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Recommendations 

Recommendation 1 
2.116 The committee recommends that the Department of Industry, Science, 

Energy and Resources immediately instigate a review of the Beetaloo 
Cooperative Drilling Program applicants' perceived conflicts of interests 
with the Liberal Party, the Minister for Energy and Emissions Reduction, 
and the Minister for Resources and Water. 

Recommendation 2 
2.118 The committee recommends that the Australian Government explore 

options to institute higher standards of transparency and accountability in 
the oil and gas industry, including regular financial reporting obligations.  

Recommendation 3 
2.120 The committee recommends that, if the Industry Research and Development 

(Beetaloo Cooperative Drilling Program) Instrument 2021 proceeds, the 
Australian Government require repayment of any grant funding if grant 
recipients discover and produce commercial quantities of shale gas in the 
Beetaloo. 

Recommendation 4 
4.74 The committee recommends, consistent with the Pepper Inquiry, that the 

Australian and Northern Territory Governments, in collaboration with all 
relevant stakeholders and First Nations people, review the consultation 
processes used to obtain Free, Prior and Informed Consent from Traditional 
Owners and Native Title holders in relation to activity proposals on 
Country, with specific consideration of the need to conduct on Country 
meetings and to provide translators.  

Recommendation 5 
5.97 The committee recommends that the Environment Protection and 

Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 be amended to include a water trigger for 
onshore shale gas developments, to ensure that the Pepper Inquiry 
recommendations will be implemented in full, as promised. 
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Recommendation 6 
5.102 The committee recommends that the Australian Government expedite its 

negotiations with the Northern Territory Government for a bilateral 
emissions reduction agreement, with a view to implementing the Pepper 
Inquiry recommendation to ensure no net increase in Australia's lifecycle 
greenhouse gas emissions which must be borne by the shale gas industry in 
the Beetaloo. 
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Chapter 1 
Introduction and context 

Referral of the inquiry 
1.1 On 23 June 2021, the Senate referred to the Senate Environment and 

Communications References Committee (the committee) an inquiry into oil 
and gas exploration and production in the Beetaloo Basin (the Beetaloo), 
for interim report by 3 August 2021 and final report by the first sitting Tuesday 
of March 2022.1 

1.2 The terms of reference for the inquiry are: 

Oil and gas exploration and production in the Beetaloo Basin, with 
particular reference to the Industry Research and Development (Beetaloo 
Cooperative Drilling Program) Instrument 2021, which provides public 
money for oil and gas corporations.2 

1.3 On 3 August 2021 the Senate extended the reporting date of the interim report 
to 24 August 2021.3 

Conduct of the inquiry 
1.4 In accordance with its usual practice, the committee advertised the inquiry on 

its website and wrote to a number of relevant organisations and individuals, 
inviting submissions by 7 July 2021. The committee continued to accept 
submissions received after this date. 

1.5 The committee received a large number of submissions, of which 62 are listed 
at Appendix 1 and available on the committee's website.4 The committee also 
received in excess of 1400 campaign submissions from individuals expressing 
their views on shale gas production in the Beetaloo, and the manner in which 
that industry is being advanced in the Northern Territory (NT). The committee 
has published a sample of these submissions on its website and has taken these 
views into account. 

1.6 The committee held public hearings in Canberra and by videoconference on 
28 July 2021 and 2 August 2021. A list of witnesses who appeared at these 
hearings is available at Appendix 2. 

 
1 Journals of the Senate, No. 105, 23 June 2021, p. 3722. 

2 Journals of the Senate, No. 105, 23 June 2021, p. 3722. 

3 Journals of the Senate, No. 107, 3 August 2021, p. 3800. 

4 See: 
www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Environment_and_Communication
s/BeetalooBasin/Submissions (accessed 22 July 2021). As the inquiry progresses, the committee will 
consider submissions that have not yet been fully processed. 

http://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Environment_and_Communications/BeetalooBasin/Submissions
http://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Environment_and_Communications/BeetalooBasin/Submissions
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1.7 Public submissions, additional information, Committee Hansard transcripts, 
tabled documents and answers to questions on notice are available on the 
committee's website at www.aph.gov.au/senate_ec. 

Acknowledgement 
1.8 The committee thanks all those who made submissions and gave evidence at 

the public hearings. In particular, the committee thanks Traditional Owners 
throughout the NT, and especially from the Beetaloo region, who spoke to the 
committee about oil and gas production and exploration on country, and how 
these activities would impact their culture, heritage and communities. 

Note on references 
1.9 In this report, references to the Committee Hansard transcript are to the proof 

(uncorrected) transcript. Page numbers may vary between the proof and 
official (corrected) transcripts. 

Disclosure 
1.10 The committee notes Senator Malarndirri McCarthy's Traditional Owner 

declaration included in the Register of Senator Interests: 

The Northern Land Council records the following traditional interests in 
land in the Northern Territory held by Senator Malarndirri McCarthy.  

Senator McCarthy is a traditional Aboriginal owner, as defined in the 
Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act 1976, of Vanderlin Island 
(Wurralibi Aboriginal Land Trust) and holds beneficial interests in the 
Narwinbi Aboriginal Land Trust ('Borroloola Commons') in the Northern 
Territory.  

Senator McCarthy is second generation jungkayi ('custodian' for mother's 
country) for Wuyaliya country on Southwest Island (Wurralibi Aboriginal 
Land Trust).  

Senator McCarthy is jungkayi for the emu dreaming and country called 
ngalamja which is on 7 Emus Station.5 

Structure of the report 
1.11 This report comprises five chapters: 

 Chapter 1 provides an introduction and context to the inquiry; 
 Chapter 2 examines the Beetaloo Cooperative Drilling Program (BCD 

Program) and the Industry Research and Development (Beetaloo 
Cooperative Drilling Program) Instrument 2021 (the Instrument);  

 Chapter 3 discusses the economic rationale for developing the shale gas 
industry in the Beetaloo;  

 
5  Register of Senators' Interests, 

www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Senators_Interests/Register46thparl 
 (accessed 20 August 2021). 

http://www.aph.gov.au/senate_ec
http://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Senators_Interests/Register46thparl
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 Chapter 4 outlines First Nations people's views of fracking in the Beetaloo; 
and 

 Chapter 5 examines issues raised in relation to potential environmental 
impacts. 

1.12 The committee acknowledges that this interim report has not addressed all the 
matters relevant to the inquiry but notes that with a final report due in March 
2022, the committee will be able to examine a range of matters beyond the 
scope of this report. 

1.13 In this context the committee notes that detailed clarifying questions put to the 
Minister for Resources and Water, the Minister for Energy and Emissions 
Reduction, the Department of Industry, Science, Energy and Resources and the 
Treasury were not answered prior to the finalisation of this report. 
The committee may also examine this information as the inquiry progresses. 

Context to the inquiry 
1.14 The Beetaloo is a sub-basin in the MacArthur Basin, approximately 500 km 

south-east of Darwin in the NT (Figure 1.1). The Beetaloo covers 
approximately 28 000 km² of the 180 000 km² MacArthur Basin. 
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Figure 1.1 Location of the Beetaloo Basin, NT 

 
Source: Department of Industry, Science, Energy and Resources (DISER), 'The Beetaloo Sub-basin', 
www.industry.gov.au/data-and-publications/unlocking-the-beetaloo-the-beetaloo-strategic-basin-
plan/the-beetaloo-sub-basin (accessed 6 July 2021). 

1.15 The Beetaloo and its borders are sparsely populated, the main communities 
being Mataranka, Jilkminggan, Larrimah, Daly Waters, Newcastle Waters and 
Elliott. Other communities in the region include Katherine, Barunga, Beswick, 
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Minyerri, Ngukurr, Dunmarra, Marlinja, Borroloola, Robinson River and 
Tennant Creek.6 

1.16 The majority of land in the Beetaloo is used for cattle grazing and Indigenous 
land practices, with substantial coverage by perpetual pastoral leaseholds and 
native title.7 

1.17 The Beetaloo encompasses a number of traditional lands including, the 
Jawoyn, Alawa, Jingili, Walmanpa, Warumungu, Ngadji and Binbinga. There 
are also traditional lands directly downstream from the sub-basin.8 

NT legal framework for petroleum 
1.18 Exploration and production activities for NT onshore petroleum reserves are 

administered and regulated by the NT Department of Industry, Tourism and 
Trade.9 

1.19 The key legislation for onshore petroleum reserves is the Petroleum Act 1984 
(NT) (the Act). The Act provides for three kinds of petroleum title: exploration 
permits, retention licences and production licences.10 

1.20 Exploration permits give title holders the exclusive right to explore for (but not 
produce) petroleum in a title area; retention licences give title holders time to 
work towards making a discovered resource commercially viable; and 
production licences give title holders the right to explore, test for and produce 
hydrocarbons in a title area.11 

Prospective gas resources in the Beetaloo 
1.21 The Department of Industry, Science, Energy and Resources (DISER) and 

Geoscience Australia submitted that the Beetaloo has the potential to be a 
world-class gas province: 

 
6 Department of Industry, Science, Energy and Resources (DISER), 'The Beetaloo Sub-basin', 

www.industry.gov.au/data-and-publications/unlocking-the-beetaloo-the-beetaloo-strategic-basin-
plan/the-beetaloo-sub-basin (accessed 6 July 2021). 

7 DISER, 'The Beetaloo Sub-basin'. Note: a detailed map showing land tenure throughout the NT 
can be found at: Northern Territory Cattlemen's Association, 'Land', www.ntca.org.au/our-
focus/resources/land (accessed 2 August 2021). 

8 Protect Country Alliance, 'The Beetaloo Sub-basin: Communities and environment under threat', 
www.protectcountrynt.org.au/beetaloo_overview (accessed 6 July 2021). 

9 Northern Territory Government, 'About petroleum titles', nt.gov.au/industry/mining-and-
petroleum/petroleum-titles/about-petroleum-titles (accessed 30 June 2021). 

10 Northern Territory Government, Northern Territory Legislation, Petroleum Act 1984, 
legislation.nt.gov.au/Legislation/PETROLEUM-ACT-1984 (accessed 30 June 2021). Note: for a 
summary of the key features of each petroleum title, see: Northern Territory Government, 
'Summary of Petroleum title types', nt.gov.au/industry/mining-and-petroleum/petroleum-
titles/about-petroleum-titles/summary-of-petroleum-title-types (accessed 30 June 2021). 

11 Northern Territory Government, 'About petroleum titles'. 

http://www.industry.gov.au/data-and-publications/unlocking-the-beetaloo-the-beetaloo-strategic-basin-plan/the-beetaloo-sub-basin
http://www.industry.gov.au/data-and-publications/unlocking-the-beetaloo-the-beetaloo-strategic-basin-plan/the-beetaloo-sub-basin
http://www.ntca.org.au/our-focus/resources/land
http://www.ntca.org.au/our-focus/resources/land
http://www.protectcountrynt.org.au/beetaloo_overview
https://nt.gov.au/industry/mining-and-petroleum/petroleum-titles/about-petroleum-titles
https://nt.gov.au/industry/mining-and-petroleum/petroleum-titles/about-petroleum-titles
https://legislation.nt.gov.au/Legislation/PETROLEUM-ACT-1984
https://nt.gov.au/industry/mining-and-petroleum/petroleum-titles/about-petroleum-titles/summary-of-petroleum-title-types
https://nt.gov.au/industry/mining-and-petroleum/petroleum-titles/about-petroleum-titles/summary-of-petroleum-title-types
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The Beetaloo is prospective for unconventional hydrocarbons and is 
estimated to contain significant technically recoverable unconventional 
petroleum resources across a number of resource plays. Plays most likely 
to be developed in the next decade include shale plays in the Kyalla 
Formation and the Amungee Member of the Velkerri Formation, along 
with a tight sandstone play in the Hayfield sandstone member of the 
Hayfield mudstone.12 

1.22 According to Geoscience Australia, the Beetaloo contains a large proportion of 
the NT's shale gas (Figure 1.2). Emeritus Professor Ian Lowe put the scale of 
the resource into context. He submitted that, according to a Memorandum of 
Understanding (MOU) signed by the Australian and NT Governments 
(see para 1.32 below), the Beetaloo resource is believed to be 'at least 500 
trillion cubic feet, in the old Imperial measures, in just one of the prospective 
layers'. He then compared the potential resource with a major US shale gas 
basin: 

It has also been claimed that the sub-basin is "geologically analogous to the 
giant Marcellus Shale in the USA which delivers over 11 trillion cubic feet 
of gas to market per year". That rate is about ten times total Australian gas 
consumption, but the scale of the claimed resource is so large that it would 
allow gas to flow at that rate for about fifty years if its development were 
to be approved. The sub-basin is only a part of the larger McArthur Basin, 
in which other resources have been identified. It is clear that approving 
development of these resources would have a catastrophic impact on 
Australia's efforts to slow climate change, totally incompatible with our 
obligations under the Paris agreement.13 

 
12 DISER and Geoscience Australia, Submission 47, p. 4. 

13 Emeritus Professor Ian Lowe, Submission 6, Attachment 1, pp. 3–4. 
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Figure 1.2 Australia's prospective gas resources 

 
Source: The Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing in the Northern Territory, Geoscience Australia, 
Submission 296, p. 8, frackinginquiry.nt.gov.au/?a=434887 (accessed 30 June 2021).14 

1.23 DISER noted, however, that estimates of hydrocarbons in place can vary due 
to factors such as the availability of information and methods of calculation.15 

Shale gas and its extraction process 
1.24 Shale gas comprises mainly methane that is trapped within clay-rich 

sedimentary rock at depths greater than 1500 metres. The low permeability of 
the rock means that the gas, either adsorbed or in a free state in the pores of the 
rock, is unable to flow easily.16 

1.25 Shale gas is extracted by drilling wells from 1500 to 4000 metres deep, through 
various layers of rock to access the shale. The wells are lined with cemented 
steel casings to reduce or eliminate groundwater contamination. To maximise 
shale gas recovery and minimise surface impacts, a technique called horizontal 

 
14 Note: Geoscience Australia has subsequently reassessed the prospectivity of the Beetaloo to 

include areas further east in the Valkerri Formation: see DISER and Geoscience Australia, 
Submission 47, pp. 4–5. 

15 DISER and Geoscience Australia, Submission 47, p. 7. 

16 Gas Industry Social and Environmental Research Alliance, Commonwealth Scientific Industrial 
Research Organisation, 'What is shale gas in Australia?', gisera.csiro.au/more-
information/frequently-asked-questions/what-is-shale-gas-in-australia/ (accessed 30 June 2021). 
Note: 'adsorbed' is a technical term meaning that the molecules of gas are held as a thin film on the 
exterior of the rock. 

https://gisera.csiro.au/more-information/frequently-asked-questions/what-is-shale-gas-in-australia/
https://gisera.csiro.au/more-information/frequently-asked-questions/what-is-shale-gas-in-australia/
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drilling is used. This technique involves the well changing from a vertical to a 
horizontal direction deep underground (see Figure 1.3).17 

Figure 1.3 Schematic diagram of the shale gas extraction process 

 
Source: Gas Industry Social and Environmental Research Alliance, Commonwealth Scientific Industrial Research 
Organisation, gisera.csiro.au/more-information/frequently-asked-questions/what-is-shale-gas-in-australia/ 
(accessed 30 June 2021). 

