the timing of completion.
1.7	Forward Planning Agenda
The Committee noted the forward planning agenda.  
It was agreed that the next meeting be scheduled as a videoconference on 8 – 11 December 2025.
1.8	Environmental Scan
The Environment Protection Reform Bill was introduced to parliament on 30 October 2025, and Emily Turner from the Environment Protection Law Reform Taskforce at DCCEEW discussed the Bill with the Committee in relation to the work of the Committee.
[bookmark: _Hlk69727335]2. Advice on Projects referred by governments
[bookmark: _Hlk213828302][bookmark: _Hlk213828551]2.1	Metropolitan Coal Mine – Modification Project
[bookmark: _Hlk213842143]Metropolitan Coal Project Modification 4 (the ‘project’) is a proposed continuation of an existing underground mine and facilities, 30 kilometres (km) north of Wollongong and immediately west of Helensburgh, New South Wales. Mining operations are approved until 22 June 2032 at a maximum run-of-mine (ROM) coal extraction rate of 3.2 million tonnes per annum (Mtpa) of metallurgical and thermal coal. The project will allow the mine to continue production up to the current approved date of 2032, instead of closing in 2029. Due to geotechnical and geological constraints, safety and environmental conditions, the longwalls in the 300 series (LW301-316) have been shortened, reducing the mining area footprint by 253 hectares (ha). The proposed project includes reconfiguration of existing Longwall 317, addition of Longwall 318 and repositioning of (the previously approved but not constructed) Ventilation Shaft 4. 
The proponent estimates the project to have a subsidence footprint of 417.6 ha, whilst the construction of the ventilation shaft will result in direct disturbance of 3.8 ha of high-condition native forest. Construction of an additional access road within the approved disturbance area requires reinstating rock armouring along a section of the embankment toe at the Surface Facilities area near Camp Gully Creek.

The project is in the Southern Coalfield in the southern Sydney Basin, situated on the Woronora Plateau, in the Woronora Reservoir and Hacking River catchments. The reservoir supplies drinking water to the Sutherland Shire Local Government Area and north Wollongong, and its near-pristine catchment comprises Water NSW’s Woronora Special Area, which has largely intact native forest that is contiguous with surrounding National Parks. 
The proposed project longwalls are located below the sub-catchments of Honeysuckle Creek and Tributaries R, S and U that all feed Woronora Reservoir. The proponent acknowledges that project-related ground movements (e.g. subsidence) may impact refugial pools and the flow regime of Honeysuckle Creek. The proposed longwalls also underlie six swamps comprising part of the Coastal Upland Swamps in the Sydney Basin Bioregion Threatened Ecological Community (TEC) listed under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act). One of these six swamps is Swamp 106, the largest in the area, which is classified as a high-priority groundwater-dependent ecosystem (GDE) listed under the Water Sharing Plan for the Greater Metropolitan Groundwater Sources 2023, and which supports flow in a tributary of Honeysuckle Creek. These six swamps, along with eight others nearby, may be impacted by subsidence and drawdown associated with the project. 
Not only are these swamps the Coastal Upland Swamps TEC, they also provide crucial habitat for multiple State- and EPBC Act-listed water-dependent species such as giant dragonfly (Petalura gigantea), giant burrowing frog (Heleioporus australiacus), Littlejohn’s tree frog (Litoria littlejohni), red-crowned toadlet (Pseudophryne australis) and prickly bush-pea (Pultenaea aristata). Other GDEs in the project area likely include terrestrial vegetation and stygofauna that may also be impacted by project-related drawdown and ground movements.
Collectively, these water resources and their water-dependent flora and fauna, many of which are Matters of National Environmental Significance (MNES), comprise the near-pristine catchment for the Woronora Reservoir and contribute to its water quality and ecological integrity. Longwall mining nearby has already caused irreversible damage to some of the overlying creeks, swamps and water-dependent vegetation and the proposed project may further exacerbate some of these impacts.  
Key potential impacts from this project are:
· ground movements (e.g. subsidence) from longwall mining that will likely impact the Coastal Upland Swamps TECs, Honeysuckle Creek and its tributaries, refugial pools, and habitats for  State- and EPBC Act-listed species;
· irreversible changes to the fauna, flora and ecological processes of at least six Coastal Upland Swamps TEC;  
· groundwater drawdown which may impact swamps within the Coastal Upland Swamps TEC and other GDEs, including stygofauna in the Hawkesbury Sandstone;
· permanent alterations to flow regimes in intermittent Honeysuckle Creek, increasing the frequency and duration of low- and no-flow days (especially during periods of low rainfall), thereby reducing aquatic habitat and water quality;
· reductions in habitats and local populations of water-dependent flora and fauna, including giant dragonfly, giant burrowing frog, Littlejohn’s tree frog, red-crowned toadlet and prickly bush-pea in the project area;
· surface water diversion through new underground pathways that may degrade surface water quality;
· direct removal of 3.8 ha of high-condition native forest; and
· cumulative impacts of increased drawdown and subsidence, added to existing mining effects, on swamps, GDEs, creeks and their refugial pools, and the habitats of multiple State- and EPBC Act-listed species. 
Given the sensitivity of the protected swamps and the difficulty of reversing potential impacts, the IESC considers that the only effective way to minimise or mitigate potential impacts is to avoid longwall mining beneath all swamps and waterways in this near-pristine catchment of Woronora Reservoir. The proposed Adaptive Management Plan (AMP) cannot protect these significant water resources because impacts are likely to materialise too late to mitigate them. 
The IESC considers that offset strategies will not compensate for the loss of EPBC-Act listed species and Coastal Upland Swamps TECs in this current landscape context. 
Consistent with the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Regulations 2000, advice will be published on the IESC’s website within 10 business days of being provided to the regulators.
