
 
 
Prepared by Jan Arens, President Gladstoen Conservation Council, January 2013. 

 

UNESCO decision 36 COM 7B.8 concerning the Great Barrier Reef and more specifically Item 10: 

 

10. Finally requests the State Party to submit to the World Heritage Centre, by 1 February 2013, an updated report on the state 

of conservation of the property, including on the implementation of actions outlined above and in the mission report, for 

consideration by the World Heritage Committee at its 37th session in 2013, with a view to consider, in the absence of 

substantial progress, the possible inscription of the property on the List of World Heritage in Danger; 

 

It is of significant personal interest. I am president of the Gladstone Conservation Council, a member of the Gladstone Regional 

Environmental Advisory Network (GREAN) and a contributor to the Strategic Assessment of the Great Barrier Reef via 

stakeholder workshops. I try to keep myself informed but am frustrated by the lack of transparency in my Government’s handling 

of their response to the 1st February deadline. It is almost like it doesn’t exist. 

 

The Queensland Government approval of the dredging for a second shipping channel in Gladstone’s harbour, flies in the face of 

UNESCO specifically requesting the State Party not permit new development within the world heritage property until after a 

comprehensive strategic assessment is done.  

 

5. Notes with great concern the potentially significant impact on the property’s Outstanding Universal Value resulting from the 

unprecedented scale of coastal development currently being proposed within and affecting the property, and further requests the 

State Party to not permit any new port development or associated infrastructure outside of the existing and long-established 

major port areas within or adjoining the property, and to ensure that development is not permitted if it would impact individually 

or cumulatively on the Outstanding Universal Value of the property;   

 

Dugong and turtle deaths are ongoing in the harbour while ecological stress is clearly present and the authorities continue to 

absolve the dredging of impacts without credible foundation. The specific wording of the mission report is clear, no approvals 

without adopting the highest level of precaution. 

 

Adopt the highest level of precaution in decision-making regarding development proposals with potential to impact the property, 

and to prevent any approval of major projects that may compromise the outcomes of the Strategic Assessment, until the Strategic 

Assessment is completed and its resulting plan for the long-term sustainable development for property has been considered by the 

World Heritage Committee. During this period, the State Party is requested to ensure no developments are permitted which 

create individual, cumulative or combined impacts on the OUV of the Great Barrier Reef World Heritage area and its long-term 

conservation. 

 

The Queensland Government’s approval clearly contravenes any reasonable level of precaution. It is yet another example of the 

State Government not concerning itself with Federal Government matters as I will demonstrate later when discussing offsets. 

 

While “Item 10” seeks a demonstration of “substantial progress”, I am afraid the reality on the ground is a “substantial erosion” 

of the mechanisms we would need to have in place to protect the outstanding universal values of the Great Barrier Reef World 

Heritage property. 

 

I wish I had more time to present this material better, but feel it is better to give you timely, be it imperfect, information rather 

than information after the fact. 

 

Attachments referred to: 
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Concern Number 1) 
 Regulatory capture: GBRMPA board member holds executive position in coal 

company 

 
http://www.gbrmpa.gov.au/about-us/corporate-information/our-board 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
  



Concern No 2) 
 Unprecedented Queensland Government power to enable discharge from mines 

into waters affecting GBWHA 

 
Queensland Economic Development Bill 2012 (See: EconDevB12.pdf, EconDevB12E.pdf) 

 
The RED FLAGS are: 
 
No provision for public consultation or appeal ......there is no general right of appeal on the merits... 
“…. if the development approval is granted, there is no general right of appeal by people who have made submissions against the 

grant of a PDA development approval…..” 

 
“Temporary emissions licenses............release of a contaminant into the environment in response to an emergent event......an event, or series of 

events, either natural or caused by sabotage, that was not foreseen” 

 
Note: The effect of CO2 pollution impacting climate is to cause more severe weather events. THIS IS FORESEEN.   
Denial by the coal industry of these impacts should not constitute a basis to claim that the flooding of their mines 
is unforeseen and therefore justifies permitting uncontrolled discharge of mine flood water into the river systems 
that impact the GBRWHA. 
Further note: The “get out of jail card” provision will encourage abrogation of the basic principle of requiring 
mining companies to construct their operation in such a way that flooding cannot impact their pits. 
 