1.26 Before any gas can be extracted, the shale rock along the horizontal portion of 
the well must be perforated, a process known as hydraulic fracturing, or more 
commonly, fracking. Water containing a proppant (a material, often sand, used 
to keep a fracture open) and chemical additives is pumped in under high 
pressure to open up existing fractures and create new ones within the shale 
rock. The proppant is forced into the fractures and holds them open after 

 
17 Gas Industry Social and Environmental Research Alliance, Commonwealth Scientific Industrial 

Research Organisation, 'What is shale gas in Australia?'.  
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injection stops, allowing the gas to flow to the well and up to the surface. 
This process is repeated several times to create multiple hydraulic fractures.18 

NT Government moratorium on hydraulic fracturing and independent inquiry 
1.27 In September 2016 the NT Government honoured an election commitment by 

announcing an immediate moratorium and independent scientific inquiry into 
hydraulic fracturing in the territory.19 

1.28 The Hon Justice Rachel Pepper chaired the Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic 
Fracturing in the Northern Territory (the Pepper Inquiry), which presented its 
final report to the NT Government in March 2018.20 

1.29 The report made 135 recommendations designed to mitigate the social, 
environmental, cultural, and economic risks of any onshore gas development. 
Specific recommendations will be referred to as necessary throughout 
Chapters 2 to 5.  

1.30 In delivering the report, Justice Pepper summarised the overall conclusion of 
the Pepper Inquiry Panel as follows: 

That risk is inherent in all development and that any onshore shale gas 
industry is no exception. However, if the recommendations made in this 
Final Report – all 135 of them – are adopted and implemented in full, those 
risks may be mitigated or reduced – and in some cases eliminated 
altogether – to acceptable levels having regard to the totality of the 
evidence before the Panel.21 

1.31 The NT Government accepted all of the Pepper Inquiry recommendations in 
April 2018,22 and a week later, on 23 April 2018, the Australian Government 

 
18 Gas Industry Social and Environmental Research Alliance, Commonwealth Scientific Industrial 

Research Organisation, 'What is shale gas in Australia?'.  

19 Hon Michael Gunner, Chief Minister of the Northern Territory, 'Delivering on our Fracking 
Moratorium election commitment', Media Release, 14 September 2016, 
newsroom.nt.gov.au/mediaRelease/21262 (accessed 30 June 2021). Note: this was the second of two 
recent inquiries, the first being a review of the regulatory framework: Dr Allan Hawke AC, 'Report 
of the Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing in the Northern Territory', 2014. 

20 The Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing in the Northern Territory, 'Final Report', April 
2018, frackinginquiry.nt.gov.au/inquiry-reports/final-report (accessed 30 June 2021). 

21 The Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing in the Northern Territory, 'Remarks upon delivery 
of Final Report', frackinginquiry.nt.gov.au/inquiry-reports/final-remarks-from-honourable-justice-
rachel-pepper (accessed 16 July 2021). 

22 Northern Territory Government, Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing, Implementation 
Plan, 2018, hydraulicfracturing.nt.gov.au/ (accessed 30 June 2021). Note: the NT Government's 
implementation progress to date can also be viewed at this webpage. 

https://newsroom.nt.gov.au/mediaRelease/21262
https://frackinginquiry.nt.gov.au/inquiry-reports/final-report
https://frackinginquiry.nt.gov.au/inquiry-reports/final-remarks-from-honourable-justice-rachel-pepper
https://frackinginquiry.nt.gov.au/inquiry-reports/final-remarks-from-honourable-justice-rachel-pepper
https://hydraulicfracturing.nt.gov.au/
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released $260 million of additional Commonwealth funds as a 'GST top-up' for 
the territory.23 

Gas-fired recovery plan 
1.32 In November 2018, the Australian and NT Governments signed an MOU to 

work together to develop the territory's gas industry. The MOU aims to realise 
the potential of the Beetaloo as a new gas province.24 

1.33 In July 2020, national media outlets reported that the government's 
handpicked taskforce of the National COVID-19 Coordination Commission—
headed by former global chairman and CEO of The Dow Chemical Company, 
Mr Andrew Liveris—urged the Australian Government 'to underwrite a 
dramatic expansion of gas supply through tax incentives and financial support 
for new projects'.25 

1.34 On 15 September 2020, instead of announcing a vaccination procurement and 
delivery plan or launching a plan for shielding aged care workers from 
COVID-19, the Australian Government announced a Gas-fired recovery plan 
to 'help re-establish a strong economy as part of the Government's JobMaker 
plan, making energy affordable for families and businesses and supporting 
jobs as part of Australia's recovery from the COVID-19 recession'.26 

1.35 As part of this announcement, the Australian Government proposed: 

Unlocking five key gas basins starting with the Beetaloo Basin in the NT 
and the North Bowen and Galilee Basin in Queensland, at a cost of 
$28.3 million for the plans.27 

 
23 Tom Swann, Frackmail?, The Australia Institute, September 2018, p. 1, australiainstitute.org.au/wp-

content/uploads/2020/12/Briefing-Frackmail-web_0.pdf (accessed 9 August 2021). 

24 Senator the Hon Matthew Canavan, Minister for Resources and Northern Australia, 'Harnessing 
the potential of Northern Territory's gas industry', Media Release, 15 November 2018, 
www.mattcanavan.com.au/harnessing_the_potential_of_northern_territory_s_gas_industry 
(accessed 5 July 2021). 

25 N. Bonyhady and M. Foley, 'COVID taskforce urges government support for new gas projects', 
Sydney Morning Herald, 29 July 2020. Also see, for example: A. Morton, 'Leaked Covid-19 
commission report calls for Australian taxpayers to underwrite gas industry expansion', 
The Guardian, 21 May 2020. 

26 The Hon Scott Morrison MP, Prime Minister, and the Hon Angus Taylor MP, Minister for Energy 
and Emissions Reduction, and the Hon Keith Pitt MP, Minister for Resources, Water and Northern 
Australia, 'Gas-fired recovery', Media Release, 15 September 2020, www.pm.gov.au/media/gas-
fired-recovery (accessed 30 June 2021). 

27 The Hon Scott Morrison MP, Prime Minister, and the Hon Angus Taylor MP, Minister for Energy 
and Emissions Reduction, and the Hon Keith Pitt MP, Minister for Resources, Water and Northern 
Australia, 'Gas-fired recovery', Media Release, 15 September 2020. See also the Hon Keith Pitt MP, 
Minister for Resources, Water and Northern Australia, '2020-21 Budget backs water reforms, 
Northern Australia and gas to support Australia's economic recovery and jobs', Media Release, 

https://australiainstitute.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Briefing-Frackmail-web_0.pdf
https://australiainstitute.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Briefing-Frackmail-web_0.pdf
http://www.mattcanavan.com.au/harnessing_the_potential_of_northern_territory_s_gas_industry
http://www.pm.gov.au/media/gas-fired-recovery
http://www.pm.gov.au/media/gas-fired-recovery


11 
 

 

Beetaloo Strategic Basin Plan 
1.36 The Beetaloo was chosen by the Australian Government as the location for the 

first Strategic Basin Plan.28 The Australian Government then announced the 
Beetaloo Strategic Basin Plan (the Strategic Plan) on 17 October 2020.29 

1.37 The Strategic Plan comprised four key actions: 

 Action 1: Building a clear picture of the Beetaloo;  
 Action 2: Regulating efficiently and effectively;  
 Action 3: Enabling infrastructure; and 
 Action 4: Sharing Regional Benefits.30 

1.38 The BCD Program forms part of Action 1 and is identified under the Strategic 
Plan as 'Exploration Support'. 

Beetaloo Cooperative Drilling Program 
1.39 In 2020, the Australian and NT Governments engaged Deloitte Touche 

Tohmatsu (Deloitte) to assess the steps needed to develop the Beetaloo's shale 
gas resources. The first recommendation from the study was to consider 
government support should delays in development materialise during 2020 
and 2021: 

The Commonwealth and NT governments should continue to monitor 
progress and if there appears to be a material delay in exploration and 
appraisal activities, consider whether intervention or support may be 
warranted.31 

1.40 On 17 December 2020 the Minister for Water, Resources and Northern 
Australia, the Hon Keith Pitt MP, announced the BCD Program.32 Under the 

 
6 October 2020, www.minister.industry.gov.au/ministers/pitt/media-releases/2020-21-budget-
backs-water-reforms-northern-australia-and-gas-support (accessed 30 June 2021). 

28 The Hon Angus Taylor MP, Minister for Energy and Emissions Reduction, and the Hon Keith Pitt 
MP, Minister for Resources, Water and Northern Australia, 'Beetaloo Basin a key element of the 
gas-fired recovery', Media Release, 17 October 2020, 
www.minister.industry.gov.au/ministers/pitt/media-releases/beetaloo-basin-key-element-gas-
fired-recovery (accessed 30 June 2021). For details of the existing initiatives, see: DISER, 
Submission 47, p 3.  

29 The Hon Angus Taylor MP, Minister for Energy and Emissions Reduction, and the Hon Keith Pitt 
MP, Minister for Resources, Water and Northern Australia, 'Beetaloo Basin a key element of the 
gas-fired recovery', Media Release, 17 October 2020. 

30 Australian Government, Unlocking the Beetaloo, The Beetaloo Strategic Basin Plan, DISER, 2021, p. 5. 

31 Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu, Report on the Development of the Beetaloo Sub-basin, DISER, 
Recommendation A, p. 38, www.industry.gov.au/sites/default/files/2021-05/beetaloo_sub-
basin_gas_development_study.pdf (accessed 2 July 2021). 

32 The Hon Keith Pitt MP, Minister for Resources, Water and Northern Australia, 'Beetaloo strategic 
plan will unlock gas, jobs and development', Media Release, 17 December 2020, 

http://www.minister.industry.gov.au/ministers/pitt/media-releases/2020-21-budget-backs-water-reforms-northern-australia-and-gas-support
http://www.minister.industry.gov.au/ministers/pitt/media-releases/2020-21-budget-backs-water-reforms-northern-australia-and-gas-support
http://www.minister.industry.gov.au/ministers/pitt/media-releases/beetaloo-basin-key-element-gas-fired-recovery
http://www.minister.industry.gov.au/ministers/pitt/media-releases/beetaloo-basin-key-element-gas-fired-recovery
http://www.industry.gov.au/sites/default/files/2021-05/beetaloo_sub-basin_gas_development_study.pdf
http://www.industry.gov.au/sites/default/files/2021-05/beetaloo_sub-basin_gas_development_study.pdf
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program, the Australian Government intended to provide up to $50 million 
over two years for exploration that occurs before 30 June 2022. Eligible 
applicants can apply for grants of up to 25 per cent of eligible project 
expenditure, with a minimum of $750 000 and a maximum of $7.5 million per 
well. Applicants can submit up to three applications.33 

Industry Research and Development Act 1986 
1.41 The legal power to fund the BCD Program and the associated Instrument is 

through the Territories Power in section 122 of the Constitution in combination 
with the Industry Research and Development Act 1986 (IRD Act). The stated 
purposes of this Act are: 

(a) facilitating the provision of independent strategic advice about 
investment in industry, innovation, science and research; and 

(b) supporting and encouraging collaboration in the development and 
delivery of programs relating to industry, innovation, science and research; 
and 

(c) authorising spending on programs relating to industry, innovation, 
science and research; and 

(d) promoting the development, and improving the efficiency and 
international competitiveness, of Australian industry by encouraging R&D 
activities, innovation and science activities and venture capital activities.34 

1.42 The IRD Act empowers the Minister, by legislative instrument, to prescribe 
one or more programs in relation to industry, innovation, science or research, 
including in relation to the expenditure of Commonwealth money under such 
programs.35 

1.43 DISER explained that section 33 of the IRD Act provides the Australian 
Government with flexibility in relation to expenditure associated with 
industry, innovation, science and research programs: 

The statutory framework provided by section 33 of the [IRD] Act enables a 
level of flexibility to provide authority for Commonwealth spending 
activities in relation to industry, innovation, science and research 
programs. This allows the Government to respond quickly and 
appropriately to the need to implement innovative ideas and pilot 
programs on an ongoing basis and as opportunities arise. Prescribing 
programs in legislative instruments provides transparency and 

 
www.minister.industry.gov.au/ministers/pitt/media-releases/beetaloo-strategic-plan-will-unlock-
gas-jobs-and-development (accessed 30 June 2021). 

33 The Australian Government, business.gov.au, 'Funding to accelerate exploration and appraisal 
activities in the Beetaloo sub-basin', business.gov.au/grants-and-programs/beetaloo-cooperative-
drilling-program (accessed 2 July 2021). 

34 Industry Research and Development Act 1986, s. 3. 

35 Industry Research and Development Act 1986, s. 33. 

http://www.minister.industry.gov.au/ministers/pitt/media-releases/beetaloo-strategic-plan-will-unlock-gas-jobs-and-development
http://www.minister.industry.gov.au/ministers/pitt/media-releases/beetaloo-strategic-plan-will-unlock-gas-jobs-and-development
https://business.gov.au/grants-and-programs/beetaloo-cooperative-drilling-program
https://business.gov.au/grants-and-programs/beetaloo-cooperative-drilling-program
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parliamentary oversight of Government programs and spending activities, 
whilst reducing administrative burden on the Commonwealth.36 

1.44 On 24 May 2021, the Minister tabled the Instrument in the House of 
Representatives,37 prescribing the BCD Program for the purposes of section 33 
of the IRD Act.38 

1.45 Senator Larissa Waters subsequently gave notice of a motion to disallow the 
Instrument on 4 August 2021,39 which was subsequently extended to the last 
possible date for disallowance (25 August 2021).40 

Examination by other bodies 

Committee for the Scrutiny of Delegated Legislation 
1.46 The Senate Standing Committee for the Scrutiny of Delegated Legislation 

(DLC) assesses delegated legislation against a set of scrutiny principles that 
focus on compliance with statutory requirements, the protection of individual 
rights and liberties, and principles of parliamentary oversight.41 

1.47 The DLC scrutinised the Instrument and initially raised concerns with the 
relevant agency about the conferral of discretionary powers and low level of 
parliamentary oversight.42 The DLC has subsequently raised concerns directly 
with the minister and is awaiting a response.43 

Federal Court of Australia challenge 
1.48 At its second public hearing, the committee became aware of a challenge to the 

validity of the Instrument in the Federal Court of Australia. The Environment 

 
36 DISER and Geoscience Australia, Submission 47, p. 11. Note, funding for the BCD Program is 

provided in Program 1.3. 

37 Votes and Proceedings, No. 116, 24 May 2021, p. 1855. 

38 Industry Research and Development (Beetaloo Cooperative Drilling Program) Instrument 2021, 
www.legislation.gov.au/Details/F2021L00567 (accessed 5 July 2021). 

39 Journals of the Senate, No. 101, 16 June 2021, p. 3562. 

40 Senate Notice Paper, No. 110, 10 August 2021, p. 10. 

41 See: 
www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Scrutiny_of_Delegated_Legislation 
(accessed 16 July 2021).  

42 Standing Committee for the Scrutiny of Delegated Legislation, Delegated Legislation Monitor, 
Monitor 10 of 2021, 15 July 2021, p. 14, 
www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Scrutiny_of_Delegated_Legislation/
Monitor (accessed 26 July 2021). 