[bookmark: _Hlk213829086][bookmark: _Hlk213828590]2.2	Wilpinjong Coal Mine – Pit 8 Extension Project
[bookmark: _Hlk213842358]The Wilpinjong Coal Mine – Pit 8 Extension Project (the ‘project’) is an extension of the approved Wilpinjong Coal Mine (WCM), located 40 kilometres (km) northeast of Mudgee in central New South Wales (NSW). The proposed extension will include extending mining of Pit 8 into the Pit 8 Extension area within Exploration Licence 9399. The new pit will cover 115 hectares (ha) and allow extraction of an additional 14 million tonnes (Mt) of Run-of-Mine (ROM) thermal coal. The mine life will be extended by 6 months to June 2034 to shape the final landform and backfill voids, except for the residual voids of Pits 2 and 6 which will become final-void lakes. The project will also include construction of additional supporting infrastructure and water management infrastructure (including 4 clean-water dams to capture runoff diverted from the Pit 8 Extension area), and realignment of some public infrastructure. Existing WCM infrastructure will continue to be used for coal handling and processing, coal storage, and water management. The project will also continue to discharge water within the limits of Environmental Protection Licence (EPL) 12425; however, a new licensed discharge point is proposed on Wollar Creek.
The project area is located within the Goulburn River catchment, adjacent to Wilpinjong Creek and Wollar Creek and upstream of the Goulburn River National Park. Wilpinjong Creek is north of the WCM and project area and currently receives licensed discharges from the WCM mine water system from two licensed discharge points. Wollar Creek is east of the project area and has largely been unaffected by mining upstream of its confluence with Wilpinjong Creek. Proposed mining extends WCM mining boundaries closer to Wollar Creek compared to previous approvals.
In the project area, the proponent has identified three communities listed as Threatened Ecological Communities (TECs) under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act), as well as eleven species listed as threatened. Two of these TECs (the Box Gum Woodlands and Grey Box Grassy Woodlands) are identified as potential groundwater-dependent ecosystems (GDEs) that may opportunistically rely on groundwater.
The project is one of several mining operations in the region mining the Ulan Seam within the Illawarra Coal Measures of the Sydney-Gunnedah Basin. Impacts from the project will contribute to cumulative impacts of mining and other activities to groundwater and surface water ecosystems and their biota across the region.
Key potential impacts from this project are:
· clearing of approximately 145 ha of native vegetation, some of which are GDEs and habitat for multiple EPBC Act-listed species;
· impacts to GDEs through water table drawdown;
· changes to flow regimes and water quality in Wilpinjong and Wollar creeks; and
· cumulative impacts from the proposed project and current operations, and regional impacts from the surrounding mines, particularly due to increased groundwater drawdown and potential changes to flow regimes and water quality.
The IESC has identified additional work required to address the key potential impacts detailed in this advice. This is summarised below:
· Further characterisation of inter-aquifer connectivity and potential impacts to the surface water environment from project-induced groundwater level change (e.g. baseflow contribution);
· Installation of additional nested or multi-level groundwater monitoring bores, including in the alluvium downgradient of the proposed extension area (e.g. downstream of the railway crossing), to characterise vertical hydraulic gradients and monitor potential future impacts to groundwater resources (including groundwater quality);
· Further characterisation of the existing surface water environment, including instream habitats, water quality and ecologically important components of the flow regimes of Wilpinjong and Wollar creeks. This will inform impact assessment of increased discharges to Wilpinjong Creek and potential initiation of discharges to Wollar Creek, as well as any potential changes in flow regimes in Wollar Creek from diversion of first- and second-order streams in the project area;
· Installation of an additional surface water monitoring point upstream of the proposed new licensed discharge point on Wollar Creek to provide reference water quality monitoring data;
· Surface water monitoring of Dissolved Organic Carbon (DOC), nutrients and metals/metalloids to inform impact assessment and mitigation measures, and to compare with ANZG (2018) guideline values for aquatic ecosystem protection;
· Quantification of increased discharge volumes due to the project, as well as an impact assessment of increased discharges in relation to water quality, flow regimes and ecologically important flow components, giving appropriate consideration to the impacts of global warming on both historical observations and those that are projected to occur over the next decade;
· Updated assessment of the final voids that quantifies water level changes in the voids as a result of the project, considers future climate change, and provides clarification of the Pit 2 void pit crest height in relation to Wilpinjong Creek flood extents, to be able to assess risks of potential overtopping of or flood ingress to the highly saline void;
· Identification of a suitable monitoring program to be able to detect and manage potential impacts to GDEs;
· A thorough assessment of cumulative impacts on water resources from the proposed project with current mining at WCM and surrounding mines;
· Once further site-specific data have been collected, an impact pathway diagram should be developed to refine the understanding of how and where the project may impact water resources. This will inform further proposed monitoring programs and support development of management plans.
Consistent with the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Regulations 2000, advice will be published on the IESC’s website within 10 business days of being provided to the regulators.
3. Other business
[bookmark: _Hlk213323024][bookmark: _Hlk213828378][bookmark: _Hlk201153148]3.1	Presentation on the National Water Agreement
[bookmark: _Hlk213842573]Angie McKenzie and Alec Ryan from the National Water Policy, International and Engagement Branch at DCCEEW presented to the Committee on the new National Water Agreement (NWA) and the future program of work to implement the NWA and on further supporting policy documents.
4. Close of Meeting
The meeting closed at 2.50pm on Thursday 6 November 2025.
Next Meeting
The next meeting is scheduled as a videoconference on 8 – 11 December 2025.
Minutes confirmed as true and correct:
Dr Chris Pigram AM, FTSE
IESC Chair
13 November 2025
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