
 

Minutes  

Meeting: Upper Hunter Air Quality Advisory 
Committee (No 38) 

Date: Tuesday 24 August 2021 

Location: Online Time: 10.00am - 12.30pm 

Last Meeting 
Date: 

Tuesday 25 May 2021 Next Meeting 
Date: 

Tuesday 23 November 2021 

 John Turner – Chairperson 
Danny Thompson – Singleton Shire Council representative 
John Krey – community representative 
Michael White – community representative 
Bob Vickers – community representative 
Gary Mulhearn – coal industry representative 
Ned Stephenson – coal industry representative 
Tracy Ward – Muswellbrook Shire Council representative 
Wendy Wales – environmental representative 
Summer Steward – power industry representative 
Adam Gilligan – EPA 
Bianca Morton – EPA 
Leanne Graham – DPIE 
Matthew Riley - DPIE 
Matthew Newton – Resources Regulator 
Heidi Watters – DPIE Planning 

Apologies: Maurice Collison – Upper Hunter Shire Council representative 
Catherine Chicken – industry representative 

Agenda items: 

1. Introduction 
1.1. Welcome, Acknowledgment of Country and COVID-19 Procedures  

The Chair opened the meeting at 10.05am and acknowledged the traditional custodians on the various lands which 
we are meeting on today, and pay our respects to aboriginal people past, present and future.  

1.2. Present, apologies and declarations of interest 

The Chair welcomed the Upper Hunter Air Quality Advisory Committee (the Committee) and noted the apologies. 
There were no declarations of interest other than noted previously. 
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2. Previous Minutes and Outstanding Actions 

2.1. Review previous minutes 

The previous minutes were adopted by the members present at this meeting. 
2.2. Outstanding actions 

There were no outstanding actions items. 

3. Department questions and updates 

3.1. Q&A for Departments 

Dr Vickers raised a request to discuss the IPCC report prior to the meeting. 
He highlighted that one of the main focus areas of the study was greenhouse gas emissions, and the 
benefit of reducing those emissions on air quality. He raised concerns on the outcome of the modelling 
and that the longer, drier periods that are predicted will exacerbate the existing air quality problems they 
have the in the Upper Hunter. 
He added that programs like Bust the Dust, and actions like effective use of water carts can only be 
effective where the weather permits. If there is extreme drought, then use of watercarts can be limited. 
He added that the report suggested if greenhouse gas emissions where reduced, you would likely get 
less of those extreme weather patterns.  
Mr Krey added his concerns that the community members recommended the committee should put 
recommendations and opinions forward on new coal mines. He reiterated that it was important to have 
the ability to put forward the views of the Committee to the planning authorities, noting that it was difficult 
because the committee is funded by the mining industry and also have representatives on the 
Committee who are representing the mines. 
Mr Riley added that the NSW Government has had in place since 2016 a greenhouse gas target, which 
is achieving zero net emissions by 2050. The stage one report has been released which details what the 
State Government is doing to ensure we are on track to meet that target. We have announced in that 
plan that we will reduce emission by 35%.  
He offered to brief the Committee on the IPCC working group one report, and an update on the actions 
of the NSW Government through the net zero plan, and clean technology program. 

Action 
Item No 

Action Person Responsible 

1 Mr Riley to provide an update at the next meeting on the IPCC working 
group one report, and NSW Government actions for the net zero plan 
and clean technology program. 

Mr Riley 

 

4. Network feedback – standing item 

4.1. John Krey 

Mr Krey provided the following update: 

• He raised the issue of the air quality alarm system, and that the community would like to see that 
every alarm is investigated. He added that they had an event in the Bulga area. He asked what 
the point is on the alarms if the EPA does nothing with it. 

