
 

 
 

  
 

 

 

Rylstone Region 

Coal Free 

Community  

 Rylstone Region Coal Free Community 

Hawkins Rumker PRIA Submission: Impacts on World 

Heritage 

Final 



 

Rylstone Region Coal Free Community PAGE |ii  

 
Hawkins Rumker PRIA Submission: 

Impacts on World Heritage 
Rylstone Region Coal Free 

Community - Final 

 

Rylstone Region Coal Free Community 

Hawkins Rumker PRIA Submission: Impacts on World Heritage 
Final 

 

 
 

 
Prepared by:  
Rylstone Region Coal Free Community 
Parkinsons Road, Coxs Crown NSW 2849 
 
 
August 2021 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
© Rylstone Region Coal Free Community. All rights reserved 
Rylstone Region Coal Free Community has prepared this document for its sole use and for a specific purpose, each as expressly stated in the 
document. No other party should rely on this document without the prior written consent of Rylstone Region Coal Free Community. 
Rylstone Region Coal Free Community undertakes no duty, nor accepts any responsibility, to any third party who may rely upon or use this 
document. This document has been prepared based on the best available information and Rylstone Region Coal Free Community’s 
experience, having regard to assumptions that Rylstone Region Coal Free Community can reasonably be expected to make in accordance 
with sound professional principles. Rylstone Region Coal Free Community may also have relied upon information provided by other third 
parties to prepare this document, some of which may not have been verified. Subject to the above conditions, this document may be 
transmitted, reproduced or disseminated only in its entirety. 

  



 

Rylstone Region Coal Free Community PAGE |ii i  

 
Hawkins Rumker PRIA Submission: 

Impacts on World Heritage 
Rylstone Region Coal Free 

Community - Final 

 

Document Control 

Document Reference RRCFC Submission GBMWHA Impacts FINAL.Docx 

Project Rylstone Region Coal Free Community PRIA response 

Document Type 
Hawkins Rumker PRIA Submission: Impacts on World 
Heritage 

Author Rylstone Region Coal Free Community 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Acknowledgement of Country 

  

The RRCFC acknowledges that we live and work on Wiradjuri 
Country. 
  

We acknowledge the Wiradjuri peoples as the traditional 
custodians of the land, and pay our respects to Elders past, 
present and future. 

 



 

Rylstone Region Coal Free Community PAGE |iv  

 
Hawkins Rumker PRIA Submission: 

Impacts on World Heritage 
Rylstone Region Coal Free 

Community - Final 

 

Executive Summary 
2020 Strategic Statement and the PRIA process 

The NSW Government’s June 2020 Strategic Statement on Coal Exploration and Mining outlines the 
NSW Government’s approach to transitioning to renewable energy and supporting the economy and 
aims to improve certainty about where mining should not occur. It identified 14 potential future coal 
exploration release areas (NSW Government, 2020).  The Hawkins and Rumker potential release areas 
were identified in this Statement; the Ganguddy-Kelgoola area, which sits adjacent to Hawkins and 
Rumker, is also identified in this statement.  

Following the release of the Strategic Statement, the NSW Government Advisory Body for Strategic 
Release has requested the Hawkins and Rumker areas be put through the Preliminary Regional Issues 
Assessment (PRIA) process (Department of Planning, Industry and Environment (DPIE), 2021a). 
Ganguddy-Kelgoola is expected to go through the PRIA process in the near future once further 
exploration is completed. 

The PRIA process, also set out in the Strategic Release Framework (NSW Government, 2020), is an 
initial assessment of social, environmental and economic matters relating to areas that could be 
released for exploration. In theory, it involves engaging with interested and potentially impacted 
stakeholders to identify issues for consideration.   

RRCFC’s Impacts on Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage Area Submission 

This report is the Rylstone Region Coal Free Community’s (RRCFC’s) submission to the PRIA process 
on Impacts on Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage Area. Separate submissions for a range of other 
issues are also being submitted by the RRCFC.  The RRCFC recognises that coal exploration is a 
precursor to coal mining, and therefore it is predominantly the mining phase that is considered in this 
submission.  The RRCFC strongly opposes the release of Hawkins and Rumker as coal exploration areas.  