43 Standing Committee for the Scrutiny of Delegated Legislation, Delegated Legislation Monitor, 
Monitor 11 of 2021, 4 August 2021, p. 13, 
www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Scrutiny_of_Delegated_Legislation/
Monitor (accessed 22 August 2021). 

http://www.legislation.gov.au/Details/F2021L00567
http://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Scrutiny_of_Delegated_Legislation
http://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Scrutiny_of_Delegated_Legislation/Monitor
http://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Scrutiny_of_Delegated_Legislation/Monitor
http://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Scrutiny_of_Delegated_Legislation/Monitor
http://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Scrutiny_of_Delegated_Legislation/Monitor
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Centre NT is seeking judicial review of Minister Pitt's decision to make the 
Instrument and to approve $21 million in grant funding to Imperial Oil and 
Gas (a fully owned subsidiary of Empire Energy Group Ltd, see Chapter 2).44 

1.49 The basis of the action is that the emissions resulting from the opening up of 
the Beetaloo 'are likely to result in a material increase to the likelihood of 
Climate Change Risks occurring' and 'such emissions are likely to materially 
undermine Australia and/or the world's ability to meet its commitment under 
the Paris Agreement'.45 

1.50 The Environment Centre NT's Notice of filing and hearing argues:  

…the Minister failed to make reasonable inquiries in respect of the Climate 
Change Risks, the Transition Risks and/or the Paris Agreement Risks.  

As a consequence, in making the Instrument and/or the Decision, the 
Minister failed to comply with s 71 of the [Public Governance, Performance 
and Accountability Act 2013] and or the [Finance Minister's Commonwealth 
Grants and Rules Guidelines 2017].46 

1.51 The matter is listed for a case management hearing on 14 October 2021.47 
The committee will be mindful of the court's proceedings as this inquiry 
progresses.  

 

 
44 DISER, Tabled Document, Notice of filing and hearing, The Environment Centre NT Inc. v Minister 

for Resources and Water & Anor, dated 28 July 2021 (Canberra, public hearing, 2 August 2021). 

45 DISER, Tabled Document, Notice of filing and hearing, The Environment Centre NT Inc. v Minister 
for Resources and Water & Anor, dated 28 July 2021 (Canberra, public hearing, 2 August 2021), 
pp. 7–8. 

46 DISER, Tabled Document, Notice of filing and hearing, The Environment Centre NT Inc. v Minister 
for Resources and Water & Anor, dated 28 July 2021 (Canberra, public hearing, 2 August 2021), 
p. 9. The Environment Centre NT is also arguing that 'in making the Instrument and/or the 
Decision, the Minister acted in a way that was legally unreasonable and/or illogical and/or 
irrational in that the Minister did not have regard, alternatively did not have adequate regard, to 
the Climate Change Risks, the Transition Risks and/or the Paris Agreement Risks'. 

47 Federal Court of Australia, List of Orders, The Environment Centre NT Inc. v Minister for 
Resources and Water & Anor, www.comcourts.gov.au/file/FEDERAL/P/NSD758/2021/order_list 
(accessed 10 August 2021). 

http://www.comcourts.gov.au/file/FEDERAL/P/NSD758/2021/order_list
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Chapter 2 
Beetaloo Cooperative Drilling Program 

2.1 This chapter examines the Beetaloo Cooperative Drilling Program 
(the BCD Program), with a focus on the Industry Research and Development 
(Beetaloo Cooperative Drilling Program) Instrument 2021 (the Instrument) and 
the BCD Program grants awarded to date. 

Overview of the BCD Program 
2.2 The BCD Program is a component of the Beetaloo Strategic Basin Plan 

(the Strategic Plan), which is part of the Australian Government's Gas-fired 
recovery plan. The program has two key objectives: 

 to accelerate exploration and appraisal activities for prospective petroleum 
resources in the Beetaloo; and 

 to incentivise drilling in the Beetaloo to deliver approximately 10 additional 
wells to build a comprehensive understanding of the resources.1 

2.3 The BCD Program is intentionally designed to operate on a first-come-first-
served basis as opposed to a competitive or merit-based process. 
The Department of Industry, Science, Energy and Resources (DISER) 
explained: 

The limited pool of funding is expected to drive competition among 
petroleum permit or licence holders in the Beetaloo, operating in 
conjunction with the eligibility criteria to establish a de facto competitive 
process. The design also ensures the grants avoid duplicating existing 
industry activity or activity that might have occurred without support 
from the grant.2 

2.4 Applications for the BCD Program opened on 18 March 2021, with relevant 
material—including the Grant Opportunity Guidelines (the Guidelines)—
published online. The Guidelines establish a framework for administration of 
the program, including eligibility and application assessment criteria.3 

 

 
1 Australian Government, Grant Connect, 'Current Grant Opportunity View - GO4630' 

www.grants.gov.au/Go/Show?GoUuid=711d3f3f-5987-473d-b83f-f1559a27cc2b 
(accessed 2 August 2021). 

2 Department of Industry, Science, Energy and Resources (DISER) and Geoscience Australia, 
Submission 47, p. 11. 

3 DISER and Geoscience Australia, Submission 47, pp. 11–12.  See also DISER, Beetaloo Cooperative 
Drilling Program Grant Opportunity Guidelines, business.gov.au/grants-and-programs/beetaloo-
cooperative-drilling-program (accessed 21 August 2021). 

http://www.grants.gov.au/Go/Show?GoUuid=711d3f3f-5987-473d-b83f-f1559a27cc2b
https://business.gov.au/grants-and-programs/beetaloo-cooperative-drilling-program
https://business.gov.au/grants-and-programs/beetaloo-cooperative-drilling-program
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General views on the BCD Program 
2.5 Submitters and witnesses had differing views on the BCD Program, with many 

questioning the Australian Government's funding support for the shale gas 
industry in the Beetaloo. The Australian Youth Climate Coalition, for example, 
submitted: 

We are alarmed and disappointed to see the Federal Government rolling 
out a suite of actions to prop up expensive and dangerous gas expansion 
across Australia, including $50 million dollars for fracking corporations to 
operate in the Northern Territory… Public money should be used for 
public good, not given to some of Australia's biggest and well-resourced 
corporations.4 

2.6 The Central Australian Frack Free Alliance commented: 

The Morrison government's response to climate change pressures appears 
to be fast tracking fracking so as much gas as possible can be extracted 
before the fossil fuel industry collapses. Beyond the high risks that this 
approach is leading the Australian taxpayer to invest in soon to be 
stranded assets, we worry the [Morrison] government and the gas lobby 
are putting pressure on the NT government to rush through baseline 
testing and application processes for exploration wells without sufficient 
regulatory scrutiny to ensure community and ecological safety. 
This 'instrument' appears to be yet another example of the government 
favouring speed over safety when it comes to fracking.5 

2.7 The Environment Centre NT and Dr Timothy Neale submitted that, with less 
than half of the Pepper Inquiry recommendations implemented 
(see Chapter 5): 

Federal Government funding of both the gas industry (including through 
the Fracking Instrument) and the Northern Territory Government 
(for gas-related infrastructure) may increase the risk that the Pepper 
Inquiry recommendations will not be implemented in full.6 

2.8 In contrast, the Australian Petroleum Exploration and Production Association 
(APPEA) welcomed the Australian Government's investment:  

The grants under the Beetaloo Cooperative Drilling Program (capped at 
$50 million) are expected to deliver several additional exploration wells by 
2022 and bring forward at least $150 million in private investment to the 
basin.7 

 
4 Australian Youth Climate Coalition, Submission 38, pp. 1 and 4. 

5 Central Australian Frack Free Alliance, Submission 39, p. 1. For similar comments, see also Protect 
Country Alliance, Submission 27, p. 2. 

6 Environment Centre NT and Dr Timothy Neale, Submission 19, p. 2. The submission noted that the 
Australian Government has not indicated how it will implement recommendations from the 
Pepper Inquiry that are directed to the Commonwealth. 

7 Australian Petroleum Exploration and Production Association, Submission 44, p. 10. Also see: 
Empire Energy Group Ltd, Submission 26, p. 5. 
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2.9 Both APPEA and its member, Empire Energy Group Ltd (Empire Energy) 
noted that this is not a unique program, with governments having previously 
provided financial assistance to encourage exploration and development of 
natural resources.8 

2.10 Chapter 3 explores some of the concerns raised about the Australian and NT 
Governments' economic rationale for a shale gas industry in the Beetaloo. 
That chapter also discusses some of the opposition to the investment of 
taxpayer funds for this purpose.  

Eligibility criteria 
2.11 To be eligible for the BCD Program, applicants must have an Australian 

Business Number, be an entity incorporated in Australia and be a trading 
corporation. In addition, applicants' trading activities must: 

 form a sufficiently significant proportion of the corporation's overall 
activities as to merit it being described as a trading corporation; or 

 be a substantial and not merely peripheral activity of the corporation.9 

2.12 The Guidelines also clearly state how grant money can be used. For example, a 
condition in respect of the location of the project proposed for grant funding 
states: 

Your project must be delivered in the following location: 

 an area within the Strategic Regional Environmental and Baseline 
Assessment (SREBA) boundary for the Beetaloo sub-basin, as defined 
by the Northern Territory Government.10  

2.13 GrantConnect, a repository of current and forecast Government grant 
opportunities, outlines three criteria for eligible applications. These include 
that applicants will need to hold a petroleum exploration permit (EP) or 
retention licence from the NT Government and have commenced all necessary 
approval processes to undertake onshore petroleum exploration.11 

2.14 In addition to these BCD Program criteria, DISER explained during a Senate 
Estimates hearing that companies that undertake onshore petroleum 
exploration in the NT must comply with territory-based regulation, for 
example, the need for an approved Environment Management Plan.12 

 
8 Empire Energy Group Ltd, Submission 26, p. 5; Australian Petroleum Exploration and Production 

Association, Submission 44, pp. 1–2. 

9 Australian Government, GrantConnect, 'Current Grant Opportunity View - GO4630'. 

10 DISER, Beetaloo Cooperative Drilling Program Grant Opportunity Guidelines, p. 9. 

11 Australian Government, GrantConnect, 'Current Grant Opportunity View - GO4630'. 

12 Senate Economics Legislation Committee, 2021-2022 Budget Estimates, Question No. BI-85, p. 2, 
www.aph.gov.au/api/qon/downloadestimatesquestions/EstimatesQuestion-CommitteeId3-
EstimatesRoundId11-PortfolioId34-QuestionNumber85 (accessed 23 August 2021). 

http://www.aph.gov.au/api/qon/downloadestimatesquestions/EstimatesQuestion-CommitteeId3-EstimatesRoundId11-PortfolioId34-QuestionNumber85
http://www.aph.gov.au/api/qon/downloadestimatesquestions/EstimatesQuestion-CommitteeId3-EstimatesRoundId11-PortfolioId34-QuestionNumber85
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2.15 The committee notes that departmental representatives emphasised the key 
objective of the BCD Program: to accelerate development in the Beetaloo, 
before the commencement of the wet season which would further delay 
exploration of the sub-basin, rather than comparing the merits of applicants' 
projects. For example, General Manager of the Resources Strategy Branch, 
Mr Dan Quinn stated: 

The time limited nature of the grants and the fact we require companies to 
bring forward their activities as part of the application or the eligibility 
process meant that we are looking to create new exploration activity as 
soon as possible.13 

2.16 The committee also notes that, due to the design of the BCD Program, the 
grant scheme favours applicants who were quick to lodge their funding 
applications. 

Application assessment criteria  
2.17 The assessment criteria are a prescriptive list of requirements that applicants 

must meet to the satisfaction of an independent assessment committee. 
Applicants will only be considered if they can satisfactorily demonstrate that 
their proposed project meets all three criteria: 

 the extent to which the applicant's project contributes to understanding of 
petroleum resource prospects in the Beetaloo (Criterion 1);  

 the applicant's capacity, capability and resources to deliver the project 
(Criterion 2); and 

 the impact of the grant funding on the applicant's project (eg. the total 
additional investment the grant will create) (Criterion 3).14 

2.18 The committee notes from information provided by DISER that, in respect of 
the first three grants made under the BCD Program, one member of the 
independent assessment committee rated the applicant as 'unsatisfactory' 
against these assessment criteria, particularly in respect of Criterion 2.15 

2.19 In this regard the committee further notes the minutes of an officials meeting 
on 24 May 2021 at which the independent assessment committee reviewed the 
merits of six BCD Program grant applications, including three ultimately 
successful grants from Imperial Oil and Gas. That meeting noted: 

Applications that were assessed as unsatisfactory against any of the assessment 
criteria would be not be [sic] considered for grant funding. Committee Members 
were also required to consider Sections 6 and 8 of the Guidelines, covering 

 
13 Mr Dan Quinn, General Manager, Resources Strategy Branch, Resources Division, DISER, 

Committee Hansard, 2 August 2021, p. 29. Note: Mr Quinn stated that the acceleration will not 
necessarily affect consultation processes.  

14 DISER and Geoscience Australia, Submission 47, p. 13. 

15 DISER, answer to question on notice 8, Attachment, 2 August 2021 (received 9 August 2021), p. 4. 
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the assessment criteria, value for relevant money and program objectives 
and outcomes. The outcome is to recommend applications to Minister Pitt, 
who makes the final decision.16 

2.20 The committee observes that the independent assessment committee is 
required to consider each grant funding application on its own merits, in 
accordance with the Guidelines.17 However, the committee queries whether 
the assessment committee is truly independent, as it is comprised of two 
Australian Government representatives, one from DISER, and the other 
from Geoscience Australia, and an expert advisor with key industry and NT 
Government operational knowledge.18 

2.21 Further, the committee notes that, under the Commonwealth Grants Rules and 
Guidelines 2017, 'competitive, merit-based processes should be used to allocate 
grants based upon clearly defined criteria'. However, it is possible for other 
selection processes to be used, some of which are neither competitive nor 
merits-based such as the process employed by the BCD Program.19 

2.22 Finally, the committee notes that the independent assessment committee 
provides its advice to the decision-maker, the Minister for Resources and 
Water, the Hon Keith Pitt MP.20 

2.23 Despite these concerns, the Minister for Resources and Water subsequently 
approved the first three grant applications, worth a total of $21 million, to 
Imperial Oil and Gas. 

Key title holders in the Beetaloo 
2.24 According to Resourcing the Territory, a NT Government initiative to develop 

the territory's natural resources, there are currently 38 petroleum exploration 
titles granted for the NT.21 

 
16  AusIndustry, Meeting Minutes, Beetaloo Cooperative Drilling Program–Committee Meeting, 24 May 

2021, (emphasis added), contained in Response to the Senate Order for the Production of 
Documents No 1209, p. 114, 
parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/download/publications/tabledpapers/52c3cd81-0ec8-4c87-92f1-
cab1ae68ef1f/upload_pdf/Beetaloo_OPD_1209_Redacted.pdf;fileType=application%2Fpdf 
(accessed 21 August 2021). 

17 DISER, Beetaloo Cooperative Drilling Program Grant Opportunity Guidelines, Section 8, p. 13. 

18 DISER and Geoscience Australia, Submission 47, p. 14. 

19 Department of Finance, Commonwealth Grants Rules and Guidelines 2017, 2017, Clauses 13.10-13.11, 
www.finance.gov.au/sites/default/files/2019-11/commonwealth-grants-rules-and-guidelines.pdf 
(accessed 10 August 2021). 