Mr Gilligan said that he wasn’t sure of the specifics of that particular event, but thought it could be related 
to the hazard reduction burns that were happening in that general area.  
He added that when the EPA investigates incidents, the team will review the circumstances around the 
incident, but that there also might be some local impacts that are also impacting the area. 
He added that these are the challenges we face when dealing with an ambient network, determining the 
source of the impact, and dealing with other external sources. 
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He added that the data tells us what has already happened, so in relation to regulating mines and best 
practice, it is very difficult to do that historically. That is why the focus of our programs are to go out when 
we know it is going to be bad conditions. It is a more effective use of our resources. 
Mr Krey raised the concern that is smoke is causing the problem, the local papers are reporting those as 
pollution and doesn’t define it as smoke, so it means that the community blame the mining industry. He 
added that it is important to identify those smoke events so the community knows. 
Mr Gilligan agreed and said that we are getting better at communicating those events, but that there is 
still room for improvement, like providing that information as forecasting. 
 
4.2. Mr Stephenson to provide more information on what’s included in the air quality plan (Action 4, 
Meeting 37). 

Mr Stephenson provided the following update: 
Air Quality Management Plans (AQMP) cover the monitoring, control, and reporting of air quality 
management at a mine site. Their focus is on particulate material and not green house gas emissions. 
Although AQMPs often include commitments around the efficient use of machinery etc.  
Regarding tier 4 engines and their adoption at sites, this is dependent upon the wording in the consent, 
but generally the commitment is about the phasing in of tier 4 engines via procurement (i.e. new 
equipment only).  
All consents have a ‘reasonable and feasible’ statement included, which is there as recognition that 
introducing tier 4 engines has financial implications to the business, as well as engineering challenges 
(e.g. old trucks may not have the room for tier 4 engines). The auditing of AQMPs fall within the cycle of 
IEAs, and while it is the responsibility of sites to engage auditors, the choice of auditors must be 
endorsed by DPIE and the report and its findings also must be approved by DPIE. These reports then 
become available to the public via operational websites. 
Mr White added that that is quite reasonable on behalf of Glencore, but that it is a concern that there isn’t 
more structure required by the Department of Planning or the EPA asking mines for a transition plan that 
they can be assessed against.  
He added that expecting an auditor to assess “reasonable and feasible” is incredibly difficult. He 
suggested producing something that shows a transition to an end state at a date in time would be better. 
Mr Stephenson agreed, and added that these additions to the consents are all relatively new, so they are 
still going through the auditing review and compliance assessment, but he anticipated that the auditor 
would ask for evidence to show whether they are moving towards that goal by improvements to existing 
infrastructure, and purchasing of new trucks.  
Mr Vickers asked why the ambition isn’t to switch to electric, rather than improving combustion engines. 
He added that all industries will be doing it, and mining is no exception.  
Ms Watters added that in addition to the 3 year audit, there are also the annual reviews. There is a 
requirement to revise management plans if needed. She added that there might not be guidelines at the 
moment, but there is still continual feedback to improve those management plans. 
 

5. Upper Hunter Air Quality Monitoring Network Review 

5.1 UHAQMN 5 year review 
Mr Gilligan provided some context around the review, that it is required on a 5 yearly basis and the last 
one was completed in 2017. He highlighted the importance of stakeholder feedback and encouraged the 
Committee to provide feedback, as in previous years, it has led to some significant improvements in the 
network, like the addition of rainfall at each monitoring site. 
Ms Graham provided a presentation on the purpose of the review, including the scope: 

• The effectiveness of the program in fulfilling its objectives 
• An independent audit of the efficiency and cost effectiveness of the program 
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• Recommendations for improvements 
• Any other matters that the EPA or Committee considers appropriate 

Mr Thompson added that if we are talking about better information and trends, then we need to be 
pushing for another particle characterisation study as part of this review process. 
Mr Turner added that he hadn’t received any formal response to the letter the committee submitted 
regarding this issue.  
 