Failure to meet international obligations  

The International Union for Conservation of Nature has noted that extractive projects outside World 
Heritage properties should not, under any circumstances, have negatives impacts on the outstanding 
universal value of the properties. To prevent negative impacts, projects must be subject to 
appropriate and rigorous appraisal processes prior to the grant of licenses that specifically assess 
likely effects on outstanding universal values of the property including ‘direct, indirect and 
cumulative effects’.  

In addition, given the proposed release of the Hawkins and Rumker areas would affect the Outstanding 
Universal Value the Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage Area, as outlined in this submission, there 
is an obligation on the NSW Government to inform the World Heritage Committee as a stakeholder 
during the PRIA process and fully consider its response. In addition, to properly consider the potential 
impacts, prior to the granting of licenses projects must be subject to appropriate and rigorous 
appraisal processes that specifically assess likely effects on outstanding universal values of the 
property including ‘direct, indirect and cumulative effects’. In short, this PRIA process, which only 
seeks to identify potential social, environmental, and economic constraints and opportunities of 
exploration and mining, is insufficient to meet Australia’s international obligations in relation to the 
Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage Area. Further, DPIE has at no point indicated that it has yet 
informed the World Heritage Committee or intends to undertake a rigorous appraisal process to 
properly consider the range of impacts. These steps must be taken to meeting Australia’s 
responsibility as custodian of world heritage.  

 



 

Rylstone Region Coal Free Community PAGE |v  

 
Hawkins Rumker PRIA Submission: 

Impacts on World Heritage 
Rylstone Region Coal Free 

Community - Final 

 

 

Coal exploration should not proceed in the Hawkins and Rumker areas.  

Photo credit: M. Vessey  

Impacts are direct, indirect, cumulative and profound 

There is a growing body of expert evidence detailing the negative indirect and cumulative impacts of 
five existing coal mines on the Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage Area.  The release of the 
Hawkins and Rumker areas for potential coal exploration and mining would further impact the Greater 
Blue Mountains World Heritage Area.  

As was demonstrated by the KEPCO proposal in Bylong, these impacts are widespread and exist at a 
profound level through the nature of a coal mining development. It is extremely disappointing that 
the NSW Government is considering mining adjacent to the Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage 
Area. It seems nothing is too sacred to be sacrificed for coal.  

The NSW Government has thus far failed to meet its obligations in regard to its approach to 
managing its interactions with the international agencies and it has not fully considered impacts 
through a rigorous appraisal process, and that the impacts from mining are direct, indirect, 
cumulative and profound. Therefore, it is the RRCFC’s strongly held view that the PRIA should find 
that the proposed exploration areas should not be opened for exploration and the resulting report, 
and the Advisory Board recommend against release of the proposed areas. Coal exploration should 
not proceed in the Hawkins and Rumker areas.  
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Coal exploration should not proceed in the Hawkins and Rumker areas.  

Photo credit: S Baguley 
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1| Introduction 

1.1 Preliminary Regional Issues Assessment (PRIA) Process  

The NSW Government’s Advisory Body for Strategic Release has asked the NSW Department of 
Planning, Industry and Environment (DPIE) to prepare a Preliminary Regional Issues Assessment (PRIA) 
(DPIE, 2021a) to consider the benefits, opportunities, risks and constraints of releasing two adjacent 
areas located near Rylstone in the Mid-Western Regional local government area.  

These areas are shown in Figure 1 and include: 

• Hawkins - an area of 14,900 ha located directly north of Rylstone, and 

• Rumker - an area of 17,800 ha located directly northeast of Rylstone. 

An initial assessment of resource potential undertaken by the Division of Mining, Exploration and 
Geoscience within the Department of Regional NSW has identified coal resources within the Hawkins 
and Rumker areas that could be mined by underground mining methods (DPIE, 2021a). It is noted that 
these areas could just as well be mined using aboveground methods.  