“....the administering authority must decide the application as soon as practicable, but no later than 24 hours after receiving it.” 
 

AND BEAR IN MIND ..................there is no general right of appeal on the merits be it appropriate or not. 
 
357C …must be made as soon as practicable, but no later than 24 hours after receiving the application. 

 

The following stakeholders were consulted with regards to the EP Act amendments: Australian Industry Group; Chamber of Commerce & 
Industry Queensland; Queensland Farmers Federation; Queensland Resources Council (QRC); Australian Petroleum Production and Exploration 

Association; Waste Contractors & Recyclers Association of Queensland Inc; the Local Government Association of Queensland; and Queensland 

Government departments. 
 

The QRC also suggested that applications for temporary emissions licenses should be able to be made by telephone, 

 
Note: Community are not listed as stakeholder nor any environmental groups – this highlights the mind-set of those constructing the legislation. 

 

......once applied for a temporary emissions license has to be decided within 24hrs. 

........has to consider consequences including 

 financial impacts on the applicant, 

 character, resilience and values of the receiving environment; 

 likelihood of environmental harm 

 likelihood that the release will adversely impact the health, safety or wellbeing of another person; 

 cumulative impacts of all releases 

 public interest. 
 

Clearly, the 24 hour timeframe is unlikely to affect a rigorously considered outcome and once granted it becomes 
the ground for amending the original environmental conditions of the project, e.g. all those conditions the minister 
had required to safeguard the environment. 
This amendment makes the issue of a temporary emissions licence a new ground for amending a development condition. The 

grant of a temporary emissions licence may demonstrate that the conditions of the development approval were not sufficient to 

plan for an emergent event of this nature. Consequently, the grant of the licence is a trigger for the administering authority to 

review the development conditions of the development approval and to update those conditions Economic Development Bill 

2012 where necessary or desirable. Ideally, the conditions would be amended so that future temporary emissions licences are not 

needed. 

Note: This rewards shoddy e.i.s. practices. Where the public cannot appeal development approvals on merit, the 
failure of the mine developers to construct their operation such that it can cope with the impacts of climate 
change is rewarded with a right to appeal (otherwise not available to anyone) the conditions of an environmental 
authority. Not just to deal with an “emergent” event but “Ideally” permanently emit mine water without review. 

 
 

  



Concern 3) 
 Systemic breaches of conditions of environmental approval Western Basin 

Dredging and inability of regulator to deal with non compliance and volume of 
data.  

 
 

 

 
(SEWPaC approval.pdf) 
 

Port Curtis and Tributaries (port-curtis-water-quality.pdf) 

Comparison of Current and Historical Water Quality 
October 2011 

Dredging history 
From October 2010 to January 2011, a cutter suction dredge called Wombat removed 343 426 m

3
 of 

material from the Queensland Curtis Liquefied Natural Gas construction dock adjacent to Curtis Island.  

This was disposed of at the Fishermans Landing reclamation area. 

In December 2010, 30 000 m
3
 of material was removed from the RG Tanner coal terminal aggregate dock 

and disposed of to the RG Tannna mainland reclamation area. 

A small amount of material (20 625 m
3
) was removed from the APLNG embarkation dock adjacent to 

Fishermen’s Landing and disposed of to the east bank offshore disposal area in August 2011. 

From August to October 2011, 595 000 m
3
 of material was removed from the Australian Pacific 

Liquefied Natural Gas construction dock adjacent to Curtis Island using a backhoe dredge called the 

Razende Bol and disposed of to the east bank offshore disposal area. 

Between August and October 2011, 395 000 m
3
 of material was removed from Gladstone Liquefied 

Natural Gas berth pocket by the cutter suction dredge Al Mahaar and disposed to the Western Basin 

reclamation area. 

From August 2011 to the present, 700 000 m
3
 of material is being removed from the material off-loading 

facility for Queensland Gas Corporation by bucket dredge Tavos and backhoe dredge Big Boss and 

disposed to the East Bank offshore disposal area. 

 

Western Basin Dredging and Disposal (Onshore and Offshore) Project Dredge Management Plan  
Gladstone Ports Corporation 
Report ref: 216012-001-01 29 June 2011 Revision 5 

 

The dredge management plan (DCMP) post dates commencement of dredging activities by seven 

months and as such breaches the conditions of the approval. 

