
 

Hunter River Salinity Trading Scheme Operations Committee – 
Meeting Minutes 

Meeting: HRSTS Operations Committee  Date: 18 June 2026 

Location: Singleton Library Time: 10:00-12:00 

Last Meeting 
Date: 

13 November 2025 Next Meeting 
Date: 

12 November 2026 

Present: Dr WEJ Paradice (WP) – Chair 
Lisa Richards (LR) – Discharge Licence Holder – MACH Energy Australia Pty Ltd (Mount 
Pleasant) 
Gary Mulhearn (GM) – Discharge Licence Holder – Yancoal (Mount Thorley Warkworth) 
Ken Bray (KB) – Irrigators Representative – Hunter Valley Water Users Association 
Christopher Rooney (CR) – Discharge Licence Holder – AGL Macquarie (Bayswater Power 
Station) 
Sophie Nichols (SN) – Environmental interests 
Ben Mulhearn (BM) – WaterNSW 
Kate Davison (KD) – EPA 
Callan Cutcliffe (CC) – EPA 
Corrie Ford (CF) – EPA 
 
Online:  
David Workman (DW) – NSW Department Climate Change, Energy, Environment and Water 
(DCCEEW) 
Partha Saha (PS) – WaterNSW 
Mahmood Khan (MK) – Water NSW 
Peter Marczan (PM) – EPA 
Greg Sheehy (GS) – EPA 
Heath Thatcher – EPA 
 

Apologies: Chloe McLennan (CM) – BHP (Mt Arthur Coal) 
Glenn Lyons (GL) – Local Land Services   

 

Agenda Item Main Discussion Points Actions 

1.1 Welcome, 
Acknowledgem
ent of Country 

• The Committee and attendees acknowledged the traditional 
owners of the lands on which all attended the meeting. 

 

1.2 Apologies and 
Declarations of 
Interest 

• CM and GL were apologies.  
• No declarations of interest were declared. 

 

1.3 Adoption of 
minutes from 
previous 
meeting 

• WP pointed out error from published minutes for previous 
meeting (13 November 2025) which were incorrectly dated as 
13 November 2026.  

• Minutes were otherwise accepted. 

ACTION –  
EPA to amend date 
on previous minutes.  
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Agenda Item Main Discussion Points Actions 

2.1 Introduction of 
new EPA team 
managing 
HRSTS 

• PM explained the EPA restructure, shifting of scheme 
management from Regulatory Practice & Guidance branch to 
Regional Operations, under the management of CF.  
o Transition is due to occur prior to next meeting in 

November.  
• WP asked who will be doing the admin for HRSTS.  

o CF: either a dedicated person (yet to be decided) or 
member of her operations team will manage scheme 
admin.  

 

3.1 Presentation of 
the results for 
the 2026 
HRSTS credit 
auction   

• The 2026 HRSTS credit auction was successfully finalised, 
with all 200 credits allocated to participants. 

• KD presented auction results, including comparison of 2026 
results to prior three auctions 
o Revenue – $4,009,863, a large increase (60%) from 

previous auction, in 2024. 
o 8 bidders registered and bid for a total of 426 credits. 

• AGL obtained 150 of the 200 credits.  
o CR: The significant uptake of credits by AGL was 

informed by the expiration of most of AGL’s credits held, 
over the previous three years. 

• WP: Would the committee be able to get a more technical 
report style breakdown of the auction results? 
o KD explained the Credit Auction report will be published 

on the EPA website. Detailed bid breakdowns won’t be 
included to ensure all bidder’s privacy. 

• GM: What will happen with the windfall of revenue generated 
by the auction? 
o KD explained revenue is used to fund the scheme from 

2026/2027 financial year onwards. 
• WP: How much of the HRSTS funds should be used for the 

scheme or instead, funded by core agency (EPA).  
• GM and LR: Policy reviews should not be funded by scheme 

funds but should be used to fund technical scheme operation 
projects such as model improvements and the auction 
platform. 
o LR is not supportive of use of funds for scientific study.  

• LR: Affirmed her general support of the market-based 
mechanism which underpins the scheme but has concerns 
that participants can lose a significant number of credits 
proportional to the quantity they had intended to win at the 
auction. e.g. losing 50 credits and only winning 5.  

• WP accepted the budget items 

 
 

3.2 Proposed 
budget for the 
2026-27 
financial year 

• Expenditure 
o $320,000, EPA Salary 
o $738,434, Service Co-ordinator costs 
o Projects under consideration: KD flagged credit auction 

software and rainfall run-off model upgrades as TBA 
costs.  

• Forecast FY26-27 (exclusive of TBA costs) = $1,065,434 

 

4.1 WaterNSW 
systems and 
operations 
update 

• MK presented on the state of the river 
o 400-500mm rainfall in past 12 months across Hunter 

region (US and DS of Glenbawn and Glennies Ck. Dam), 
average to slightly below average.  
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Agenda Item Main Discussion Points Actions 
o Most rain observed in July-September. Good tributary 

inflows. Conditions dry after.  
o Past 6 months well below average rainfall. Low rainfall 

has diminished tributary inflows and prevented discharge 
opportunities.  

o Glenbawn Dam flood mitigation zone (FMZ) evacuation 
occurred in Aug 2025. Combined with natural flows, the 
release successfully augmented natural peak of flow, 
increasing the permitted discharge opportunity and 
number of river registers published. 