20 DISER and Geoscience Australia, Submission 47, p. 12. 

21 Resourcing The Territory, 'Onshore exploration', resourcingtheterritory.nt.gov.au/oil-and-
gas/onshore-exploration (accessed 3 August 2021). Note, a map showing onshore petroleum 
exploration and production in the NT can be found at: 

https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/download/publications/tabledpapers/52c3cd81-0ec8-4c87-92f1-cab1ae68ef1f/upload_pdf/Beetaloo_OPD_1209_Redacted.pdf;fileType=application%2Fpdf
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/download/publications/tabledpapers/52c3cd81-0ec8-4c87-92f1-cab1ae68ef1f/upload_pdf/Beetaloo_OPD_1209_Redacted.pdf;fileType=application%2Fpdf
http://www.finance.gov.au/sites/default/files/2019-11/commonwealth-grants-rules-and-guidelines.pdf
https://resourcingtheterritory.nt.gov.au/oil-and-gas/onshore-exploration
https://resourcingtheterritory.nt.gov.au/oil-and-gas/onshore-exploration
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2.25 However, due to the abovementioned project location requirement contained 
in the Guidelines, there are just seven entities that hold the necessary titles for 
grant funding: 

 Jacaranda Minerals and Minerals Australia, ultimately owned by Ms Gina 
Rinehart's private company, Hancock Prospecting; 

 Santos with Tamboran Resources Ltd; 
 Origin Energy with Falcon Oil and Gas; 
 Imperial Oil and Gas; 
 Sweetpea Petroleum Ltd;  
 Armour Energy; and 
 INPEX Australia. 

2.26 Origin Energy, in joint venture (JV) with Falcon Oil and Gas Australia Ltd 
(a 98 per cent owned subsidiary of US-based Falcon Oil and Gas), has drilled 
the Kyalla 117 N2-1 well to test the liquids-rich shale gas in the Kyalla 
Formation. This JV plans to conduct an extended production test later in 2021. 
Plans to drill the Velkerri 76 well to test the wet gas resource and to perform 
an extended production test at the Amungee NW-1H well remain afoot.22 

2.27 Santos Ltd, in JV with US-based Tamboran Resources Ltd (now listed on the 
Australian Stock Exchange), has hydraulically stimulated the Tanumbirini-1 
vertical well to test a dry gas discovery in the Middle Velkerri shale gas region. 
This JV has commenced drilling the Tanumbirini-2H horizontal well, with 
drilling of the Tanumbirini-3H horizontal well to follow shortly afterwards. 
Fracture stimulation and flow testing for these two wells is expected to occur 
in 2021.23 

2.28 Empire Energy, through its 100 per cent owned subsidiaries, Imperial Oil & 
Gas Pty Ltd and Imperial Oil & Gas A Pty Ltd, has drilled and fracked the 
Carpentaria-1 vertical well (in EP187) to test the liquids-rich gas within shales 
of the Velkerri Formation. Approvals are reportedly in train for the drilling 
and fracking of a horizontal well later in 2021.24 

2.29 Other key players in the Beetaloo are Pangaea Resources Pty Ltd (assets 
currently merging with Empire Energy), Sweetpea Petroleum Pty Ltd (100 per 
cent owned by Tamboran Resources Ltd), Minerals Australia, Jacaranda 

 
resourcingtheterritory.nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0011/759611/onshore-petroleum-
exploration-activity.pdf (accessed 3 August 2021). 

22 Falcon Oil and Gas, 'Beetaloo Sub-basin, Australia', falconoilandgas.com/beetaloo-australia/ 
(accessed 3 August 2021). 

23 Tamboran Resources, 'ASX Announcement', 31 July 2021, www.tamboran.com/wp-
content/uploads/2021/08/June-2021-June-Quarterly-Report1.pdf (accessed 3 August 2021). 

24 Empire Energy, 'Welcome to Empire Energy Group', empireenergygroup.net/ (accessed 
3 August 2021). 

https://resourcingtheterritory.nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0011/759611/onshore-petroleum-exploration-activity.pdf
https://resourcingtheterritory.nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0011/759611/onshore-petroleum-exploration-activity.pdf
https://falconoilandgas.com/beetaloo-australia/
http://www.tamboran.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/June-2021-June-Quarterly-Report1.pdf
http://www.tamboran.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/June-2021-June-Quarterly-Report1.pdf
https://empireenergygroup.net/
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Minerals, Hancock Prospecting, Armour Energy and INPEX Australia 
(Figure 2.1). 

Figure 2.1 Oil and gas company assets, NT 

 
Source: Empire Energy Group Ltd, Submission 26, p. 9. 

2.30 Figure 2.1 shows Empire Energy's holdings in the sub-basin, which it claims 
constitute 'the largest exploration acreage position in this highly prospective, 
potentially global-scale region where exploration and appraisal are in the early 
stages'.25 

First grants under the BCD Program 
2.31 On 7 July 2021 the Australian Government announced the first grants under 

the BCD Program: 

Minister for Resources and Water Keith Pitt has said the three grants to 
Imperial Oil and Gas would provide up to $21 million to support three 

 
25 Empire Energy Group Ltd (Empire Energy), Submission 26, p. 2. 
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new exploration wells in the company's EP187 exploration zone in the 
Basin's east.26 

2.32 Empire Energy's Managing Director Mr Alex Underwood told the committee 
that the company has not yet received any funding from the BCD Program, 
as the grant agreement has not yet been executed.27 According to the 
department's standard grant agreement, an agreement must be signed within 
30 days of receipt of the written grant offer.28 

2.33 In examining the standard grant agreement, the committee notes that, 
although the agreement contains audit and repayment provisions, it does not 
contain provisions for the repayment of grant money should applicants 
discover and produce commercial quantities of shale gas in the Beetaloo.29 

Update on applications under the BCD program 
2.34 Mr Paul Trotman, Head of Division (Resources Division) at DISER, told the 

committee that the BCD Program had been developed with reference to other 
programs of a similar nature and existing frameworks in other jurisdictions 
(namely, New South Wales and South Australia).30 

2.35 The department advised that, after considering cost contributions in those 
programs: 

The Department arrived at the maximum grant size of $7.5 million based 
on the assessment that a 25 per cent contribution would act as an effective 
incentive and the Department's expectations regarding the upper bound 
for reasonable costs associated with well drilling activities. The upper 
bound for reasonable costs were assessed to be in the order of $30 million 
dollars. This assessment was informed by consultations with the Northern 
Territory Government regarding costs for activities undertaken in the 
Beetaloo prior to establishment of the Beetaloo Cooperative Drilling 
Program.31 

 
26 The Hon Keith Pitt MP, Minister for Resources, Water and Northern Australia, 'Grants to help 

speed up Beetaloo drilling program', Media Release, 7 July 2021, 
www.minister.industry.gov.au/ministers/pitt/media-releases/grants-help-speed-beetaloo-drilling-
program (accessed 8 July 2021). 

27 Mr Alex Underwood, Managing Director, Empire Energy Group Limited, Committee Hansard, 
28 July 2021, p. 43. 

28 DISER, Beetaloo Cooperative Drilling Grant Opportunity Guidelines, March 2021, Clause 10.2, p. 14. 
Also see: 350.org Australia, Submission 16, [p. 2]. 

29 DISER, Commonwealth Standard Grant Agreement, March 2021, Clause 11. Also see: Australian 
Youth Climate Coalition, Submission 38, p. 4. 

30 Mr Paul Trotman, Head of Division, Resources Division, DISER, Committee Hansard, 
2 August 2021, p. 28. 

31 DISER, answer to question on notice 1, 2 August 2021 (received 9 August 2021). 

http://www.minister.industry.gov.au/ministers/pitt/media-releases/grants-help-speed-beetaloo-drilling-program
http://www.minister.industry.gov.au/ministers/pitt/media-releases/grants-help-speed-beetaloo-drilling-program
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2.36 The committee notes that, although $21 million has already been granted to 
Empire Energy, four other applications totalling $30 million are still under 
consideration for funding grants under the BCD Program.32 

2.37 DISER has advised that, in addition to Imperial Oil and Gas, the department 
has received funding applications from Tamboran Resources Ltd (three wells), 
Sweetpea Petroleum Pty Ltd (three wells) and Santos (one well).33 The tax 
practices of these applicants are discussed below and in Chapter 3. 

2.38 The committee also notes that, although the Guidelines were released 
(10 March) prior to registration of the Instrument (14 May), this is common 
practice: 

As part of the development of the program and the broader policy suite, 
we are required to seek both a constitutional risk assessment and a 
legislative risk assessment to look at the way in which the program would 
be formulated. Typically, when those are low, it is not uncommon for the 
grant guidelines to be released and the program to be open while the 
instrument is being registered.34 

Transparency and accountability 
2.39 Some submitters and witnesses expressed concerns about the transparency 

and accountability of the oil and gas sector in Australia. In particular, Publish 
What You Pay Australia (PWYPA) warned that there are specific risks or red 
flags, which are evident in the BCD Program.35 

Conflicts of interest 
2.40 The Commonwealth Grants Rules and Guidelines 2017 establishes the 

Commonwealth grants policy framework, setting out the key legislative and 
policy requirements, and explaining the better practice principles of grants 
administration.36 

2.41 Specifically, the framework comments on the impact of actual or perceived 
conflicts and the type of situation in which such conflicts might arise:  

Actual or perceived conflicts of interest can be damaging to government, 
granting entities and its officials, potential grantees and grantees. 

 
32 DISER, answer to question on notice 2, 2 August 2021 (received 12 August 2021). Note: as at the 

time of writing, Origin Energy Limited has not made an application for funding under the BCD 
Program: DISER, answer to question on notice 3, 2 August 2021 (received 12 August 2021). 

33 DISER, answer to question on notice 15, 2 August 2021 (received 12 August 2021).  

34 Mr Quinn, p. 34. For examples of programs using the same approach, see: DISER, answer to 
question on notice 12, 2 August 2021 (received 12 August 2021).  

35 Publish What You Pay Australia, Submission 17, p. 1. 

36 Department of Finance, Commonwealth Grants Rules and Guidelines 2017, 2017, 
www.finance.gov.au/sites/default/files/2019-11/commonwealth-grants-rules-and-guidelines.pdf 
(accessed 10 August 2021). 

http://www.finance.gov.au/sites/default/files/2019-11/commonwealth-grants-rules-and-guidelines.pdf
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A conflict of interest where a person makes a decision or exercises a power 
in a way that may be, or may be perceived to be, influenced by either 
material personal interests (financial or nonfinancial) or material personal 
associations. A conflict of interest may arise: 

 where decision-makers or officials involved in grants administration 
have a direct or indirect interest, which may influence the selection of a 
particular grant activity; 

 where members of external committees have a direct or indirect interest 
in informing a decision about expenditure or providing advice on grant 
opportunities; and 

 where a potential grantee has a direct or indirect interest, which may 
influence the selection of their proposed grant activity during the 
application process. 

Conflicts may also arise when undertaking the grant activity.37 

2.42 A number of witnesses and submitters contended that the BCD Program's first 
three funding grants have been made in circumstances that give rise to serious 
conflict of interest concerns. The committee examined two factors: political 
donations, and communications and meetings between Empire Energy and 
key government ministers. 

Political donations and influence 
2.43 The committee heard that Empire Energy, its Chair, Mr Paul Espie, and its 

largest shareholder, Tasmanian billionaire Mr Dale Elphinstone, have 
extensive connections into the Liberal Party, including but not limited to 
political donations. Some submitters and witnesses suggested that the 
company used these connections to influence or secure funding grants under 
the BCD Program.38 

2.44 Mr Clancy Moore, National Director of PWYPA, explained that political 
donations can buy access to those in positions of power: 

Politicians and political parties often rely on big donations to fund their 
election campaigns, and sometimes this can be used to buy access to 
politicians from companies or other vested interests... The problem with 
donations is that they really weaken our system of democracy, whether it's 
pay to play or cash for access. This has a real impact on the public's faith in 
democratic processes.39 

 
37 Department of Finance, Commonwealth Grants Rules and Guidelines 2017, 2017, Clause 13.6,  

pp. 35–36. 

38 Also see: Christopher Knaus and Lisa Cox, 'Coalition granted $21m to Liberal party donor to frack 
Beetaloo Basin', The Guardian, 8 July 2021, 
www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/jul/08/coalition-granted-21m-to-liberal-party-donor-to-
frack-beetaloo-basin 
 (accessed 4 August 2021). 

39 Mr Clancy Moore, National Director, Publish What You Pay Australia, Committee Hansard,  
28 July 2021, pp. 37–38. For similar comments, see: Protect County Alliance, Submission 27, pp. 5–6. 

http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/jul%0b/08/coalition-granted-21m-to-liberal-party-donor-to-frack-beetaloo-basin
http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/jul%0b/08/coalition-granted-21m-to-liberal-party-donor-to-frack-beetaloo-basin
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2.45 PWYPA raised concerns about potential conflicts of interests and the integrity 
of the BCD Program, as several companies operating in the Beetaloo—
including Empire Energy—have made significant political donations over the 
years. Mr Moore said: 

…both Origin and Santos have, every year for the past 10 or 20 years, 
donated over $100,000 to major political parties, including last year before 
the Northern Territory election. I think donations were given to both Labor 
and the Liberal Party there as well. In relation to Empire Energy, it's been 
widely reported in the media that their chairman, Paul Espie, has made I 
think around 42 donations to political parties since 2002. This includes one 
donation of $75,000 and several of $50,000. These donations to political 
parties total almost $400,000, with the majority going to the Liberal Party. 
Furthermore, Empire Energy donated $25,000 to both the Country Liberal 
Party and the Territory Labor Party in the lead-up to the Territory election 
last year... The connections with the Liberal Party do raise cause for further 
inquiry, in particular given that Empire Energy has been the recipient of 
three grants under the program so far.40 

2.46 Mr Moore added that 'Dale Elphinstone and his company Elphinstone 
Holdings, which holds around 11.61 per cent of [Empire Energy]…[is] known 
to be a Liberal Party figure as well and a key backer of the company.'41 

2.47 Over the past 10 months, major shareholder disclosures by Empire Energy 
show that Mr Elphinstone has poured a significant amount of his money into 
the company, lifting his holdings from 18.6 million shares in October 2020 to 
52 million shares by August 2021.42 This is a dramatic 180 per cent increase in 
the stockholding, meaning that Mr Elphinstone has a significant personal 
interest in the success of the project, which in turn depends on successful 
government seed funding from the BCD Program. 

2.48 In regards to its third largest shareholder, Global Energy and Resources 
Development Limited, over the same 10-month period, its shareholding in 
Empire Energy significantly decreased, from 8.72 per cent to 5.39 per cent. 
The beneficial owner of Global Energy and Resources Development Limited is 
Mr Michael Tang, who has an outstanding arrest warrant and is facing charges 
of insider trading in Hong Kong.43 

 
40 Mr Moore, pp. 37–38. Note: Mr Moore pointed out that the threshold for donation disclosure is 

$14 000, so smaller donations may not be disclosed. 

41 Mr Moore, p. 39. 

42 See: empireenergygroup.net/investors/top-20-shareholders/ (accessed 18 August 2021); 
web.archive.org/web/20201127061215/https:/empireenergygroup.net/wp-content/uploads/20.10.20-
Top_Holders_Report.pdf (accessed 18 August 2021). 