 

 
 

Western Basin Dredging and Disposal (Onshore and Offshore) Project Water Quality Management Plan 
Gladstone Ports Corporation 
Report ref: 217460-2-1 29 June 2011 Revision 8 

 

The Water Quality Management Plan post dates the start of dredging by 7 months and as such breaches 

the conditions of the approval. 



 

4
th

 October 2011, Tony Burke was alerted to the leaking bund wall: 

I note that when you approved the Western Basin Dredging you specifically required that “……the bund-wall……must prevent 

water quality impacts from leaching material through the bund wall…” The wall does appear to be leaking, 

http://www.qt.com.au/story/2011/09/30/dredging-halted-demand-for-probe/, as such it is in breach of your requirements. Will 

you withdraw the permit? If not, how many breaches will you turn a blind eye to before you act? 

 

GPC claimed a Transitional Environmental Program to seal the bund wall was completed ahead of 

schedule. It had been leaking from inception (construction started in January 2011) and has not been 

addressed until 25 June 2012. As such it has been allowed to breach the conditions of the approval for 

over a year. 

 

 GPC claim success but aerial images of the bund on 7th August demonstrate a different reality.  

  



Black mud is 
typically 

associated with 
high sulfide levels

"Two cutter suction dredges were 
in operation full time on the TEP 
to place approximately 1.5 million 
cubic meters of dredge material 
inside the reclamation area."

Black mud is 
typically 

associated with 
high sulfide levels

 

Algal blooms associated with 1.5 million cubic meters of dredge spoil pumped 
under Temporary Environmental Permit 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The department of Environment and Heritage 

Protection, Don Arnold was alerted about black 

ooze in the harbour and presented on 17th 

September 2012 with these images. 

The response on 2nd October 2012 was as follows: 

Black material in the Western Basin Bund 

reclamation area – The black material identified in 

your photos was a jelly like algae that developed 

large masses at the dredge outfall. Photos of the 

material were forwarded to Larelle Fabbro from CQU who identified it as diatoms and related mucilage. 

Larelle made the comment that it did not belong to any known toxic or fish kill diatoms. 

The response was questioned and we received a further reply on 8th October: 

Thanks for your email. I understand in addition to the photographs there was some conversations 

between GPC staff and Larelle and from these discussions she was confident as to the identification of 

the material. As indicated previously Larelle made the comment that it did not belong to any known toxic 

or fish kill diatoms, therefore at this time I regard the incident as closed. 

Cheers …… Don 

1.5 million cubic meter pumped of an algae bloom inducing slurry into a leaking containment system 

under a Temporary Environmental Permit to suspend the requirement to adhere to water quality 

thresholds and as far as I am aware this is the sum total response of our environmental protection 

authority to the matter. This is not commensurate with responsible world heritage protection. 



Black ooze present in turbid harbour water 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The department of Environment and 

Heritage Protection, Don Arnold was 

alerted about black ooze in the 

harbour and presented on 15th 

September 2012 with these images. 

The sole response to this was on 18th 

September 2012 as follows: 

Black material in water near the Wiggin’s Island dredging pipeline – from the image this would 

appear to be coal fines, more likely washed into the area from RG Tanna Coal Wharf. We have 

had a few incidents in recent times to which compliance action is underway. Further 

investigations are continuing. 

 While it is heartening that “compliance action” is mooted, the reality is that it does not appear to be an 

isolated incident and is quite likely modus operandi. Over the life of the port’s activities it constitutes 

significant influx of contaminant that would ultimately be sequestered in the harbours’ sediments which 

are now being disturbed by the dredging and vessel activity. 

 As at 25th of July 2012, 913 “Environmental Incident Alert LNG/CSG Activities” were generated, details of which 

would not be released by the authorities. 

 

 

 

Dredge 

pipeline 

segment 



Government press release 5 October 2011,  

Water quality testing shows little change in Gladstone Harbor 

DERM’s Director of Water Quality and Aquatic Ecosystem Health Dr Julia Playford said DERM’s water quality review 

analysed data from three sources, The Boyne and Calliope estuaries, collected by DERM since 1994, The Port Curtis 

Integrated Monitoring Program, from July 2008 to July 2011 and Gladstone Harbour, provided by the Gladstone 

Ports Corporation, covering the period from October 2010 to August 2011. Dr Playford said the results showed 

there had been little change between October last year and August this year, a time when there was a significant 

increase in dredging activity.  

