Sutherland Shire
Environment Centre

Dharawal Country| office@ssec.org.au | WWWw.ssec.org.au
PO Box 589 Sutherland NSW 1499 | ABN 96 127 431 611

SSCC

30/01/2026
Submission in response to:

“National Environmental Standards for Matters of National
Environmental Significance (MNES) and Environmental
Offsets”

Thank you for the opportunity for community comment regarding the new National
Environmental Standards. As a community environmental not-for-profit we have been
involved in numerous campaigns for the protection and restoration of local ecosystems.

KEY POINTS:

e The SSEC welcomes the new National Environment Standards

e We welcome Objective 9 of the MNES standard legislative instrument, and note that
ongoing mining activities underneath protected drinking water catchments will conflict
with this objective.

e Specific definitions should be introduced in the updated EPBC act to prevent any
further mining activities in or underneath protected drinking water catchment areas.

e Extensive damages have already occurred in the Sydney and lllawarra protected
drinking water catchments which warrant the immediate cessation of all longwall
mining activities underneath these catchments to prevent any further damages from
occurring.

The SSEC welcomes the new environment standards, and wishes to provide specific
comment to the proposed changes in regards to the ongoing longwall mining practices
underneath drinking water catchments in the Southern Sydney and lllawarra Region.

For many years we have advocated for the cessation of mining operations underneath the
Woronora Catchment area. This is one of the four separate mining operations that are
causing severe and irreparable damage to four separate protected drinking water
catchments in this region. These catchments are notably home to Coastal Upland Swamp
TECs, which are listed as MNES under the EPBC Act. The subsidence caused by these
longwall mining operations has led to irreversible changes to flow regimes, causing these
sensitive swamps to dry out and irreversibly changing their ecological character (Mason et
al. 2021, Cairns et al. 2024, Cairns et al. 2025).



Itis clear that historic, and indeed even current, legislative frameworks are failing to protect
even the most vital public resources (such as drinking water catchments) from irreversible
damages. Cairns et al. (2025) clearly conclude that:

“Continuing with the Status Quo of mining within the drinking water catchment and underneath
swamps, would result in substantial financial and ecological costs, including water supply shortfalls,
increased carbon emissions, and biodiversity loss.”

The Department (DCCEEW) recently engaged the Independent Expert Scientific Committee
on Unconventional Gas Development and Large Coal Mining Development (the IESC) to
provide advice regarding the Modification of the Metropolitan Colliery. In their report the
IESC explicitly states:

“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.”

In specific response to the questions asked by the Department (DCCEEW), the IESC
responded:

“The IESC cannot envisage any feasible mitigation measures, including offsets, that could safeguard
these irreplaceable water resources and water-dependent MNES. Instead, it is strongly recommended
that the proponent avoid longwall mining below all Coastal Upland Swamps TECs and waterways in
the project area.”

The recommendation that longwall mining be avoided below all Coastal Upland
Swamps and waterways in this project area could very reasonably be applied in the
National Environment Standards to all protected water catchment areas.

We welcome the statement in ‘Attachment A’ of the ‘Draft Policy Position for MNES' that
unacceptable impacts must be avoided and cannot be used to make them acceptable.
We note that:

“Criteria for unacceptable impacts to MNES have not been included in the Standard as they will be
placed in the primary legislation.”

We urge the Department (DCCEEW) to seek advice from the IESC, as well as the many
other scientific experts who have been working for decades to understand the
breadth of damage caused by longwall mining under catchments, to establish explicit
definitions for what would constitute unacceptable impacts in protected water
catchment areas.



Such explicit definitions will provide clarity for companies as well as assurance for the nation
that MNES will be protected by our governments.

As a community organisation we have gathered substantial community support for the
protection of our drinking water supply. In 2020 we gathered 10,700 signatures for our
petition calling for mining in the Woronora Catchment to stop. Our community is dismayed at
the fact that our drinking water catchment, which is supposed to be protected through
legislature, is being irreparably damaged through the current longwall mining operations.

We trust that the new National Environment Standards, when in force, will prioritise
the long-term safety and security of protected water catchment which we (and all
other organisms which call this land) rely on and will continue to rely on for
generations to come.

Warmly, and with hope.

Cooper Riach, BSc
SSEC Board Member
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