
Expert Panel for major Coal Seam Gas projects 
 

Terms of Reference 
 
PURPOSE 
 
The role of the Expert Panel (the Panel) is to provide expert hydrological and 
hydrogeological advice to the Minister and the Department of Sustainability, 
Environment, Water, Population and Communities (the department) relating to 
major coal seam gas (CSG) proposals which are approved, or which require a 
decision on approval, under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity 
Conservation Act 1999 (the EPBC Act).   
 
The purpose of the advice to be provided by the Panel is to: 

 ensure that requirements of CSG water management and monitoring 
plans and groundwater springs management, required as conditions of 
an approval for major CSG projects, are appropriately framed and 
implemented;  

 inform proposed CSG water management and monitoring, and springs 
management and monitoring regimes for consideration in future 
decisions on approvals of major CSG projects under the EPBC Act; 

 review data and information relating to regional models of cumulative 
impacts; 

 provide advice on risk relating to protection of matters of national 
environmental significance; 

to avoid impacts on matters of national environmental significance which may 
arise from adverse impacts from CSG activities on groundwater and aquifers. 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
Several major gas/petroleum companies are pursuing projects to extract CSG 
from the Bowen and Surat Basins in Queensland, and other CSG producing 
areas in NSW.  The Queensland projects would feed export-oriented LNG 
plants in the Gladstone area, the majority on Curtis Island off the coast 
opposite Gladstone.  The projects involve significant capital expenditure and 
would operate over a long period. 
 
The CSG resources in inland central Queensland cover a large geographical 
area. The projects comprise large scale linear infrastructure developments, 
commencing at the ‘upstream’ end with gas wells drilled into extensive gas 
field tenements.  To extract CSG, it is necessary to dewater coal seams to 
lower the hydrostatic pressure. The CSG water is of variable quality and often 
contains high levels of salt with common Total Dissolved Solids (TDS) values 
ranging from 1,000-6,000 milligrams/litre (normal drinking water has a TDS 
value of 500 mg/L).   
 
There are uncertainties of groundwater and surface water impacts from the 
extraction of significant amounts of CSG water including the risk of impacts to 
aquifers and groundwater quality which may lead to impacts on matters of 
national environmental significance protected under the EPBC Act. 
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Two large CSG proposals by Queensland Gas Company / British Gas (QGC) 
and, separately, Santos Ltd / Petronas have been approved under the EPBC 
Act, subject to detailed conditions for water monitoring and management, 
among other conditions.  As part of the conditions of approval, the Minister 
must approve CSG Water Management and Monitoring Plans (WMMP) 
prepared by the proponent, which include groundwater drawdown thresholds 
and exceedence response actions, including options for reinjection and other 
methods to maintain or re-establish pressure in aquifers if the thresholds are 
exceeded. 
 
The department will provide secretariat support to the Panel and work with the 
members of the Panel regarding their functions and responsibilities necessary 
to provide effective advice to the Minister on calibration and compliance with 
the WMMPs.  
 
SCOPE OF WORK 
 
The Panel is to provide scientific and technical input and advice to the 
Minister and the department relating to the WMMPs required as conditions of 
approval, including advice on: 
 
 evidence presented by proponents regarding levels of hydraulic 

connectivity of aquifers targeted in the CSG activities; 
 modelled drawdown limits for targeted aquifers, or thresholds at which 

management actions should be initiated; 
 the adequacy and likely effectiveness of proposed response actions and 

timeframes for their implementation to avoid adverse impacts; 
 the adequacy of proposed programs for aquifer connectivity studies, 

monitoring and reports; 
 plans and schedules for extracted CSG water surface disposal and 

beneficial use; 
 the adequacy of proposed programs and schedules for field piloting of 

aquifer reinjection of treated CSG water and other proposed groundwater 
repressurisation measures; 

 the adequacy of proposed programs and schedules for re-injection of CSG 
water from hydraulically connected aquifers back into appropriate 
permeable aquifers and other proposed groundwater repressurisation 
options to re-establish pre-development pressure levels and water 
qualities; 

 other hydrological or hydrogeological matters relating to approved or 
proposed CSG activities, as requested by the Minister or the department; 

 risks relating to protection of matters of national environmental 
significance, including surveys and plans relating to ‘The community of 
native species dependent on natural discharge of groundwater from the 
Great Artesian Basin’.  

 
With the agreement of the Minister and Queensland, the Panel may cooperate 
and exchange information with an expert panel established by Queensland.  If 
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necessary, these terms of reference may be revised to facilitate cooperation 
with any such other panel. 
 
The considerations of the Panel should include: 
 
 data and modelling produced by the approval holders or proponents of 

CSG activities; 
 regional cumulative impact modelling developed by the CSG approval 

holders or proponents and/or by the Queensland Water Commission; 
 scientific and technical input and advice on material submitted by the 

proponents regarding the design, evaluation and implementation of the 
WMMPs; 

 information on relevant matters of national environmental significance 
provided by the department or sought from other experts; 

 any other information provided by the department for the Panel’s 
consideration. 

 
MEETINGS 
 
The Panel will meet as necessary to formulate advice to be provided to the 
Minister.  The members of the Panel may review documents and other 
material provided by the department prior to meetings. The Panel may: 
 meet via telephone or other electronic means; 
 consider material individually as members or in member working groups;  
 seek assistance from the department to initiate meetings it deems 

necessary for the performance of its work; 
 invite other parties, including others with specific and related expertise, to 

meet with one or more Panel members where the Chair considers such a 
meeting necessary to fully inform the Panel; 

 consult with relevant officers from Government departments and agencies 
to assist in its work. 

 
The Panel’s reports or advice should provide a description of all consultation 
conducted by the Panel, including a list of all agencies, organisations and 
people consulted. 
 
MEMBERSHIP AND OPERATION 
 
The Panel will comprise of a minimum of three members, with the Chair 
responsible for the operation of the Panel and the finalisation of advice to the 
Minister. 
 
The Members of the Panel will be appointed by the Minister. 
 
Quorum and procedures 
 
A quorum of the Panel will comprise the Chair plus two other members.  An 
acting chair can be appointed by the Chair as required. 
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Reporting and timelines 
 
The Panel must submit advice to the department for the Minister within 20 
business days of receiving a request for advice, unless the complexity, issues 
or detail requires further examination, in which case the Panel will inform the 
department when advice is likely to be available.  Advice may initially be 
provided by the Panel as draft advice, for the comment of the department or 
the Minister.  
 
The department will provide administrative support to the Panel as required. 
In addition, the Panel may utilise the wider resources of the department in 
undertaking additional research if required. 
 
ADDITIONAL EXPERT ASSISTANCE 
 
The department will make arrangements for any additional experts to be 
available to assist the Panel in its work. 
 
The Chair of the Panel will determine, in consultation with the department, if 
and when expert assistance is required. 