In June 2020, the NSW Government released the Strategic Statement on Coal Exploration and Mining 
(NSW Government, 2020). The Strategic Statement “outlines the NSW Government’s approach to 
transitioning to renewable energy and supporting the economy and aims to improve certainty about 
where mining should not occur.” It identified 14 potential future coal exploration release areas (NSW 
Government, 2020).   

Adjacent to Hawkins and Rumker is the area of Ganguddy – Kelgoola, which is slated to go through 
the PRIA process once further exploration is completed (NSW Government, 2020).  

1.2 PRIA Preparation  

The PRIA process is also set out in the Strategic Release Framework (NSW Government, 2020).   It is 
an initial assessment of social, environmental and economic matters relating to areas that could be 
released for exploration. In theory, it involves engaging with interested and potentially impacted 
stakeholders to identify issues for consideration.   

DPIE has engaged Resource Strategies to undertake ‘preparation of a Preliminary Regional Issues 
Assessment document in relation to a defined area that could be released for coal exploration’ for a 
sum of $167,156 (NSW Government eTendering, 2021).  

On its website Resource Strategies (2021) says it facilitates development approvals for major mining 
and associated infrastructure projects and prepares comprehensive and timely environmental 
assessment documentation with the assistance of recognised experts across all environmental fields.  

The DPIE undertakes the PRIA and submits this to the Advisory Body for Strategic Release, which 
considers potential release areas, reviews reports and recommends assessment of the release of an 
area for resource exploration. The Advisory Body for Strategic Release makes recommendations to 
the Minister for Regional NSW, and these are considered by Cabinet and, if approved, the Minister for 
Regional NSW releases an area for exploration and invites companies to apply for a prospecting title. 
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1.3 Rylstone Region Coal Free Community 

1.3.1 RRCFC 

The Rylstone Region Coal Free Community (RRCFC) is a self-funded group of like-minded local 
residents, and supporters, of the Rylstone Region committed to stopping further exploration of coal 
and approval of mines in our region. Our aim is to protect the land, heritage, culture and community 
for now and future generations. 

1.3.2 Purpose of this report 

This report is the RRCFC’s submission to the PRIA process on Impacts on Greater Blue Mountains World 
Heritage Area and the impact a coal mine would have on the Wollemi National Park. Separate 
submissions for a range of other issues are also being submitted by the RRCFC.  

The RRCFC recognises that coal exploration is a precursor to coal mining, and therefore it is 
predominantly the mining phase that is considered in this submission. 

Given that the NSW Government has thus far failed to meet its obligations in regards to its approach 
to managing its interactions with the international agencies and it has not fully considered impacts 
through a rigorous appraisal process, and that the impacts from mining are direct, indirect, 
cumulative and profound, it is the RRCFC’s strongly held view that the PRIA should find that the 
proposed exploration areas should not be opened for exploration and the resulting report, and the 
Advisory Board recommend against release of the proposed areas.  

Coal exploration should not proceed in the Hawkins and Rumker areas.  
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Figure 1 The proposed exploration areas (note only Hawkins and Rumker being considered in this PRIA) 
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2| Greater Blue Mountains World 

Heritage Area  

2.1 Context 

The Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage Area is made up of eight conservation reserves across a 
million hectares of spectacular sandstone plateaux, escarpments and gorges dominated by temperate 
eucalypt forest. 

The International Union for Conservation of Nature has noted that extractive projects outside World 
Heritage properties ‘should not, under any circumstances, have negatives impacts’ on the outstanding 
universal value of the properties(2013, pg. 1) and that to prevent negative impacts, projects must be 
subject to appropriate and rigorous appraisal processes prior to the grant of licences that specifically 
assess likely effects on outstanding universal values of the property including ‘direct, indirect and 
cumulative effects’ (International Union for Conservation of Nature, 2013, pg. 2). 