43 E. Yiu and J. Man, 'Warrant issued for arrest of accused insider trader', South China Morning Post, 
6 November 2009, www.scmp.com/article/697531/warrant-issued-arrest-accused-insider-trader 
(accessed 18 August 2021). 

https://empireenergygroup.net/investors/top-20-shareholders/
http://web.archive.org/web/20201127061215/https:/empireenergygroup.net/wp-content/uploads/20.10.20-Top_Holders_Report.pdf
http://web.archive.org/web/20201127061215/https:/empireenergygroup.net/wp-content/uploads/20.10.20-Top_Holders_Report.pdf
http://www.scmp.com/article/697531/warrant-issued-arrest-accused-insider-trader
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2.49 In response to questions, Mr Underwood acknowledged these circumstances 
but said, 'I have no control over whether or not that company chooses to 
continue to hold shares in our company. We're a listed company and that is a 
matter for them'.44 

2.50 GetUp, Australian Youth Climate Coalition, Lock the Gate Alliance and 
350.org Australia raised similar concerns about the potential for conflicts of 
interests, referencing donations to political parties from Santos, Origin Energy, 
Empire Energy and Mr Espie.45 

2.51 In its submission, Lock the Gate Alliance spoke to the bias and unfair 
advantage that can result from political donations and lobbying, noting that it 
calls into question whether proper process has been followed: 

We are concerned that one company, Empire Energy, is set to access 
almost half the available grant money, heightened by the close links 
between the company and the Liberal party, and the fact they appear to 
have had insights into the grant scheme and eligibility criteria before the 
information was made publicly available… This is problematic on multiple 
grounds. Firstly, it is completely inappropriate that one private 
corporation would receive almost half the available funding through the 
Instrument. Second, a major shareholder of Empire is Macquarie Bank. 
This major financial institution does not need subsidies to boost their 
financial interests. Third, it is inappropriate for public subsidies to so 
blatantly favour a company with such strong links to the Liberal party.46 

Interactions between Empire Energy and key government ministers 
2.52 The committee also heard that in the months preceding the awarding of the 

grants to Imperial Oil and Gas, representatives of its parent company, Empire 
Energy met in private with government ministers on two separate occasions. 

2.53 The first meeting, on 15–16 October 2020, was at a political fundraising event 
in Darwin before Empire Energy chartered a private jet to fly from Darwin to 
the Beetaloo site. Empire Energy confirmed to the committee that in 
attendance on that flight was not just Minister Taylor and his adviser, but his 
chief fundraiser, Mr Ryan Arrold, who is Chair of the NSW Liberal fundraising 
entity, the 'Hume Forum'.47 It was the Hume Forum that first contacted Empire 
Energy to let them know about the fundraising dinner, for which the company 
paid attendance fees of $4500.48 

 
44 Mr Underwood, p. 49. 

45 GetUp, Submission 15, p. 6; 350.org Australia, Submission 16, p. 2; and Australian Youth Climate 
Coalition, Submission 38, p. 4. 

46 Lock the Gate Alliance, Submission 31, p. 6. 

47 Empire Energy, answers to question on notice, p. 57, 28 July 2021 (received 6 August 2021). 

48 Empire Energy, answers to written questions on notice, 18 August 2021 (received 23 August 2021). 
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2.54 Also on the flight was Empire's Chair, Mr Espie, who is also Chair of the 
Liberal Party think tank, the Menzies Centre. The Executive Director of the 
Menzies Centre, Mr Nick Cater, was also flown on the private jet with the 
Director of gas industry lobbyists, APPEA and the NT Opposition Leader, 
Ms Lia Finocchiaro MLA.49 

2.55 That evening after the flight, Minister Taylor's diary recorded that he had 
'dinner with Empire Energy' in Darwin.50 The Register of Members Interests 
shows that Minister Taylor declared a 'return charter flight and hospitality 
with Empire Energy'.51 

2.56 The second private meeting between Empire Energy and Minister Taylor 
occurred on 10 March 2021 in the Minister's Sydney office. Departmental 
officers confirmed to the committee that they were not present at this 
meeting.52 

2.57 The committee notes that Minister Pitt was not present at either the 
October 2020 or March 2021 meetings.  

2.58 Eight days after this private meeting, on 18 March, the Guidelines were 
publicly launched and the BCD Program opened to applications. 

2.59 Given that the structure of the BCD Program was not merit-based, but ‘first-in-
first-served', these meetings and the close ministerial relationship appear to 
have provided Empire Energy with a crucial advantage in early lodgement of 
its application and as a result, its wholly owned subsidiary has been the only 
entity to have so far received approval for grant funding. 

2.60 Ms Rhiannon Verschuer, Research Fellow with The Australia Institute, also 
queried the ministerial involvement with Empire Energy:  

…the Beetaloo drilling program is a grants program that appears to see 
money allocated by ministers to politically connected recipients rather than 
via a transparent process based on merit. Recently, on 7 July [2021], 
$20 million—quite a large portion of the total $50 million—was allocated to 
Empire Energy, a company with strong links and a history of political 
donations, despite their projects being less advanced than competitors' 
projects. Ministers Angus Taylor and Keith Pitt were in close contact with 
the company before the grant program was even announced, with 
[Freedom of Information (FOI)] documents showing that Minister Taylor's 

 
49 Empire Energy, answers to question on notice, p. 57, 28 July 2021 (received 6 August 2021). 

50 Document 7, p. 12: www.industry.gov.au/sites/default/files/2021-04/disclosure-log-21-013-
68011m.pdf (accessed 18 August 2021). 

51 www.aph.gov.au/Senators_and_Members/Members/Register#sz, p. 15, (accessed 18 August 2021). 

52 DISER, answer to question on notice 7, 2 August 2021 (received 12 August 2021); and Empire 
Energy, answers to question on notice, p. 57, 28 July 2021 (received 6 August 2021). 

http://www.industry.gov.au/sites/default/files/2021-04/disclosure-log-21-013-68011m.pdf
http://www.industry.gov.au/sites/default/files/2021-04/disclosure-log-21-013-68011m.pdf
http://www.aph.gov.au/Senators_and_Members/Members/Register
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flights and associated hospitality were fully funded by Empire to visit their 
well in Beetaloo.53 

2.61 350.org Australia provided the FOI documents referred to by Ms Verschuer, 
whose contents were also noted in submissions from GetUp and Lock the Gate 
Alliance.54 These last two organisations questioned why Minister Taylor and 
not the responsible minister made the visit, with Lock the Gate Alliance further 
noting:  

Other FOI documents show Minister Pitt [Minister for Resources and 
Water] was invited to the Empire Energy photo opportunity in the NT only 
after it was arranged with Minister Taylor. Minister Pitt did not attend. 
Following the demotion of Minister Pitt out of cabinet, Minister Taylor is 
now the Minister responsible for this portfolio area within Cabinet.55 

2.62 Mr Graeme Sawyer, Coordinator at Protect Country Alliance (PCA), also 
expressed concerns about the NT Minister for the Environment signing a letter 
of support based on an economic rationale: 

…the minister for the environment has signed a statement to this inquiry 
[Submission 45] supporting the process on economic grounds. The Pepper 
inquiry specifically shifted the responsibility for fracking approval 
decisions from the mining minister to the environment minister because of 
conflict of interest. How is it conceivable that the minister responsible for 
the environmental aspects of the NT and approving of fracking proposals 
can write such a support letter on economic grounds when she is 
supposedly right now reviewing an application from Empire and Imperial 
in relation to their EMP [Environment Management Plan].56 

2.63 Similarly, the Lock the Gate Alliance submitted: 

The NT Government has chosen not to fully separate the environmental 
approval powers for fracking well operations from the Department 
responsible for promoting the industry. One critical document for the 
assessment and approval process for fracking operations (the Well 
Operations Management Plan, or WOMP) is not able to be assessed by the 
Environment Minister, only by the Department of Industry, Trade and 
Tourism [DITT], which is the Department responsible for promoting the 
industry. It is absolutely unacceptable that the assessment and approval of 
this document, which outlines how a fracking well will hold its integrity 
through multiple groundwater aquifers, sits with the DITT and not with 
the Environment Minister. This is in direct contravention to the clear 

 
53 Ms Rhiannon Verschuer, Research Fellow, The Australia Institute, Committee Hansard,  

28 July 2021, p. 1. 

54 GetUp, Submission 15, p. 6; 350.org Australia, Submission 16, pp. 2–3 and 4–17; Lock the Gate 
Alliance, Submission 31, p. 6. 

55 Lock the Gate Alliance, Submission 31, p. 6. Also see GetUp!, Submission 15, p. 6. 

56 Mr Graeme Sawyer, Coordinator, Protect Country Alliance, Committee Hansard, 28 July 2021, p. 13. 
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recommendation in the Pepper Inquiry. The WOMP is also not available to 
the public to be able to make submissions.57 

2.64 The committee notes that the Pepper Inquiry recommended that prior to the 
grant of any further exploration approvals, in order to ensure independence 
and accountability, there must be a clear separation between the agency with 
responsibility for regulating the environmental impacts and risks associated 
with any onshore shale gas industry and the agency responsible for promoting 
that industry.58 

Empire Energy response 
2.65 Empire Energy submitted that 'any assistance we seek from government for 

our activity in the Beetaloo Basin is commensurate with the benefits the 
activity will deliver to taxpayers and the broader community'.59 

2.66 The company's submission went on to describe how grant funding would 
generate economic activity of four times the grant amount in 2021–22, with 
investment directly benefiting local businesses and Traditional Owners.60 

2.67 In addition, Empire Energy submitted: 
The grant funding may generate further economic benefits because, in the 
technical success case, it may facilitate commencement of commercial 
production by Empire Energy at least 12 months earlier than currently 
planned. This would generate increased gas supply for Australians, jobs, 
and royalties for the Northern Territory Government and traditional 
owners.61 

2.68 Mr Underwood emphatically rejected that Mr Espie had any role in the 
awarding of the grants: '[Mr Espie's connections] played no role whatsoever in 
our applications for these grants. We followed due and proper process at all 
times, and we applied for these grants in accordance with their terms'.62 

2.69 Mr Underwood acknowledged that the Minister for Energy and Emissions, 
the Hon Angus Taylor MP, had visited onsite in the Beetaloo in October 2020, 
however, he rejected suggestions that the minister had been lobbied in respect 
of the BCD Program: 

We did not [lobby him]… We wanted to show him the activities we were 
carrying out in the Beetaloo... It's on public record that the government is 

 
57 Lock the Gate Alliance, Submission 31, pp. 8–9. 

58 Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing in the Northern Territory, Summary of the Final Report, 
April 2018, Recommendation 14.34. 

59 Empire Energy, Submission 26, p. 5. 

60 Empire Energy, Submission 26, p. 5. 

61 Empire Energy, Submission 26, p. 6. 

62 Mr Underwood, p. 45. 
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following this gas fired recovery strategy, and we wanted to show that we 
are working hard to lead the development of this basin.63 

2.70 Mr Underwood also acknowledged a meeting with Minister Taylor in 
March 2021, however he again advised the committee that the purpose of that 
meeting was to discuss existing work programs and issues around regulatory 
efficiency, not to discuss the BCD Program: 

I may have told the minister that I believed it was a good policy and that it 
may incentivise an acceleration of activity, but I can assure you there was 
no mention of seeking any kind of influence over the process.64 

2.71 The committee also notes that, while the Guidelines contain conflict of interest 
requirements for applicants and members of the independent assessment 
committee, DISER stated: 

The Department did not advise the Minister for Resources and Water of 
any conflict of interest concerns as no grant applicants or advisory 
committee members declared any actual or perceived conflicts of 
interests.65 

2.72 In light of the direct financial interests that will accrue to Empire Energy and 
its major shareholder from the grants, and the close financial and personal 
relationships held with the Liberal Party and Government Ministers, this 
committee is of the view that DISER should ensure that there are no conflicts 
of interest that contravene the Guidelines. No evidence provided to the 
committee shows that DISER has undertaken any serious effort to assure the 
Australian people that the BCD Program is being run independently and 
fairly. 

2.73 Finally, the committee notes, in relation to benefits to the taxpayer, the one 
company which has been awarded grant funding has not yet paid any 
company tax in Australia (see Chapter 3). 

Independence of the Gas Industry Social and Environmental Research Alliance 
2.74 Dr Peter Mayfield, Executive Director of Environment, Energy and Resources 

at the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation 
(CSIRO), assured the committee of the impartiality of the organisation and 
explained the role of the Gas Industry Social and Environmental Research 
Alliance (GISERA), as follows: 

GISERA is a collaboration between the Commonwealth and state 
governments, industry and CSIRO, and was established to undertake 
publicly reported independent research. GISERA's role is to provide 

 
63 Mr Underwood, p. 45. Mr Underwood stated that Empire Energy became aware of the BCD 

Program when it was later announced in December 2020. 

64 Mr Underwood, p. 47. 

65 DISER, answer to question on notice 11, 2 August 2021 (received 12 August 2021). Also see: DISER 
and Geoscience Australia, Submission 47, pp. 14–15. 
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quality-assured scientific research and information to the communities 
living in the gas development regions, focusing on social and 
environmental topics.66 

2.75 Dr Mayfield went on to explain that GISERA has: 

…strict governance arrangements that enable the independence of all 
researchers and the integrity of all the research projects undertaken. These 
arrangements also guarantee input from community and independent 
representatives that participate in GISERA's research advisory committees. 
These committees, which approve research proposals and funding, have a 
hardwired majority representation of independent and community 
members. All the scientific results are independent of industry and 
government. All GISERA research advisory committee meeting minutes, 
communiques, project proposals, reports and fact sheets are made 
available for public scrutiny on the GISERA website. 

Like all research published by CSIRO, GISERA publications must clear 
CSIRO's peer review process and be published online on the GISERA 
website.67 

2.76 Dr Damian Barrett, Research Director of CSIRO Energy Resources, who 
manages the alliance arrangement, broke down the sources of funding for 
GISERA: 

The funding for GISERA comes from a range of sources. To date, we have 
received $54.5 million in funding, of which 45 per cent is from the 
Commonwealth government, 22 per cent is from CSIRO and 33 per cent is 
from industry… 

In the Northern Territory, it breaks down a little differently—48 per cent of 
the $5 million in funds that has gone into the Northern Territory has come 
from the Commonwealth government, 13 per cent has come from the 
Northern Territory government, 22 per cent has from CSIRO and 15 per 
cent has come from the industry partners.68 

2.77 Dr Barrett stated that industry members of the alliance agreement include 
Australia Pacific Liquefied Natural Gas (APLNG), Origin Energy and Santos. 
He also noted that Empire Energy is not currently an industry member. 
Dr Barrett explained the rationale for industry involvement: 

GISERA goes to the notion that those who benefit from the operation of the 
industry should make some contribution towards the potential 
environmental and social impacts of that industry, whether they be 
positive or negative. The basis on which the funding into GISERA happens 
is that those who have an interest or get some form of benefit should make 

 
66 Dr Peter Mayfield, Executive Director, Environment, Energy and Resources, Commonwealth 

Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation, Committee Hansard, 2 August 2021, p. 39. 