6. EPA Update – standing item 

6.1. Regulatory Operations Metropolitan North 

Mr Gilligan said that there was not a lot to report, especially in terms of Covid and the restrictions that 
has on regulatory actions. He said the focus has been on activities related to incident responses, and 
continuing to use admin tools to check compliance.  
He added that the EPA has recently issued a Penalty Notice to Mount Thorley / Warkworth relating to a 
water pollution incident in January. It was sediment and saline water released during a heavy rainfall 
event.  
Mr Mulhearn said there was nothing to add to this, expect that they are working through ways to reduce 
or prevent his happening in the future. 
Mr Vickers brought the discussion back to the IPCC report, highlighting that these weather events will 
become the norm and that industry need to look at climate impacts to operations.  
Mr Gilligan agreed with this, and said that the EPA expects all licensees to have the foreseeability of 
these events and have appropriate controls in place.   
Mr Gilligan also provided an update on the UHAQAC Planning Forum Feedback progress, and 
highlighting that he would like to continue discussions for areas that the committee wants to focus on.  
One topic that was covered was the literature review that will be undertaken by DPIE and EPA on 
cumulative impacts of dust.   
Dr Vickers added that there is a lot of literature around, and highlighted the work done by Richard 
Broome and others on this issue. He added that the focus has been on the finer particles.  
Mr Riley added that they did conduct a substantial literature review some time ago, which included 
assessments for PM10, and looking at reports from the World Health Organisation, most of the evidence 
suggests that the finer fraction is the major contributor to negative health impacts, which is why there 
would be more literature.  
Dr Vickers added that a good metric to include would be the cost of life lost and burden of disease, 
because then that would provide useful advice on pollution controls, linking the cost of health impacts to 
push for change. 
Dr Vickers also asked if a company has an Enforceable Undertaking (EU) from the EPA, but then it 
transitions to another company, who is responsible for delivering the outcomes of the EU. 
Mr Gilligan said he would take that question on notice and get back to the Committee.  

Action 
Item No 

Action Person Responsible 

2 Mr Gilligan to provide a response to Dr Vickers question: 
if a company has an Enforceable Undertaking (EU) from the EPA, but 
then it transitions to another company, who is responsible for delivering 
the outcomes of the EU. 

Mr Gilligan 
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7. Air Quality Monitoring Network Seasonal Newsletter – standing item 

7.1. Autumn 2021 Newsletter 

Ms Graham presented an overview of the Autumn 2021 seasonal newsletter: 

• Air quality in the Upper Hunter region was good during Autumn 2021 

• Regional air quality levels were greatly improved compared to Autumn 2020 and earlier years 

• Levels of fine particulate matter PM2.5, nitrogen dioxide (NO2), sulphur dioxide (SO2) were good, all 
remaining below national benchmark concentrations. 

• There was 1 day above the PM10 daily benchmark on 15th April, at Singleton South 

8. General Business 

8.1. Other 

Mr White raised the Committee’s letter to request a new particle characterisation study, highlighting the 
importance of an update is because it is being relied upon for decision making in development consents 
and expansions. He added that there have also been a lot of programs to improve wood smoke in the 
area and it would be helpful to know if they have made an impact.  
He asked now that the letter has been written, what happens next. 
Mr Turner added that the letter went via traditional mail and would like have only been with the 
Department a short time.  
Mr Gilligan said that it will take some time to determine whether to do another study, and what that may 
look like if it is done. The major decisions will be whether there is a need for another study, what that 
study includes, and where the funding will come from. 
Mr Riley added that he agreed with that summary, and that it will be a lot of money to spend if it does go 
ahead, so the time needs to be taken to determine whether it should be done, and if so, how. He added 
that the previous study cost around 1 million. 
Mr Thompson added that there is a 25 million a year fund for the Hunter Transition Group, and that could 
be a potential source of funding.  
Mr Newton provided an update: 

• He was pleased to report that the mining amendment has gone live, companies now have 12 
months to transition. 

• He will provide a link to the Committee to subscribe to the newsletters, and website.  
• He added that there is also a rehabilitation webinar later this year which will include regulatory 

and industry speakers, and he recommended attending. 
Action 
Item No 

Action Person Responsible 

3 Mr Newton to provide a link to the website and subscription for the 
newsletter 

Mr Newton 

 
8.2. Next meeting date 

Mr Turner advised the next meeting date is 23 November 2021 and closed the meeting. 
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