In addition, paragraph 172 of the World Heritage Committee’s operational guidelines is referenced, 
which requests countries to inform the Committee in advance of any proposed project that may affect 
the Outstanding Universal Value of a property (UNESCO, 2019). The World Heritage Committee’s 
decision at its 2018 meeting, which requested that state parties ensure that potential impacts of large-
scale developments, whether direct or indirect, are assessed through Strategic Environmental 
Assessments at an early stage and before approvals are given (World Heritage Committee, 2018) is 
also of relevance in matters that will have direct or indirect and cumulative impacts on World Heritage 
Areas.  

 
Figure 2 The Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage Area is dominated by temperate eucalypt forest 

Photo credit: S Baguley 
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2.2 Mining impacts 

2.2.1 Cumulative effects  

In 2018, there were five coal mines adjoining the World Heritage Area which are having significant, 
indirect impacts on it. 

Evidence suggests these mines are having a negative impact on the Outstanding Universal Values of 
the World Heritage Area.  The impacts described below in relation to the existing mines and the 
proposed Bylong project include hydrogeological change, water pollution, impacts on flora and fauna, 
damage to wetlands, aesthetic impacts and potentially undermining the integrity of the WHA including 
impacts on geological structures. 

2.2.2 Australia’s state of conservation reports for the Greater 

Blue Mountains World Heritage Area 

It is notable that the 2004 state of conservation report (UNESCO 2021) available on the World Heritage 
Committee’s website for the Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage Area states that mining and 
surface water pollution are particular threats to the World Heritage Area.    

This raises major concerns, particularly in light of the number of coal mining projects currently causing 
indirect impacts to the site. This would be greatly exacerbated by the development of a mine in the 
Hawkins and Rumker areas. It is noted that after the 2004 report, the World Heritage Committee 
adopted a decision encouraging ‘the State Party to prevent any developments that could have adverse 
effects on the World Heritage property’.  We contend there is no doubt that a coal mine in the Hawkins 
and Rumker areas would have adverse effects on the property. 

An updated state of conservation report was submitted in 2019 by the Australian government 
(UNESCO 2021), triggered by, amongst other matters, Lock the Gate raising concerns in relation to the 
Bylong mine, again raises mining as a threat to the Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage Area.  

Following analysis by the World Heritage Centre, the following points in relation to coal mining were 
included in the decision adopted by the World Heritage Committee (UNESCO, 2021b): 

The World Heritage Committee:  

• notes with concern that several mining projects exist in the vicinity of or adjacent to the 
property, and that some mining activities have resulted in impacts on the property, as 
evidenced by the incident at the Clarence Colliery, and also requests the State Party to 
undertake an assessment of potential cumulative impacts of all existing and planned mining 
projects in the vicinity of the property through a Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) 
or a similar mechanism;  

• Reiterates its position that mineral exploration or exploitation is incompatible with World 
Heritage status, which is supported by the International Council of Mining and Metals 
(ICMM) Position Statement to not undertake such activities within World Heritage 
properties; 

• Finally requests the State Party to submit to the World Heritage Centre, by 
1 December 2020, an updated report on the state of conservation of the property and the 
implementation of the above, for examination by the World Heritage Committee at its 
45th session in 2021. 

 

https://whc.unesco.org/en/soc/1407/
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2.2.3 Environmental Assessment and World Heritage  

It is the RRCFC’s reading of the International Union for Conservation of Nature World Heritage Advice 
Note: Environmental Assessment and World Heritage (2013) is that the NSW Government was 
obligated to have completed a Strategic Environmental Assessment for the ‘landscape scale’ 
assessment of potential impacts at the time it was developing the Strategic Statement on Coal 
Exploration and Mining (NSW Government, 2020), given it was identifying areas for potential mining 
at a landscape scale. As the Advice note says (p8), ‘development proposals located outside the 
boundaries of a World Heritage Site may have serious negative impacts on Outstanding Universal 
Value depending on the nature and scale of the proposals. For example, a mining proposal located 
30km away from a site may, depending on the terrain, have serious implications for the hydrology of 
a site and also cause secondary effects, such as demographic changes.’ 