• There was discharge opportunity for upper sector during Aug 
2025 only. 

• Salinity was above the 900 EC threshold between Oct 2025 
and April 2026.  
o Some flows occurred which were above the minimum flow 

threshold but salinity remained too high for more 
discharge opportunities to occur.  

• Rain on ground (rainfall runoff) model: 
o MK confirmed that hydrological team is to address EPA 

comments and respond to EPA July 2025. 
o Following EPA final approval, WNSW will commit to 

undertaking the model update.  
o DW: Recommended MK contact Andrew Brown, 

DCCEEW Water Modelling, who has undertaken similar 
work within the Hunter catchment. 

• General 
o BM: Explained changes to telemetry and river register 

summary pages and naming. Hydrotel public website with 
live discharge point data now shows discharge points 
clearly grouped by sector.  

o Water Insights (HRSTS) - 
https://waterinsights.waternsw.com.au/12801-hunter-
regulated-river/river-data 

o Hydrotel (HRSTS) - 
https://hydrotel.waternsw.com.au/hrsts.html 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ACTION –  
WaterNSW and EPA 
to provide status 
update at November 
2026 meeting.  

5.1 Review of 
outstanding 
actions 

  

 

Action 
Item 
No 

Action Party 
Responsible 

Update 

1 EPA to present a 
proposal on possible 
ways for industry to 
share discharge 
planning information 

EPA • EPA and WaterNSW have discussed and considered 
the viability of providing discharge planning 
information (intent to discharge by participants) 
towards WaterNSW modelling for the purpose of 
increasing the Total Allowable Discharge (TAD). 

• WaterNSW have undertaken preliminary modelling to 
assess the potential impact of ‘parking credits’ to 
calculate river register availability and TAD.  
o WaterNSW are not confident that there would be 

significant benefit for discharge opportunity from 
this approach, particularly for the upper sector.  

https://waterinsights.waternsw.com.au/12801-hunter-regulated-river/river-data
https://waterinsights.waternsw.com.au/12801-hunter-regulated-river/river-data
https://hydrotel.waternsw.com.au/hrsts.html
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o benefit would be limited to occasions when the 
sector credit factor is less than 1 only, or for the 
below sectors (no benefit to upper sector). 

• WaterNSW and EPA agree changes to the current 
model by excluding possibility of discharge from some 
participants presents statutory issues which require 
further consideration.  
o The approach may not be consistent with the 

intention (and objectives) of the scheme and the 
specific provisions for participants to trade credits 
amongst themselves, as needed, to allow 
discharge to occur. 

• Other issues for consideration include the 
transparency of the scheme as a trading market and 
pathways to improving market fluidity, for instance by 
reducing barriers to trading. 

• LR: Suggested that effectively half the credits in upper 
sector will not be used to discharge (no intent from 
credit holders). A solution is required which will 
restore the material impact (reduction) to the TAD 
from this. 

2 Information session for 
Lower Hunter 
Agricultural Water Users 
Assoc. (LHAWUA) 

EPA • No action. 
• KD spoke to KB following the previous meeting, when 

he raised concerns that some members of the 
LHAWUA do not understand the impact of HRSTS 
upon lower hunter water users. 

• KD requested appropriate LHAWUA contact details 
from KB – yet to be provided. 

3 Recirculate the draft 
emergency dilution 
guidelines to the 
Committee for comment 
and provide advice on 
broader consultation 

EPA • Guidelines were recirculated in November 2025. 
Several concerns were raised as feedback from 
committee members. 

• KD listed the key concerns identified through 
consultation.  

• Committee feedback included: 
o Perception the associated application form 

collects information for regulatory purposes, other 
than deciding on the provision of an emergency 
discharge. 

o Belief the proposed guidance could/would enable 
further opportunity for poor water management, 
rather than preventing.  

o The uncertainty of a positive outcome (for the 
applicant), whereby the EPA decline an 
application for an emergency discharge, if the 
applicant has not considered everything listed 
within the proposed application form. 

o Procedural fairness and regulatory consistency 
for scheme participants – what happens if a 
participant were to receive approval for an 
emergency discharge provision from the EPA, 
based upon an application which included 
declarations (by the applicant) that appropriate 
actions and or considerations had not been taken 
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or made to prevent against an ‘emergency’ 
occurring. 

o How the above might undermine the objectives of 
the scheme. 

o The feasibility/practicality of providing all the 
information required as part of the application, in 
the circumstances of a genuine emergency. 

o Belief the emergency dilutions should be separate 
to the normal operations of the scheme. 

• WaterNSW feedback included: 
o More detail needed about timing/staging to 

consult with WaterNSW and the costs of 
consultation (from WaterNSW) for the scheme or 
participants. 