67 Dr Mayfield, p. 39. 

68 Dr Damian Barrett, Research Director, CSIRO Energy Resources, Commonwealth Scientific and 
Industrial Research Organisation, Committee Hansard, 2 August 2021, p. 40. 
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a contribution towards understanding what those issues are and how those 
issues might be mitigated.69 

2.78 Several witnesses and submitters questioned the independence of GISERA.  
Mr Mark Ogge, Principal Adviser at The Australia Institute, put forward an 
analogy to emphasise the perceived conflict of interest of having the 
involvement of the gas industry in GISERA: 

…it's a real worry that the work on fugitive emissions is being done by 
GISERA, who obviously have a huge vested interest in not finding much 
there. It's a bit like if we had the tobacco industry overseeing research on 
the health impacts of tobacco or the asbestos industry overseeing the 
research on the health impacts of asbestos.70 

2.79 Mr Ogge went on to explain: 

GISERA is based on an alliance agreement between Origin; the [APLNG], 
which includes Origin, Sinopec and ConocoPhillips; QGC, which is owned 
by Shell; Santos; and the CSIRO. It's 80 per cent gas companies and 20 per 
cent CSIRO. CSIRO scientists undertake the research, but the research is 
overseen by research management committees that include executives 
from those various gas companies. Gas executives make up half the 
national research management committee.71 

2.80 Mr Roderick Campbell, Research Director at The Australia Institute, gave 
evidence that: 

While publicly available information suggests that it's the CSIRO that is 
running this program, The Australia Institute understands and has seen 
emails that show that it's actually being run by GISERA, specifically the 
head of GISERA, Damian Barrett.72 

2.81 Climate Change Balmain-Rozelle questioned GISERA's ability to produce 
independent research:  

The industry even dominates scientific research into Australian gas 
mining: the 5 biggest companies, including Beetaloo investor Origin, 
provide over half the funding of [GISERA]… So independent scientific 
assessment of projects such as Beetaloo is hard to come by.73 

2.82 Save Westernport similarly raised concerns about GISERA's independence: 

GISERA, the Government-Industry body, is known for cherry-picking 
from CSIRO's research only the information and findings that favour its 
aims. Accordingly it is likely that their [the CSIRO's] independence and 
voracity will have been compromised by the association… In short—the 

 
69 Dr Barrett, p. 40. 

70 Mr Mark Ogge, Principal Adviser, the Australia Institute, Committee Hansard, 28 July 2021, pp. 3–4. 

71 Mr Ogge, p. 6. 

72 Mr Roderick Campbell, Research Director, the Australia Institute, Committee Hansard,  
28 July 2021, p. 6. 

73 Climate Change Balmain-Rozelle, Submission 40, p. 4. 
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Gas Industry supplies GISERA with the money, while the CSIRO provides 
the Logo, and presumably their credibility as well.74 

2.83 The Australia Institute submitted: 

Contrary to the Pepper Inquiry's call for an independent third party to 
implement an information program for Aboriginal people, this role is 
being filled by [GISERA]… GISERA's research has often been flawed, 
resulting in headlines favourable to the gas industry.75 

2.84 The Australia Institute was here specifically referring to GISERA's 2020 study 
into the potential impacts of hydraulic fracturing in the Surat Basin in 
Queensland.76 Minister Pitt claimed that the study shows fracking is safe for 
the environment, however, the institute reported that the study cannot be 
relied upon: 

Australia Institute analysis found that while the GISERA research may be 
able to provide data about fracking activities at the six Origin Energy wells 
examined in the research over a six month period, it says nothing about the 
wider population (99.97%) of Coal Seam Gas (CSG) wells in [Queensland] 
or even about those six wells before or after that period.77 

2.85 When asked whether GISERA supports the Pepper Inquiry report and final 
recommendations, Ms Judi Zielke, Chief Operating Officer at the CSIRO, 
replied 'I don't think that question has ever been put to GISERA, so the alliance 
hasn't considered that question'.78 Dr Barrett added: 

The work that we do is cognisant of the recommendations. We look to 
addressing scientific issues and providing scientific advice with an eye on 
those recommendations in order to be able to inform the recommendations 
as they're rolled out. The information that we provide is a response of a 
type. We provide that to the Northern Territory government, who are 
responsible for responding to those recommendations in full.79 

2.86 The committee notes that the Pepper Inquiry specifically recommended that an 
independent, third-party design and implement an information program to 

 
74 Save Westernport, Submission 55, pp. 6–7. 

75 The Australia Institute, Submission 23, p. 11. 

76  GISERA, Assessing the potential impacts of hydraulic fracturing on water and soil quality in the vicinity of 
well sites in the Surat Basin, Queensland, March 2020, gisera.csiro.au/wp-
content/uploads/2020/04/Water-12-Milestone-7-final-report.pdf (accessed 21 August 2021). 

77 The Australia Institute, ‘“CSIRO” report misleads on fracking risks’, 14 July 2020, Media Release, 
australiainstitute.org.au/post/csiro-report-misleads-on-fracking-risks/ (accessed 16 August 2021). 
Also see: the Hon Keith Pitt MP, Minister for Resources, Water and Northern Australia, 'CSIRO 
report confirms CSG fracking is safe for the environment', Media Release, 27 April 2020, 
www.minister.industry.gov.au/ministers/pitt/media-releases/csiro-report-confirms-csg-fracking-
safe-environment (accessed 16 August 2021). 

78 Ms Judi Zielke, Chief Operating Officer, Operations, Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial 
Research Organisation, Committee Hansard, 2 August 2021, p. 44. 

79 Dr Barrett, p. 44. 

https://gisera.csiro.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Water-12-Milestone-7-final-report.pdf
https://gisera.csiro.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Water-12-Milestone-7-final-report.pdf
https://australiainstitute.org.au/post/csiro-report-misleads-on-fracking-risks/
http://www.minister.industry.gov.au/ministers/pitt/media-releases/csiro-report-confirms-csg-fracking-safe-environment
http://www.minister.industry.gov.au/ministers/pitt/media-releases/csiro-report-confirms-csg-fracking-safe-environment
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ensure that reliable, accessible, trusted and accurate information is effectively 
communicated to all First Nations People who would be affected by any 
onshore shale gas industry. Further, that this program be funded by the gas 
industry.80 

Independence of the University of Queensland’s Centre for Natural Gas 
2.87 According to its website, the University of Queensland's Centre for Natural 

Gas (UQ Centre for Natural Gas) 'is funded through a membership model, 
where organisations can contribute a minimum of $500 000 for five years to 
fund multi-party (core project) research and educational activities'. 
Its members include Arrow Energy, Santos and APLNG. However, the UQ 
Centre for Natural Gas: 

…adheres to UQ policies and procedures designed to ensure the integrity 
of research… Members can provide input into potential research projects, 
however, they cannot prevent a project from going ahead, nor do they 
have editorial control on research outcomes.81 

2.88 The University of Queensland's conflict of interest policy acknowledges 
conflicts of interest encompass perceived, potential and actual conflicts: 

Conflicts of interest are a normal part of employment relations in a large 
complex organisation like the University. What is important is how 
conflicts are efficiently and effectively disclosed and appropriately 
managed… [The policy] is consistent with principles of the Public Sector 
Ethics Act 1994 [Qld] and The University of Queensland Code of Conduct, 
which require staff to acknowledge the primacy of the public interest and 
ensure that any conflict of interest is avoided, or resolved or appropriately 
managed.82 

2.89 Similar to arguments in the preceding section titled 'Conflicts of interest', there 
has been commentary around perceived conflicts of interest in relation to the 
NT Government awarding a contract worth $325 000 to the UQ Centre for 
Natural Gas, without a tender, to do baseline research into the social, cultural 
and economic impacts of fracking, including due to its connections with the oil 
and gas industry.83 

 
80 Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing in the Northern Territory, Summary of the Final Report, 

April 2018, Recommendations 11.6. 

81 University of Queensland, Centre for Natural Gas, 'How we operate', natural-
gas.centre.uq.edu.au/about-us/how-we-operate (accessed 2 August 2021). 

82 University of Queensland, Conflict of Interest – Policy, 2019, ppl.app.uq.edu.au/content/1.50.11-
conflict-interest 
 (accessed 11 August 2021). 

83 See, for example: Kate Ashton and Jesse Thompson, 20 July 2020, 'UQ handed NT fracking 
research contract, sparking conflict of interest concerns', ABC News, www.abc.net.au/news/2021-
07-20/nt-fracking-uq-centre-for-natural-gas-research-contract/100304446 
(accessed 11 August 2021). 

https://natural-gas.centre.uq.edu.au/about-us/how-we-operate
https://natural-gas.centre.uq.edu.au/about-us/how-we-operate
https://ppl.app.uq.edu.au/content/1.50.11-conflict-interest
https://ppl.app.uq.edu.au/content/1.50.11-conflict-interest
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-07-20/nt-fracking-uq-centre-for-natural-gas-research-contract/100304446
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-07-20/nt-fracking-uq-centre-for-natural-gas-research-contract/100304446


35 
 

 

2.90 Mr Sawyer stated that 'just as GISERA is not an independent scientific body, 
neither is the UQ Centre for Natural Gas. By receiving funding from gas 
companies, we're concerned that its scientific independence could be fatally 
compromised'.84 

2.91 Mr Sawyer provided some insight into the process that led to the contract 
being provided to the UQ Centre for Natural Gas and raised concerns about 
transparency and accountability: 

The government had a false start on this stuff, where they previously went 
through a sort of tender process of some description, and they gave that 
contract to Circle Advisory. We had some meetings with them, and they 
were, in my view, really not capable of delivering on that process and were 
pretty obviously selected for their love of the gas industry. So the next part 
of that process was to go back. They got the tender taken away from them, 
and it has been given to UQ. I think this is just a really insidious example 
of how this process is being corrupted by the influence of vested interests 
and how the due process that—I mean, the Pepper inquiry is full of this 
stuff, talking about transparency and accountability for decision-makers 
and how important all those things are, and yet we've seen none of it.85 

2.92 Mr Sawyer explained the challenges he foresees in the limited timeframe 
announced for the UQ Centre for Natural Gas to conduct the work: 

One of the things that's really important for people to understand is that 
the Pepper inquiry said it should take three to five years for the SREBA 
[Strategic Regional Environmental and Baseline Assessment] process to be 
conducted… The reality is that, in a purely scientific sense, three to five 
years probably isn't really long enough, but you could do a reasonable 
amount of that sort of work in that time frame. 

But one of the really important elements of [the SREBA] is the social, 
cultural and economic component… There is no conceivable way that 
something as complex and as important as that can be done properly in the 
next 12 to 18 months. This is part of the problem: this process that was 
outlined as being really important and answering lots of questions in that 
final risk assessment has been short-circuited… 

I really struggle to see how these people are going to manage to establish a 
genuine relationship with the Indigenous communities and the pastoralists 
that they need to talk to to do their job properly—that alone should take a 
fair period of time—and then turn around and think they're going to be 
able to do something as complex as this… It's never going to happen in 
18 months.86 

 
84 Lock the Gate Alliance, 20 July 2021, 'Gas industry-funded university centre awarded crucial NT 

fracking research grant', www.lockthegate.org.au/gas_industry_funded_university (accessed 
11 August 2021). 

85 Mr Sawyer, p. 17. 

86 Mr Sawyer, pp. 15 and 17. 

http://www.lockthegate.org.au/gas_industry_funded_university
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2.93 Ms Hannah Ekin from the Central Australian Frack Free Alliance has also 
publicly raised concerns, stating: 

The SREBA should have been complete before fracking rigs were allowed 
to roll out across the Territory. The decision by the Gunner Government to 
appoint a gas industry linked body to conduct this research is a clear 
example of why people are concerned the government might be 
scrambling and working to the bidding of the gas industry… We need to 
see evidence that the Gunner Government has any interest in delivering a 
properly independent, scientifically sound assessment of the fracking 
industry's potential social, cultural, and economic impact.87 

The use of shell companies and tax havens 
2.94 PWYPA emphasised that 'any company that receives public money must 

adhere to the highest standards of transparency and accountability', including 
disclosing who are its ultimate beneficiaries and owners.88 

2.95 Specifically in relation to the BCD Program, PWYPA argued that public funds 
could be granted to companies which have subsidiaries that are incorporated 
in known tax havens or secrecy jurisdictions. Mr Moore identified two such 
companies involved in shale gas exploration in the Beetaloo, as well as raising 
questions about Empire Energy and its connections to the Australian 
Government (see above):  

These are Falcon Oil & Gas, Sweetpea Petroleum and Empire Energy. 
In the case of Sweetpea Petroleum and Falcon Oil & Gas, these companies 
have both used shell companies, tax havens and other opaque ownership 
structures... Empire Energy also appears to have strong links with the 
Liberal Party. This raises further questions around the integrity of the 
grant program and the recent awarding of $21 million in grants to their 
subsidiary Imperial Oil & Gas.89 

2.96 Mr Moore elaborated on the example of Sweetpea Petroleum: 

…in Australia it's a privately registered company. The Australian company 
is currently owned by Longview Petroleum, a limited liability company 
that is based in Texas. That company is a subsidiary of Longview 
Petroleum in Delaware, which is registered in the notorious Corporation 
Trust Centre in Wilmington, Delaware. Just to paint a picture, this 
two-storey yellow brick building in downtown Wilmington, which is the 
capital of Delaware, is actually home to more than 285,000 companies... 
Sweetpea's ultimate owners are most likely US citizens... What's more, 
the Delaware company, which was only registered in June 2019, actually 
failed to pay any taxes in Delaware on time… A company whose parent 
company appears not to be able to pay the few hundred dollars of tax to 

 
87 Lock the Gate Alliance, 20 July 2021, 'Gas industry-funded university centre awarded crucial NT 

fracking research grant', www.lockthegate.org.au/gas_industry_funded_university (accessed 
11 August 2021). 

88 Mr Moore, p. 37. 

89 Mr Moore, p. 37. 

http://www.lockthegate.org.au/gas_industry_funded_university
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remain in good standing in Delaware should not be receiving valuable 
government revenue under the [BCD] program at this stage.90 

2.97 Empire Energy's Mr Underwood provided the committee with further 
information on that company's ownership, advising that Empire Energy is 
publically listed on the Australian Stock Exchange and is 'majority Australian 
owned'.91 

2.98 PWYPA ultimately argued that the Australian Government should restrict 
grant funding under the BCD Program to applicants who do not use secrecy 
jurisdictions and offshore shell companies without sufficient explanation.92 

Standard of governance 
2.99 Some submitters questioned the Australian and Northern Territory 

Governments' governance of the oil and gas industry. PCA, for example, 
submitted that the NT Government appears to go out of its way to facilitate the 
industry, rather than regulate it in accordance with community expectations.93 

2.100 The PCA noted specifically the dissolution of the Onshore Shale Gas 
Community Business Reference Group, a community consultative group that 
was intended to oversee implementation of the Pepper Inquiry 
recommendations.94 

2.101 The Environment Centre NT and Dr Neale summarised the effect of this 
dissolution: 'there is no transparent community and stakeholder mechanism to 
hold the Government and gas industry to account with respect to the 
implementation of the majority of the recommendations'.95 

2.102 PWYPA submitted that Australia's standard of governance lags behind other 
comparable Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
countries and other countries in the Asia-Pacific region.96 

2.103 PWYPA's submission referenced the Extractive Industries Transparency 
Initiative (EITI), which promotes a global standard for the open and 
accountable management of oil, gas and mineral resources. The standard 
requires: 

 
90 Mr Moore, p. 39. 

91 Mr Underwood, pp. 44–45. Mr Underwood noted that the company is currently investing heavily 
in the Australian economy with its petroleum exploration activities. 

92 Publish What You Pay Australia, Submission 17, p. 1. 

93 Protect Country Alliance, Submission 27, p. 4. 

94 Protect Country Alliance, Submission 27, p. 4. 

95 Environment Centre NT and Dr Neale, Submission 19, p. 6. Also see: Attachment A, a four-page 
report of the independent officer tasked with providing the same oversight. 