The Strategic Environmental Assessment should have included consideration of cumulative impacts at 
a landscape scale and the identification of ‘high level’ strategic alternatives to development proposals. 
The NSW Government has failed to do this, and it appears failed to have even notified the World 
Heritage Committee.  

Now that one of the projects, the release of the Hawkins and Rumker areas for coal exploration, is 
being considered from this Strategic Statement on Coal Exploration and Mining, it is obligate on the 
NSW Government to complete an Environmental and Social Impact Assessment. The Advice note says 
(p8), ‘all proposals which may adversely affect a World Heritage Site, whether they are located within 
or outside its boundaries, should be subject to a comprehensive and rigorous environmental 
assessment process, such as an Environmental and Social Impact Assessment or Strategic 
Environmental Assessment, prior to considering whether to grant consents and licenses’ and (p5), 
‘Environmental Assessment reports for developments that will, or may, impact a natural World 
Heritage Site should include a separate chapter presenting clear conclusions on the proposal(s) 
potential negative impacts on all relevant aspects of Outstanding Universal Value, including on 
values, integrity and protection and management. Such conclusions should also consider social issues 
(displacement of populations, creation of new settlements, reduction of local people’s livelihoods etc).  
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Figure 3 The Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage Area has spectacular sandstone plateaux, escarpments and gorges 

Photo credit: P Joseph
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3| Impacts from Existing Coal Mining 

3.1 Direct and Cumulative Impacts 

There is a growing body of expert evidence about the negative indirect and cumulative impacts of five 
existing coal mines on the Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage Area.   

Below is a summary of the impacts of five existing coal mines on the Greater Blue Mountains World 
Heritage Area.  These mines are: 

• Tahmoor Colliery 

• Clarence Colliery 

• Springvale coal mine 

• Wambo coal mine 

• Invincible Colliery 

3.2 Tahmoor Colliery 

The activities of the Tahmoor Colliery, adjacent to Thirlmere Lakes National Park, is posited in recent 
research as the likely cause of the loss of water in Thirlmere Lakes.  The Thirlmere Lakes are a chain of 
five natural freshwater lakes in the eastern part of the Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage Area, 
near the town of Thirlmere. Two research papers have highlighted the likely link between nearby 
underground coal mining and the drying up of the Thirlmere Lakes, with significant implications for 
the ecological character of the site (Schädler, S. and Kingsford, R.T., 2016).  For at least 50 years, up to 
about 2008, the lakes were used for recreation by the community; including swimming, water skiing 
and canoeing. Then the water levels started to drop rapidly, and most of the lakes have been 
effectively dry since about 2011 (Pells, P and Pells, S., 2016). The Tahmoor Colliery completed mining 
of 29 longwall panels by 2010, the closest only 600m from the lakes.  One of the reports concludes 
that ‘the only reasonable scientific conclusion is that extraction of an average of 1200ML/year of 
groundwater by the mine since about 1995 has impacted on the water levels in the lakes’.  

3.3 Clarence Colliery 

The Clarence Colliery is permitted to discharge wastewater to the upper Wollangambe River, which 
flows into the Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage Area. Wastewater is generated through 
underground coal mining operations, coal washing and stockpiling at the mine surface.  In 2014, 
research found that this discharge caused water pollution and ecological degradation in the 
Wollangambe River (Belmer, N., Tippler, C., Davies, P., and Wright, I., 2014).  In addition to the regular 
discharge of water from the Clarence Colliery, in July 2015 more than 2,300 tonnes of coal material 
escaped from a coal storage area at the Clarence mine and caused significant impacts on the 
Wollangambe River and the Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage Area. Fine coal particles affected 
a 10 kilometre stretch of the river, turning the water black in places.  The company was prosecuted 
and found guilty of serious environmental offences (Environment Protection Authority v Clarence 
Colliery Pty Ltd, 2017). 
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3.4 Springvale coal mine 