 “That means there had not been any significant changes in water quality in the area before and after the diseased 

fish appeared, except for those explained by this year’s heavy rainfall,” Dr Playford said. 

“The assessment shows that pH in Port Curtis has not fallen below 7.1, therefore the waters of the harbour are not 

acidic.  Dissolved oxygen levels are not unexpectedly low. Metals’ results are similar to historical records showing 

spikes after periods of high rainfall.  

The Ports Corporation did not provide the leading 6 months of data, prior to the commencement of 

dredging activity as required under condition (23). As such, it limits the validity of Dr Playford’s 

statements comparing pre and post dredging condition of the harbour. 

 

The Director of Water Quality and Aquatic Health’s statement with regard to the lack of “change” in the 

water quality parameters in the harbour is inconsistent with the data contained in the report and 

demonstrates a disturbing level of data cherry picking. 

Port Curtis and Tributaries 
Comparison of Current and Historical Water Quality 
October 2011 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dr Playford assigns an inappropriate significance to a pH of 7.1 in assessing the pH of a marine environment. A pH 

of 8.1 would be more applicable. But stating that there had “…..not been any significant changes in water 

quality…” is misleading at best. The pH time series shown in the report has some serious limitations but none the 

less show very significant excursions, an alkalinity excursion around October/November 2010 consistent with the 

first dredging of acid sulfate material (note that significant amounts of lime were transported to Gladstone at the 

time, most likely to try and kill any pH flareups, is this a botch-up?) and an acid excursion around June 2011. Given 

the lack of an Acid Sulfate Management Plan at the time of the dredging for the QCLNG dock in 

highly significant excursion 



October/November 2010 and the land deposition of this material, it is reasonable to investigate if this did not 

constitute an attempt at pH control gone wrong.  

The acid excursion represents a 0.5 pH shift of the whole of the harbour’s water and if it happens to be the result 

of sulfate conversion it would represent substantial environmental harm. 

These matters were raised in meetings with DERM (Don Arnold) and GPC (Lee McIvor) but neither seemed all that 

concerned or willing to engage in a meaningful dialogue. Capricorn Conservation Council and Gladstone 

Conservation Council sought access to the raw data to get a better understanding of the pH variation observed in 

the trends. This was flatly rejected by GPC deferring to DERM and DERM showing a substantial amount of “creative 

inertia”. A formal Right to Information request was made, asking for no more information than provided for in the 

conditions of approval by Hon. Tony Burke. 

  

This was rejected on the basis that censoring of the data will: 

 

DERM estimated the volume of raw data and information requested to be: 

 

Including 913 Environmental Incident Alerts, 21% of the 4369 pages of information and 2616 files of 

auto-generated water quality reports rehashing the raw data into a meaningless and unintelligible 

format representing 60% of the information volume.  

 

 
 

The rejection was reviewed by the Office of the Information Commissioner of the Queensland government and 
upheld. Despite the fact that CCC and GCC reduced the amount being requested, DERM’s estimate of the volume 
of information ballooned to 400000 documents and would require a civil servant several years to read and 
consider. (Letter to J Bragg - Info Commissioner.pdf) 

 

 

  



If reading and considering just some of the information generated by these two permits takes several man-years, 

has the agency the resources to understand, analyze, synthesize and affect environmental protection when it 

comes to any of the permits they issue?  

The decision by the Queensland Government to refuse to release the raw data, which can be physically loaded 

onto a USB stick in less than 5 minutes, is diametrically opposed to the transparency claimed by the minister viz. 

Environment Minister Vicky Darling said it was important the information released today was put into the public arena. 

“There has been a lot of speculation in the community and it’s very important that we can openly and transparently 

show the community that water quality testing is on-going – and has been for some time,” Ms Darling said. 