96 Publish What You Pay Australia, Submission 17, p. 2. 
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…the disclosure of information along the extractive industry value chain 
from the point of extraction, to how revenues make their way through the 
government, and how they benefit the public. By doing so, the EITI seeks 
to strengthen public and corporate governance, promote understanding of 
natural resource management, and provide the data to inform reforms for 
greater transparency and accountability in the extractives sector.97 

2.104 PWYPA noted that Australia is not an EITI country: 

The choice by the Commonwealth to not meet or progress these gold 
standards of extractive sector governance increases corruption risks, 
impacts the sector's social license and means policy makers, investors and 
communities are not informed as to the economic benefits and risks for 
specific projects. Additionally, Australia unlike the UK and Canada does 
not have laws requiring companies to disclose their ultimate owners and 
beneficiaries. The US has also introduced laws to outlaw the use of 
anonymous offshore shell companies.98 

2.105 The committee notes that the Pepper Inquiry specifically recommended the 
establishment of the Community and Onshore Shale Gas Industry and 
Business Reference Group to provide feedback to the NT Government on the 
development of an implementation framework, and its subsequent execution.99 

Australian Government response 
2.106 In response to concerns about the BCD Program's design, departmental 

representative Mr Trotman said that the program is not intended to diminish 
the need for appropriate approvals: 

We do have mechanisms in place through other departments like Treasury 
and others that go to the veracity of particular applicants, and we also have 
conflict-of-interest provisions in the guidelines which also point to the 
suitability of particular applicants.100 

2.107 Mr Quinn noted that one eligibility criterion—the ABN requirement—subjects 
grant recipients to a number of regulatory processes around tax. Also, the 
application assessment criterion regarding ability to conduct activities within 
the jurisdiction 'picks up' broader regulatory approaches from other 
agencies'.101 

 
97 EiTi, 'What we do', eiti.org/About (accessed 5 August 2021). 

98 Publish What You Pay Australia, Submission 17, p. 2. Note: the United States, Canada, New 
Zealand and a number of EU countries are not members of the EITI. There are in total 55 member 
countries. 

99 Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing in the Northern Territory, Summary of the Final Report, 
April 2018, Recommendation 16.4. 

100 Mr Trotman, p. 29. 

101 Mr Quinn, p. 29. 

https://eiti.org/About
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2.108 With specific reference to the $21 million grant awarded to Empire Energy, 
DISER indicated that, in its view, there was no impropriety involved,  
as everything has been done in accordance with the BCD Program criteria: 

The advisory committee considered the application against the eligibility 
and assessment criteria established by the Grant Opportunity Guidelines, 
advised that the applications met established eligibility criteria and 
recommended that the applications be accepted.102 

2.109 The committee notes however, from information received from DISER, that 
one member of the independent assessment committee did not agree that 
Imperial Oil and Gas had satisfied the BCD Program criteria in respect of all 
three of its applications.103 The department did not provide the committee with 
any information regarding why two members of the assessment committee 
were satisfied with the grant applications and one was not, and how that 
disagreement was resolved.  

2.110 Based on information provided to the committee, it is not clear that the 
independent assessment committee fully endorsed the $21 million in funding 
to Imperial Oil and Gas, as its applications did not satisfactorily meet the 
criteria. Yet, Minister Pitt approved the grant. 

2.111 Information provided by DISER also seems to indicate consideration of the 
electorate in which the grant funding will be spent.104  However, this portion of 
the document provided by the department was blank. It is not clear whether 
there was ever any information in this portion of the document or whether it 
has been intentionally omitted. The committee may draw its own conclusions, 
including that the process may not have been run independently or fairly. 

Committee view 
2.112 According to the Australian Government, its Gas-fired recovery plan aims to 

strengthen the Australian economy in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
While the committee strongly supports appropriate measures to strengthen the 
economy in the wake of the pandemic, the committee opposes Commonwealth 
grants to oil and gas companies where the grants process does not appear to 
have been fair and equitable, where companies are operating out of tax havens 
and their true ownership hidden within secrecy jurisdictions. 

2.113 In particular, the committee heard that the first three grants under the finite 
BCD Program have been awarded to a single applicant with well-established 
connections to the Liberal Party, after apparent lobbying prior to the grant 

 
102 DISER, answer to question on notice 4, 2 August 2021 (received 12 August 2021). 

103 DISER, answer to question on notice 8, Attachment 1, 2 August 2021 (received 12 August 2021), 
p. 4. 

104 DISER, answer to question on notice 8, Attachment 1, 2 August 2021 (received 12 August 2021), 
p. 5. 
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decisions. This is despite there having been additional grant applicants, whose 
projects might have been more advanced and meritorious, and where there is 
some question whether the independent assessment committee unanimously 
agreed that the successful applications satisfied the grant criteria.  

2.114 In the committee's view, the selection process chosen for the BCD Program 
was a highly flawed decision and perceptions or actual impropriety associated 
with the grant funding could have been avoided had a merit-based and more 
transparent process been chosen. 

2.115 The committee is deeply concerned by the clear perception that political 
connections and political donations have directly influenced the awarding of 
the first three grants under the BCD Program. 

Recommendation 1 
2.116 The committee recommends that the Department of Industry, Science, 

Energy and Resources immediately instigate a review of the Beetaloo 
Cooperative Drilling Program applicants' perceived conflicts of interests 
with the Liberal Party, the Minister for Energy and Emissions Reduction, 
and the Minister for Resources and Water. 

2.117 In addition, as a matter of principle, the committee considers the provision of 
Australian taxpayer money to large and well-funded organisations with 
questionable corporate structures, and which contribute little or no company 
tax or royalties to government revenue (Chapter 3), to be poor and 
indefensible policy. At a minimum, the Australian Government should be 
looking to introduce enhanced financial reporting obligations to support 
higher standards of transparency and accountability throughout the oil and 
gas industry. 

Recommendation 2 
2.118 The committee recommends that the Australian Government explore 

options to institute higher standards of transparency and accountability in 
the oil and gas industry, including regular financial reporting obligations.  

2.119 Finally, the committee notes that under DISER's standard grant agreement 
there is no obligation for grant recipients to repay grant funding should 
successful applicants discover and produce commercial quantities of shale gas. 
In the committee's view, in that circumstance, grants should be repayable to 
the Australian taxpayers. 

Recommendation 3 
2.120 The committee recommends that, if the Industry Research and Development 

(Beetaloo Cooperative Drilling Program) Instrument 2021 proceeds, the 
Australian Government require repayment of any grant funding if grant 
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recipients discover and produce commercial quantities of shale gas in the 
Beetaloo. 
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Chapter 3 
Economic rationale for shale gas activities in the 

Beetaloo 

3.1 This chapter discusses the economic rationale provided by the Australian and 
Northern Territory (NT) Governments for developing a shale gas industry in 
the Beetaloo, including funding under the Beetaloo Cooperative Drilling 
Program (the BCD Program). In particular, this chapter: 

 outlines the projected economic returns from the BCD Program; 
 sets out the economic impacts that may result from the development at scale 

of a shale gas industry in the Beetaloo; and 
 the NT's current dependence upon the Commonwealth for financial support 

and the need for continued support to ensure the viability of the 
unconventional gas industry.  

Projected economic returns 
3.2 Proponents of the BCD Program point to a range of projected economic 

benefits, including the creation of more jobs and increased tax revenue for the 
Australian and NT Governments, as well as broader economic benefits 
consistent with the Gas-fired recovery plan (see Chapter 1).1 

Job creation 
3.3 A 2017 ACIL Allen study commissioned by the NT Government as part of the 

Pepper Inquiry (see Chapter 2), estimated that under the most optimistic 
scenarios (referred to as 'wind' or 'gale' scenarios), Beetaloo shale gas 
exploration could create between 252 and 524 jobs each year, including indirect 
employment. Under more modest scenarios (referred to as 'calm' or 'breeze' 
scenarios), exploration would lead to between 0 and 82 new jobs each year, 
including indirect employment.2 

3.4 According to the NT Government, these estimates would represent an increase 
of a maximum of 0.4 per cent of the territory's current workforce under a 'gale' 
scenario (approximately 126 180 workers).3 

 
1 See, for example: Empire Energy Group Ltd (Empire Energy), Submission 26, p. 6; Mr Alex 

Underwood, Managing Director, Empire Energy, Committee Hansard, 28 July 2021, p. 43. 

2 ACIL Allen, The Economic Impacts of a Potential Shale Gas Development in the Northern Territory, 
October 2017, p. vi. 

3 Northern Territory Government, Department of Treasury and Finance, Northern Territory Economy, 
nteconomy.nt.gov.au/labour-market (accessed 5 August 2021). 

https://nteconomy.nt.gov.au/labour-market
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3.5 A 2020 development study by consulting firm Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu 
(Deloitte) for the Department of Industry, Science, Energy and Resources 
(DISER) produced a higher estimate, predicting that petroleum exploration in 
the Beetaloo could result in a country-wide net benefit of between 0 and 1347 
full time positions each year at its peak in 2040.4 

3.6 In its submission, Empire Energy Group Ltd (Empire Energy) cited an earlier 
study completed by Deloitte in 2015, which claimed that development of the 
Beetaloo could generate over 6000 jobs within the NT over the next 20 years.5 
The submission neglected to mention, however, that the study described its 
modelling as the 'possible upper-bound economic benefits', referring to its 
estimate as an 'aspirational scenario'.6 

3.7 The Australia Institute's Research Director, Mr Roderick Campbell, cautioned 
that the 2015 Deloitte modelling was 'unrealistic' and assumed a cost of $3 per 
gigajoule—a figure well below the current market price as well as the 
Australian Government's own modelling, as detailed below.7 

3.8 Indeed, as Deloitte noted, the reported scenarios 'do not necessarily represent 
expected outcomes. Rather, they are intended to reflect economic benefits that 
may accrue if the underlying "upper-bound" assumptions materialise'.8 

3.9 Australian Parents for Climate Action, Darwin and NT questioned how long 
jobs generated by shale gas exploration in the Beetaloo would last. The group 
cited previous projects in which jobs had been created during the construction 
phase, but swiftly dried up, allegedly leaving local residents unemployed, 
driving down house prices, and undermining local communities and small 
businesses.9 

3.10 Australian Parents for Climate Action, Darwin and NT further argued that any 
economic benefits from the BCD Program would likely flow predominantly to 
men, given the small number of women within the gas industry.10 

 

 

 
4 Deloitte, Report on the Development of the Beetaloo Sub-basin, November 2020, p. 10. 

5 Empire Energy, Submission 26, p. 2. 

6 Deloitte, Economic impact of shale and tight gas development in the NT, 14 July 2015, p. 5. 

7 Mr Roderick Campbell, Research Director, The Australia Institute, Committee Hansard, 28 July 2021, 
p. 5. 

8 Deloitte, Report on the Development of the Beetaloo Sub-basin, November 2020, p. 4 (emphasis added). 

9 Australian Parents for Climate Action, Darwin and NT, Submission 21, p. 3. 

10 Australian Parents for Climate Action, Darwin and NT, Submission 21, p. 2. 
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Increased tax revenue 
3.11 Proponents of the BCD Program also cite its benefits in terms of increased tax 

revenue. Several submissions, however, pointed to the NT's experience with 
offshore gas projects that have contributed little or no government revenue.  

3.12 The Australia Institute contended that 'no royalties are paid by offshore gas 
projects in the NT'.11 The institute cited the NT Government's own budget 
papers detailing how the entire mining sector accounted for less than six per 
cent of revenue in the last financial year.12 Although a specific breakdown is 
not available, The Australia Institute estimated that contributions from the gas 
industry constituted 'a fraction of one per cent' of the territory's annual 
revenue.13 

3.13 Further, the Australian Youth Climate Coalition specifically pointed out that 
some oil and gas exploration companies—such as Santos—pay no company 
tax in Australia.14 

3.14 Indeed, Managing Director of Empire Energy, Mr Alex Underwood–thus far 
the only company to receive grant funding under the BCD Program–conceded, 
'we've never generated profits in Australia, so there's no tax to pay… We've 
only ever generated losses'.15 

3.15 The Australia Institute's Ms Rhiannon Verschuer told the committee:  

Northern Territory unconventional gas projects are evidently highly 
unlikely to ever pay any tax, as they are widely considered to be unviable 
without the large subsidies that we keep seeing.16 

3.16 Her colleague, Mr Campbell added: 

It's absolutely the case in the Northern Territory that onshore gas has been 
costing the NT government quite a lot of money for quite a long time… 
Gas is an economic negative to the NT in most circumstances in recent 
years.17 

 

 

 
11 The Australia Institute, Submission 23, p. 7. 

12 The Australia Institute, Submission 23, p. 7. 

13 Ms Rhiannon Verschuer, Research Fellow, The Australia Institute, Committee Hansard, 28 July 2021, 
p. 2. 

14 Australian Youth Climate Coalition, Submission 38, p. 4. 

15 Mr Alex Underwood, Managing Director, Empire Energy, Committee Hansard, 28 July 2021, p. 44. 

16 Ms Verschuer, p. 2. 

17 Mr Campbell, p. 4. 
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The broader economic benefits 
3.17 Empire Energy in its submission to the inquiry cited the 2015 Deloitte study to 

suggest that development of the Beetaloo would inject up to $17 billion into 
the NT economy, with up to $1 billion of tax revenue.18 

3.18 As noted above, Deloitte's estimates were based on a 'success scenario' under 
which production costs were assumed to be well below current estimates.19 

3.19 Ms Verschuer gave evidence that projected economic returns of this scale 
appear to have been based on production costs that were assumed to be well 
below the $7 to $10 per gigajoule actual costs anticipated in DISER's own 
study, as detailed below.20 

3.20 Mr Campbell agreed with this assessment, saying 'there just aren't any analysts 
publicly saying that they expect gas to be that cheap'.21 

3.21 DISER claimed that development of the Beetaloo will lower national energy 
prices.22 Yet the remote nature of the sub-basin and associated increased costs 
of production call into question the veracity of these claims. As noted by 
Protect Country Alliance: 

The gas in the Beetaloo Sub basin will be some of the most expensive gas in 
the world and there is no way it can be used to build an economic future, 
especially in a world where demand for gas is reducing which will keep 
prices low.23 

3.22 Ms Vershuer told the committee that 'it's expensive to do anything [in the 
Beetaloo]. It's expensive to get a product to market, and it's difficult to 
commercialise anything in those circumstances'.24 

3.23 Further, it is not even clear that any of the gas that comes out of the Beetaloo 
would be destined for domestic markets. In a recent statement to the ASX, 
Santos explained that its Beetaloo assets support exports through Gladstone 
and Darwin. If Beetaloo production is intended for the more lucrative export 
markets, then there is little prospect of domestic gas prices being lowered 
through exploiting these gas fields.25 

 
18 Empire Energy, Submission 26, p. 2. Also see: Deloitte, Economic impact of shale and tight gas 

development in the NT, 14 July 2015, p. 6. 

19 Deloitte, Economic impact of shale and tight gas development in the NT, 14 July 2015, p. 7. 

20 Ms Verschuer, p. 2. 

21 Mr Campbell, p. 4. 

22 DISER and Geoscience Australia, Submission 47, p. 4. 

23 Protect Country Alliance, Submission 27, p. 11. 

24 Ms Verschuer, p. 2. 

25 See: www.asx.com.au/asxpdf/20210802/pdf/44yxb9v54lq63d.pdf (accessed 18 August 2021). 

http://www.asx.com.au/asxpdf/20210802/pdf/44yxb9v54lq63d.pdf
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3.24 With respect to projected energy prices, Mr Campbell argued: 

…the idea that expensive gas coming out of the NT could somehow lower 
gas prices for the rest of Australia seems pretty contrary to most analysts' 
expectations and to economic logic.26 

3.25 Protect Country Alliance warned of the potential harm to the broader national 
economy if an onshore shale gas industry proceeds in the Beetaloo. 
It suggested such projects would likely prompt the European Union and others 
to impose a carbon levy on Australian imports, potentially damaging other 
sectors like agriculture.27 

3.26 Professor Andrew Blakers and Ms Anna Nadolny, based at the Australian 
National University, projected a decline in the economic viability of gas 
relative to renewable energy sources. Professor Blakers and Ms Nadolny 
argued:  

Electricity is cheaper for heating water and air and for cooking in 
residential buildings and even with a higher purchase price, electric 
appliances have a lower total cost of ownership than gas.28 

3.27 Protect Country Alliance summarised the economic case for subsidising 
exploration in the Beetaloo Basin as follows:  

From an investment perspective it is a huge gamble for…a very small 
return—a miniscule number of jobs, an unverified claim that domestic gas 
prices will come down and relatively small returns on resource taxes.29 

3.28 Professor Blakers and Ms Nadolny's submission similarly criticised the 
economic case for the BCD Program, concluding that 'it would be unwise to 
pick gas as a winner. The best approach is to let the market sort it out'.30 

Financial support for the NT's onshore gas industry 
3.29 The Australian Government has contributed significantly to propping up the 

NT's onshore gas industry, with the BCD Program another such example of 
Commonwealth subsidisation of the industry. 