The Springvale coal mine was given approval to extend its operations in 2015, including allowing the 
mine to continue to discharge large amounts of mine water into the Coxs River, which flows into the 
Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage Area.  The approval allowed the proponent, Centennial Coal, 
to extract 4.5 million tonnes of coal from the Springvale mine every year for a further 13 years. It 
permitted millions of litres of highly saline mine water to be discharged every day into the Coxs River. 
Water discharged from the mine also contains nitrates, phosphates, zinc, nickel and other 
contaminants (Environmental Defenders Office, n.d.)  A legal challenge against the approval argued 
that it was unlawful because the decision maker could not be satisfied the development would have 
a ‘neutral or beneficial’ effect on water quality in the catchment.  The challenge was successful on 
appeal (4nature Incorporated v Centennial Springvale Pty Ltd, 2017), but the NSW Parliament passed 
a new law to retrospectively validate the original approval (Environmental Defenders Office, n.d.). 

3.5 Wambo coal mine 

In the north of the Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage Area, the South Bates extension of the 
Wambo coal mine in the Hunter Valley (EPBC ref 2016/7816) consists of seven new longwall panels 
approved under the EPBC Act in 2018, one of which will come within 120m of the Wollemi National 
Park in the northern end of the Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage Area. There are eight 
escarpment cliffs associated with the National Park ranging in length from 20 to 200 metres that are 
within 300 metres of the longwall operations. The company has admitted that some of these could 
experience cliff instability as a result of the new longwalls (Peabody Energy, 2017).  

3.6 Invincible Colliery 

In 2018, the NSW Independent Planning 
Commission granted consent to re-open the 
Invincible Colliery with an expanded open cut 
operation called Southern Extension. This will 
bring open cut mining to within 210m of the 
pagoda rock formations of Ben Bullen State 
Forest (NSW IPC 2018). Though not part of the 
World Heritage Area, Ben Bullen is contiguous 
with it and the mine will mar the aesthetic 
values of the forest and impact on 
biodiversity.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      Figure 4 Mining damages pagoda rock formations 

      Photo credit: D. BaguleyP 
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Figure 5 Breathtaking pagoda rock formations in the coal release areas 

Photo credit: P. Joseph 
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Figure 6 Rock formations in the coal release areas after the Black Summer fires 

Photo credit: P. Joseph 
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4| Impacts from a potential coal project 

4.1 Context 

In addition to the five existing coal mines described above, any mine within the Hawkins and Rumker 
areas would represent an additional threat to the Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage Area. To 
understand how these threats may manifest, Bylong Coal Project which was proposed by KEPCO 
Bylong Australia Pty Ltd to develop a coal mine in the Bylong Valley east of the Hawkins and Rumker 
is considered.  KEPCO proposed to use both open cut and underground mining methods to extract up 
to 6.5Mtpa of thermal coal for 25 years (KEPCO, 2015).  This contrasts with Hawkins and Rumker areas, 
where it is anticipated that the volume of coal could be 910 megatonnes per annum (DPIE, 2021). 
Given the rapidly diminishing world market for coal, it is reasonable to assume that any company 
seeking to mine this deposit and receive a commercial return would be pulling it out of the ground as 
fast as it possibly could. Given this, it would be reasonable to assume that 20 million tonnes per annum 
(Mtpa) could be extracted.  

The Hawkins and Rumker areas adjoin the Wollemi National Park which is part of the Greater Blue 
Mountains Area World Heritage Area. 

This information relating to the Bylong mine that is considered includes: 

1. Regional modelling of the hydrological impacts of mining contained in the Bioregional 
Assessment for the Hunter sub-region of the Sydney Basin bioregion, which was conducted by 
the Department of Environment and Energy 

2. Noise modelling contained in the Environmental Impact Statement produced by KEPCO.   

3. Extracts of heritage assessments undertaken or commissioned by the Heritage Council of NSW 
and the NSW Planning Assessment Commission 

4.2 Hydrological Impacts 

For the Hunter sub-region, the Bioregional Assessment found that ‘There are 137 km2 of the Greater 
Blue Mountains Area World Heritage Area within the zone of potential hydrological change in the 
Hunter subregion” from new mining proposals (Herron N.F., Macfarlane C., Henderson B.L., Post D.A., 
et al, 2018). The maps produced showed that the vast majority of this was in Wollemi National Park 
and was likely to occur as a result of the proposed Bylong coal mine which was planned in an area 
adjoining the Wollemi National Park.   