 

Disturbingly, the reason tendered by the Queensland Government for the refusal to provide the data as required 

by the Federal Minister constitutes a blatant admission of the regulator that it cannot cope with the volume of 

information being generated. The raw data in spreadsheet form can be loaded onto a 5$ USB stick within 5 

minutes. The claim that it would tie up a civil servant for several years seems disingenuous. While the refusal is 

likely to be driven by a combination of incompetence, dysfunction and bureaucratic arrogance, there is also an aire 

of deliberate malice. The tell-tale signature of miss-management of the Western-Basin dredging and consequential 

environmental harm is more than apparent.  It stands to reason that the perpetrators would not want this to see 

the light of day. Hence the abundance of obfuscatory behaviour and structural duplicity. But if we extrapolating 

the botching of just these two permits to the whole of the coal & coal-seam-gas-rush and we are looking down the 

path of a ruinous and out of control environmental wrecking ball.  

Note: 913 Environmental Incident Alert LNG/CSG Activities 

  



Concern 4) 

 Offsets are inappropriate and the processes by which offsets are horse traded are 
far from transparent. 

 
The wording from MISSION REPORT Reactive Monitoring Mission to Great Barrier Reef (Australia) 6th to 14th March 2012 is 

unambiguous. While it is downright embarrassing to see read such an assessment, it does highlight inter-

jurisdictional dysfunction all too common between State and Federal government. 

 
The currently applied “offsets” to the development of Gladstone Harbour and on Curtis Island were reviewed briefly by the mission, and the approach 
involved is not one that has the support by the World Heritage Committee. Furthermore, the offsets that have been proposed do not appear to 
compensate for the losses resulting from these developments. 
 
As part of the conditions for the consent of approvals in Gladstone Harbour and on Curtis Island, a set of offsets were required to be provided for by the 
developers. The mission noted that such approach is not supported by the World Heritage Convention, especially considering the dubious nature of 
compensation for the loss of values that results.  
 
In a number of the approvals given that were reviewed (for instance EPBC 2008/4057) there is reference to the definition of an offsets plan to be 
agreed subsequent to the approval as a condition, alongside a range of conditions. The mission considers the concept of “offsets” in relation to impacts 
on OUV to be problematic, and this is not something which to date the World Heritage Committee has considered as appropriate, In principle the 
decisions that were taken to proceed with approvals based on offsetting therefore appear to not correspond to an agreed approach within the World 
Heritage Convention. Beyond this point of principle, the mission also questions to what extent the proposed offsets are actually likely to compensate for 
the loss of values that will result from the LNG construction, and how this can be determined objectively. The mission was not clear how, for instance, 

the offsets suggested for Curtis Island would address the losses from, for instance, turtle mortality due to boat strike associated with the development. 
In relation to the Gladstone dredging activity, the mission has not had the opportunity in the time available to consider the Biodiversity Offsets Plan as 
submitted, but notes that the offsets approved by the Queensland Coordinator General include requirements to surrender and protect in perpetuity an 
area of 5330 hectares of coastal land currently within GPC's strategic port land on Balaclava Island at Port Alma. The offset site at Port Alma 
comprises extensive areas of mangroves and intertidal wetlands which are a valuable fish habitat including nursery areas. The mission notes that 
Balaclava Island is also subject to a separate application for coal port development, and it is not clear how the impacts of a new development on the 
offsets of a previously approved development are considered as a policy issue regarding offsets. The mission considers that a different approach is 
needed to a case-by-case offset policy, and the alternative should be to consider the concept that developments should be expected to create a net 
benefit on the OUV of the Great Barrier Reef. 

 
 

The Queensland Government offering 5330 hectares of world heritage listed Balaclava Island as an offset to the 

seagrass loss within Gladstone Harbor can only have merit if there is intent to damage Balaclava Island in the first 

place. Where the Australian people see world heritage listing as the pinnacle of environmental protection, the 

Queensland Government by proposing this offset makes it very clear that it does not. 

 

As interested parties, local conservation groups 

have sought to gain an understanding of the 

decision making processes around offset 

provisions. E.g. How are environmental values 

quantified? How many offsets have been 

recorded? How is effectiveness assessed? Etc. 

 

Unfortunately these efforts bog down in 

bureaucratic arrogance. Among my peers, we 

have not been able to recall one environmental 

offset, let alone one where we may be in a 

position to see if they have indeed resulted in a 

no net loss to the environment. 

 

 Simple requests for information are frustrated 

by the authorities. Viz. GPC letter here. 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 