• KD confirmed next steps: 
o The guidelines are being progressed by the 

EPA’s policy team who plan to circulate the draft 
guidelines to all scheme participants for comment 
once the review of Operations Committee 
feedback is finalised.  

o EPA policy team will also consider where there 
might be overlaps with the HRSTS regulation 
review. 

 

Agenda Item Main Discussion Points Actions 

6.1 Other 
updates/issues 

Credit Auction / Trading Rules 
• LR: Is the current credit auction system fit for purpose / 

keeping pace with the changing dynamics of water usage and 
demand within the catchment?  
o What impact might pumped hydro (electricity) have on 

demand?  
o Credits are being held by some participants as security 

(mitigating uncertainty / in case of future need rather than 
current need) and based upon different water use 
scenarios. The impact of major shifts in water usage / 
prioritisation in the catchment (upon participants) should 
be carefully considered. 

• GM: Ultimately, the onus is on the operator to model water 
usage accurately and make decisions to purchase and trade 
credits accordingly. 
 

HRSTS funding pool 
• LR: How are the funds managed? Do the funds generate 

interest? Is any interest returned back to the fund? 
o PM: Advised the revenue is held by Treasury in a 

consolidated account and the interest generated is 
managed in accordance with Treasury policies. 

o Would like greater transparency in the budget. 
 
WaterNSW Update 
• GM: Industry are seeking review of the 600 us/cm threshold.  
 
Regulation Review 
• WP, KB, GM:  When will the regulation review start? 
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Agenda Item Main Discussion Points Actions 
• GM: More detail is required on timelines. 

o It is important participants understand the timelines of the 
review and potentially material changes, for instance the 
review of the 400 EC salinity threshold. 

o Understanding timeline and changes is essential for 
decision making for longer term water management and 
land rehabilitation scheduling. 

o Review of the definition of saline water needing to be 
captured, storage, and released via HRSTS is a key 
concern.  

o Changes which could result in a reduction in the 
requirement for water capture from rehabilitated areas of 
EPL mine sites, and reduce the overall volume of water 
that needs to be captured within EPL boundaries, should 
be a priority for regulation review.  

• GM: suggested as part of reg review that ability to hold credits 
without ability to discharge on EPL – undermines the scheme 
function.  
o BM: Raised concern that a ‘third party’ as in not an active 

participant could in theory buy up credits and refuse to 
trade.  

• KB: Affirmed the scheme works effectively to regulate salinity 
and achieve the intended purpose of reducing salinity in the 
river 

• GM: Reminded the committee the issue of the definition of 
saline water has previously been presented to the EPA in a 
letter from the Minerals Council of NSW. 
o KD confirmed the Minerals Council of NSW letter has 

been supplied to the EPA policy team undertaking the 
regulation review.  

• LR: Industry are frustrated by timelines being pushed further 
and further back. It is now several years since the NSW 
Minerals Council Report was provided to the EPA. 

• SN: Can the letter and report to the EPA from Minerals 
Council be made publicly available? Reminded KD that this is 
something she had previously requested at the November 
2025 Operations Committee Meeting. 

• SN: Are the areas being referred to as ‘rehabilitated’ signed 
off rehabilitation areas, or areas seeking to be signed off? 
What is the definition of ‘rehabilitated mining areas’ for the 
purpose of the discussion. 

• GM and LR: Confirmed industry (scheme participants) would 
be seeking for ‘not signed’ off rehab / looking to be signed off 
(approaching sign off ready stage).  
o Water within mine premise boundaries which currently 

requires capture and held from rehabilitating areas may 
cause the capture and storage of water otherwise 
consistent with ambient/background water quality (WQ) 
conditions. 

o Certain water quality parameters need to be met before 
areas can be signed off. 

• LR: Coal mines capture key WQ parameters. Baseline 
monitoring would typically inform specific WQ parameters / 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ACTION –  
KD to provide copy of 
Minerals Council’s 
letter to EPA CEO 
regarding HRSTS. 
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Agenda Item Main Discussion Points Actions 
thresholds which need to be met to permit sign off of 
rehabilitated areas on a site by site basis 

• LR reminded the committee that; 
o Post the major flood events 2022, the EPA conducted 

engagement session and received community feedback 
relevant to HRSTS. 
 It is important the EPA appropriately consider this 

feedback during the regulation review, in keeping with 
EPA communication at the time as some of the issues 
were effectively ‘parked’ or ‘earmarked’ for the 2026 
review. 

 Doesn’t feel it is adequate that issues which were 
raised so long ago should remain idle until statutory 
review period.  

• BM: Should industry be having separate regular meetings to 
discuss the scheme?  
o Improved communication between scheme participants 

could improve trading function of the scheme without the 
need for any changes to the scheme rules.   

o GM and LR: Agreed that regular meeting of all scheme 
participants would benefit the function of the scheme. 

6.2 Next meeting 
date 

• Set for 12 November 2026.  

Meeting Closed at 12:00  
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