Appendix A provides the relevant map from the Bioregional Assessment outlining the extent of the 
potential hydrological changes predicted in the Greater Blue Mountains Area World Heritage Area.  
This identified a large area of the Greater Blue Mountains Area World Heritage Area adjoining the 
eastern edge of the Bylong project as potentially experiencing hydrological change.  

Given that regardless of the type of mining contemplated in the Hawkins and Rumker areas, there 
would be considerable impacts on the ground and surface waters of the region, this has strong 
parallels for the Hawkins and Rumker areas. However, it cannot be ruled out given the differences in 
scale between the Bylong proposal and the quantum of coal being considered in the Hawkins and 
Rumker deposit, that the impacts would be more severe.  
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4.3 Noise Impacts 

The Noise Assessment conducted for KEPCO’s Environmental Impact Statement also provides an 
indication of the impacts on the Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage Area from a coal mine.  The 
noise contours produced for the Noise Assessment indicates incursion of noise of between 35-40 
dB(A) into Wollemi National Park in the day and night (EIS Appendix Q E5-E10).  

The Ecological Assessment of the EIS admitted that “The noise created by the construction and 
operation of the Project is likely to affect native species and affect the value of the habitats that 
remain” (EIS Appendix J 6.17). But there was no assessment that quantifies this impact, and its 
significance is dismissed by the proponent in the EIS.  

A parallel approach was observed in the case with the NSW Government’s proposal to raise 
Warragamba Dam wall, which would also impact the Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage Area. In 
its recent consideration of the Warragamba Dam proposal, the Commonwealth Government has 
questioned the claim made by the NSW government that the proposal would have no significant 
environmental impacts on the Blue Mountains World Heritage Area. Federal officials took issue with 
the environmental impact statement claim that important ecosystems would not be negatively 
impacted — a claim which had "no supporting evidence" (Slezak, M. 2021). 

 
Figure 7 Noise from mining impacts World Heritage Values 

Photo credit: M. Vessey 
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4.3.1 Case Study: Anthropogenic noise impairs owl hunting 

behaviour  

Research by Mason, McClure and Barber (2016) found that anthropogenic noise impairs owl hunting 
behaviour. For or each decibel increase in noise, the odds of hunting success decreased by 8%. The 
odds of prey detection and strike behavior also decreased with increasing noise, falling up to 11 
percent. These results suggest that unmitigated noise has the potential to decrease habitat suitability 
for acoustically specialized predators, impacts that can reverberate through ecosystems. A mine 
would have impacts on a range of owl species found in this area, including the endangered powerful 
owl (Figure 7) 

4.4 Heritage Impacts 

The Bylong coal mine was also identified to pose risks to the heritage values of the area, including the 
Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage Area.  The NSW Planning Assessment Commission, which is 
tasked with considering approval of the Bylong coal project under the NSW Environmental Planning 
and Assessment Act 1979, identified major failings with the heritage assessment by KEPCO.   

In its July 2017 Assessment Report for the Bylong Coal Project the Planning Assessment Commission 
concluded that the properties targeted for mining ‘have greater heritage significance than has been 
previously documented by the applicant’.  The Planning Assessment Commission further noted that 
KEPCO’s “assessment of the values of, impacts to and mitigation measures for the setting of the 
properties, which is currently part of the proposed disturbance area, is largely absent”.  

They went on to state that “The importance of the landscape setting is moreover elevated by the value 
placed on it by the community…. As the natural beauty of the area is widely recognised, the extent of 
its interruption by the project requires evaluation”. 

 

Figure 8 The importance of the landscape setting is moreover elevated by the value placed on it by the community 

Photo credit: C. Nielsen  

The NSW Heritage Council subsequently determined to undertake a heritage assessment of the Bylong 
Valley as a cultural landscape and to assess its significance value.  The Heritage Council (NSW Heritage 
Council, 2018) noted that the ‘Significance of the site’s proximity to the western side of the World 
Heritage Listed Blue Mountains’ was an issue.  The Council also noted that “The Aboriginal cultural 
context is fundamental and needs more consideration. The forms discussed are significant to the 
Wiradjuri people and cutting in to them could be extremely significant”. 

http://ipcn.nsw.gov.au/resources/pac/media/files/pac/projects/2017/02/bylong-coal-project/review-report/bylong-coal-project--review-report.pdf
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This is indicative of the substantial risks to the aesthetic values of the Greater Blue Mountains World 
Heritage Area and to the heritage significance of the entire landscape where a coal mine is proposed 
adjoining the Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage Area.  These risks should be contemplated by 
the PRIA to properly inform a decision regarding both those risks arising from a mine in the Hawkins 
and Rumker areas and the cumulative impacts arising from the continuation of mining developments 
in proximity to the Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage Area.   
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Figure 9 Mining threatens the heritage significance of the entire landscape 

Photo credit: S. Baguley  
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5| Conclusion 
There is a growing body of expert evidence detailing the negative indirect and cumulative impacts of 
five existing coal mines on the Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage Area.  The release of the 
Hawkins and Rumker areas for potential coal exploration and mining would impact the Greater Blue 
Mountains World Heritage Area.  

The International Union for Conservation of Nature has noted that extractive projects outside World 
Heritage properties should not, under any circumstances, have negatives impacts on the outstanding 
universal value of the properties and that to prevent negative impacts, projects must be subject to 
appropriate and rigorous appraisal processes prior to the grant of licences that specifically assess 
likely effects on outstanding universal values of the property including ‘direct, indirect and 
cumulative effects’.  

In addition, there is an obligation on the NSW Government as set out in the World Heritage 
Committee’s operational guidelines to inform it given the proposed release of the Hawkins and 
Rumker areas would affect the Outstanding Universal Value the Greater Blue Mountains World 
Heritage Area. Additionally, the potential impacts of this proposal must be assessed through an 
environmental impact assessment at an early stage and before approvals are given. This is of 
relevance for coal exploration, as there is the expectation that exploration will lead to development.  

Therefore, the NSW Government has an obligation in relation to the Greater Blue Mountains World 
Heritage Area to inform the World Heritage Committee as a stakeholder during the PRIA process and 
fully consider its response. In addition, to properly consider the potential impacts, this proposal must 
be subject to appropriate and rigorous appraisal process prior to the granting of any licenses. The 
appraisal process must specifically assess likely effects on outstanding universal values of the Greater 
Blue Mountains World Heritage Area including ‘direct, indirect and cumulative effects’. This PRIA 
process, which only seeks to identify potential social, environmental, and economic constraints and 
opportunities of exploration and mining, falls short of what must be done to meet Australia’s 
international obligations in relation to the Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage Area.  

DPIE in its PRIA consultation presentations has at no point indicated that it has informed the World 
Heritage Committee and has rejected the notion that it should undertake a rigorous appraisal process 
to properly consider the range of impacts. As was demonstrated by the KEPCO proposal in Bylong, 
these impacts are widespread and exist at a profound level through the very nature of a coal mining 
development – especially one of this scale. It is extremely disappointing that the NSW Government 
is considering the potential for mining adjacent of the Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage Area. 
It seems nothing is too sacred to be sacrificed for coal. 

Given that the NSW Government has thus far failed to meet its obligations in regard to its approach 
to managing its interactions with the international agencies and it has not fully considered impacts 
through a rigorous appraisal process,  

it is the RRCFC’s strongly held view that the PRIA should find that the proposed exploration areas 
should not be opened for exploration and the resulting report, and the Advisory Board recommend 
against release of the proposed areas.  

Coal exploration should not proceed in the Hawkins and Rumker areas.  
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Figure 10 Coal exploration should not proceed in the Hawkins and Rumker areas 

Photo credit: M. Vessey  
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Appendix A| Bioregional Assessment 
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