3.30 The Australia Institute submitted that the NT Government has overseen nearly 
$10 million worth of subsidies for the onshore gas industry each year over the 
last decade. An additional $4 billion was committed by the government for the 

 
26 Mr Campbell, p. 5. 

27 Protect Country Alliance, Submission 21, p. 4. 

28 Professor Andrew Blakers and Ms Anna Nadolny, Submission 22, p. 4. 

29 Protect Country Alliance, Submission 27, p. 7. 

30 Professor Blakers and Ms Nadolny, Submission 22, p. 7. 
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Blacktip offshore gas project, with over $1 billion more in subsidies allocated 
for transporting gas from the project.31 

3.31 As detailed by DISER and Geoscience Australia, the Australian Government 
has budgeted a further $175.8 million in related subsidies for the NT, 
consisting of road upgrades to support the development of gas reserves in and 
around the Beetaloo ($173.6 million) and support for land use agreements to 
accelerate exploration in the sub-basin ($2.2 million).32 

3.32 The Australia Institute summed up the situation in its submission: 'throughout 
the last decade, the NT gas industry has benefited from large public subsidies 
and contributed little in return'.33 

3.33 Making these subsidies all-the-more problematic, modelled costs of 
exploration in the Beetaloo suggest that the onshore shale gas industry is 
unlikely to ever be commercially viable and will require ongoing federal 
subsidies to remain operational.  

3.34 A study commissioned by the Australian Energy Market Operator from 
independent energy and resource market advisory firm, Core Energy and 
Resources, placed the extraction costs of gas in the sub-basin at between $6.80 
and $9.90 per gigajoule—before transport costs.34 

3.35 The 2020 Deloitte study concluded that if the cost of extracting gas in the 
sub-basin was at or above $7 per gigajoule, 'it is unlikely that it will be a 
competitive source of supply without some form of government subsidy or 
incentive'.35 

3.36 The ACIL Allen study casts further doubt on the viability of gas extraction in 
the Beetaloo, in which the most likely scenario was identified as one in which 
gas production would be too modest to commercialise.36 

3.37 Citing these studies The Australia Institute argued:  

 
31 The Australia Institute, Submission 23, p. 3. Also see: Rod Campbell, Fracking and slacking NT: 

Government subsidies to onshore oil and gas, The Australia Institute, May 2020, 
australiainstitute.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/P886-Fracking-and-slacking-NT-
government-assistance-to-onshore-gas-Web.pdf (accessed 9 August 2021). 

32 DISER and Geoscience Australia, Submission 47, p. 10. Also see: Australian Government, 
Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Communications, Regional 
Ministerial Budget Statement Supporting Regional Recovery and Growth 2021-22, 11 May 2021,  
pp. 192 and 168. 

33 The Australia Institute, Submission 23, p. 5. 

34 Core Energy & Resources, Gas Reserves and Resources and Cost Estimates: Eastern Australia, NT, 
November 2019, p. 13. 

35 Deloitte, Report on the Development of the Beetaloo Sub-basin, November 2020, p. 10. 

36 ACIL Allen, The Economic Impacts of a Potential Shale Gas Development in the Northern Territory, 
October 2017, p. 136. 

https://australiainstitute.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/P886-Fracking-and-slacking-NT-government-assistance-to-onshore-gas-Web.pdf
https://australiainstitute.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/P886-Fracking-and-slacking-NT-government-assistance-to-onshore-gas-Web.pdf
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Development of the Beetaloo Basin is likely to require not just the 
$50 million Beetaloo Drilling Program subsidy and the other $175 million 
in [road construction] assistance in the current budget, but ongoing 
subsidisation.37 

3.38 The Australia Institute estimated that these subsidies would run to the billions 
or tens-of-billions of dollars in Commonwealth funds over the lifetime of 
unconventional gas development in the Beetaloo.38 

3.39 Indeed, Empire Energy claimed that exploration and development of the 
Beetaloo is 'critical to the enduring gas supply challenge Australia faces', but 
requires government support to bring gas to market.39 

3.40 The Protect Country Alliance argued that fracking remains financially 
unviable worldwide and cautioned that subsidies like those being 
implemented in the Beetaloo would distort the energy market in Australia and 
could eventually lead to 'stranded assets' that the market cannot sustain.40 

3.41 The Protect Country Alliance concluded that 'gas production in the Beetaloo is 
clearly not viable in its own right as it depends on huge government 
subsidies',41 a view with which Ms Verschuer agreed:  

Beetaloo gas is unlikely to be a competitive source of supply without some 
form of government subsidy or incentive. What this means, in other words, 
is that opening up the Beetaloo Basin will mean decades of taxpayers 
paying gas companies, and not the other way around.42 

Better ways to spend $50 million  
3.42 In addition to the alternative expenditure options for the $50 million BCD 

Program that could benefit First Nations Peoples, a number of other submitters 
suggested other possible alternatives.  

3.43 After analysing the economic impacts of the BCD Program, The Australia 
Institute concluded that the Australian Government funding could be put to 
better use: 

…rather than facilitating the exploration of new gas basins, this money 
could be directed towards salaries for essential services workers [such as 
medical, education or other essential services]… The money for the 
Drilling Program could be used to pay a year's salary for many hundreds 

 
37 The Australia Institute, Submission 23, p. 9. 

38 The Australia Institute, Submission 23, p. 9. 

39 Empire Energy, Submission 26, p. 8. 

40 Protect Country Alliance, Submission 27, p. 11. 

41 Protect Country Alliance, Submission 27, p. 4. 

42 Ms Verschuer, p. 2. 
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of essential service workers that provide immediate benefit to the NT 
community.43 

3.44 Mr Campbell added that it would be more economically advantageous to 
subsidise any industry other than the oil and gas sector, as this would create 
more jobs: 

There are any number of industries that could receive hundreds of millions 
in subsidies from the federal government and absolutely every one of them 
would create more jobs than the gas industry for the simple reason that the 
gas industry uses a lot of machinery and a lot of pipelines but actually 
employs very, very few people.44 

3.45 Earlier analysis by The Australia Institute, based on Australian Bureau of 
Statistics data, found that the job intensity of the oil and gas extraction 
industry was the lowest of the 20 industries examined (see Figure 3.1 below). 

 
43 The Australia Institute, Submission 23, pp. 9–10. Note: the submission provides a table setting out 

how $50 million could be distributed across a range of essential services in the NT, p. 10. For a 
similar argument in respect of the total funding for Beetaloo petroleum exploration, see: p. 3. 

44 Mr Campbell, p. 3.  
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Figure 3.1 Job intensity of selected Australian industries (jobs per $m sales 
income) 

 
Source: The Australia Institute, Gas Fired Recovery Only Benefits Gas Industry, 23 July 2020, 
australiainstitute.org.au/post/gas-fired-recovery-only-benefits-gas-industry (accessed 16 August 2021). 

3.46 Australian Parents for Climate Action, Darwin and NT expanded on this 
argument:  

For every million dollars spent the gas industry employs approximately 0.4 
people compared to health or education where for every million dollars 
more than 10 people are employed.45 

3.47 The Protect Country Alliance agreed that the $50 million grant funding could 
be better spent elsewhere: 

The money being proposed as subsidies to these foreign owned companies 
could be much better spent on renewable energy systems and housing 
across the region and activities that might have a lasting benefit for future 
generations. To spend this money accelerating fracking is a clear breach of 
Ecologically Sustainable Development (ESD) principles.46 

 
45 Australian Parents for Climate Action, Darwin and NT, Submission 21, p. 2. 

46 Protect Country Alliance, Submission 27, pp. 2–3. 
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Committee view 
3.48 The economic case for gas exploration in the Beetaloo appears to be based on 

overly optimistic assumptions and unrealistic modelling. Evidence clearly 
points to the likelihood that the BCD Program will create very few jobs, if any.  

3.49 Even under the most optimistic scenarios, Commonwealth and territory tax 
revenues are expected to be low, with the industry requiring substantial 
taxpayer subsidies to commercialise. In the committee's view, Australian 
taxpayers will be required to foot the bill for propping up the industry for 
decades to come with little in return. 

3.50 The tenuous case for sustaining the NT's onshore shale gas industry appears to 
be driven primarily by the Australian Government's narrow-focus on a 
'gas-fired recovery', with little thought for the public good. Even before the 
likely detriment to the environment, culture, and society is considered—and to 
First Nations communities, in particular—the economics of exploration in the 
Beetaloo just don't stack up. 

3.51 The BCD Program will bring few jobs, little tax, and will continue to be a drain 
on Australian taxpayers for decades to come. Added to this are the perceptions 
of impropriety related to the political ties enjoyed by Empire Energy and the 
potential for Commonwealth funds to be siphoned off into tax havens 
(see Chapter 2).  
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Chapter 4 
First Nations views on fracking in the Beetaloo 

4.1 This chapter examines the impacts that a shale gas industry would have on 
First Nations Peoples, specifically the Traditional Owners of the Beetaloo. 

4.2 Several First Nations people—including Elders, community leaders, 
Traditional Owners and representative bodies—made submissions (verbal and 
written) and gave evidence to the inquiry. They raised a number of issues, 
which are outlined below. 

Strong opposition to oil and gas activities on country 
4.3 First, the committee heard that oil and gas exploration and production in 

onshore NT is a highly contentious issue, including in the Beetaloo, where 
there is strong and widespread opposition to the shale gas industry.1 

4.4 Mr Johnny Wilson, Chair of the Nurrdalinji Native Title Aboriginal 
Corporation highlighted that Traditional Owners in and around the Beetaloo 
do not support fracking in the region and consider that their voices have been 
lost in the process: 

…a lot of money is being put into the Beetaloo Basin to get this program 
started, to get all this work started. Why? This is our country. We don't 
want it. We don't want any of this. We are very concerned because our 
country is going downhill. Our voices are not heard. We have grave 
concerns for our country, and our water especially. We have to live here. 
We have to live on our country. Our water is sacred to us. There are our 
sacred sites and our cultural heritage—everything. We are connected to 
our land. It is very disturbing that our government will not listen to us.2 

4.5 The committee notes that Mr Wilson lives in close proximity to a fracking well 
in the Beetaloo basin. 

4.6 Other Traditional Owners agreed that water is a critical concern on Country, 
not just for drinking purposes but also for cultural and spiritual reasons. 
Ms Nancy McDinny, a Traditional Owner from Borroloola stated, for example: 

Fracking is not good for our country, not good for our water… Our water 
was here from ancestors. Thousands and thousands of years ago people 

 
1 See, for example: Nurrdalinji Native Title Aboriginal Corporation, Submission 18¸ p. 3; 

Environment Centre NT and Dr Timothy Neale, Submission 19, p. 2; Traditional Owners of the 
Beetaloo, Submission 56, pp. 3–7; Ms Amelia Telford, National Director, Seed Indigenous Youth 
Climate Network, Australian Youth Climate Coalition, Committee Hansard, 28 July 2021, p. 27; 
Ms Rikki Tanika Dank, Traditional Owner, Committee Hansard, 28 July 2021, pp. 32–33; and 
Ms Judith Ward, Traditional Owner, Minyerri, Committee Hansard, 2 August 2021, p. 9. 

2 Mr Johnny Wilson, Chair, Nurrdalinji Native Title Aboriginal Corporation, Committee Hansard, 
2 August 2021, p. 12. Also see: Ms Rikki Tanika Dank, Submission 7, p. 2. 
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were living with this water, living on clean country… We've got to protect 
it and protect the water. You know, it's not good for the fracking to come 
down, we don't want fracking. We're arguing, talking and meeting every 
year, every year. People still want to come… We don't want any fracking, 
no mining in our country. We're gonna protect our country. Listen to the 
elders, know, how our land is so important to us.3 

4.7 Similarly, Ms Joni Wilson, a Yanyuwa Gawara woman from Borroloola and 
also a Gawara woman through her father's line, explained: 

Country is important to me because it's my life; it is a part of my body, my 
soul and my spirit. It provides food, medicine, water and healing. 
It's important for my cultural connection to the land and my language, and 
the identity of who I am through my skin name. My skin determines how I 
fit into my clan. Country is important because I live off the land, like my 
ancestors did. It's my responsibility as a jungai, protector for country, as a 
traditional owner, to protect it with my people for the next generation to 
come. I want my kids to be able to practise, teach and learn on country, like 
I did and like my people did before me. Without our land and water, we 
are nothing and we are nobody.4 

4.8 Larrakia Traditional Owner, Ms June Mills, expressed her anger at having to 
fight to protect her family's country: 

…why do we, the most disadvantaged people in the country, 
underprivileged, impoverished, lacking in all sorts of resources, why do 
we have to rally up and fight this assault on our environment, on our 
peoples against such an unnecessary evil? Which is [what] the government 
is hell bent on rolling out all across the country. It's disgusting. It's filthy. 
It's the most unnecessary industry that they are insisting and forcing upon 
us. It should not be allowed.5 

4.9 Mr Wilson also expressed his pain and frustration with government for not 
understanding the importance of Country to First Nations people: 

We are crying for our country. This is our living. This is our life. This is left 
here by our Elders. My grandfather left my country here for my family to 
live, so that we may start off something of our own for our children—our 
business—so they could have something in the future for themselves. 
But how is this all possible if we have all these wells around our country?6 

4.10 Mr Yingiya Mark Guyula, a Yolŋu Elder from North East Arnhem Land and 
MLA in the NT Legislative Assembly, pointed out that there are cultural 

 
3 Traditional Owners of the Beetaloo, Submission 56, p. 3. 

4 Ms Joni Wilson, personal capacity, Committee Hansard, 2 August 2021, p. 3. Note: several First 
Nations Peoples referenced their responsibility to care for country. See, for example: 
Mr Asman Rory, private capacity, Committee Hansard, 2 August 2021, p. 4; Mr Jack Green, private 
capacity, Committee Hansard, 2 August 2021, p. 4. 

5 Traditional Owners of the Beetaloo, Submission 56, p. 6. 

6 Mr Wilson, p. 14. Also see: p. 15. 
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connections among First Nations people, which create responsibilities beyond 
geographically delineated areas to care for Country: 

I want to voice concerns about oil and gas exploration in the Beetaloo 
Basin. The waters of this region are also considered significant through 
Yolŋu culture. Our song lines and our ceremonial songs sing about the 
underwater channels that connect the Beetaloo Basin country to Yolŋu 
country. We have great concerns for Fracking in this region and the 
spiritual, cultural and environmental impact it may have for our people. 
These connections through our song lines create an onus of responsibility 
to care for that country.7 

4.11 First Nations people emphasised to the committee that they come together to 
support each other on the issue of fracking in the Beetaloo, even when this is 
not their land. Mr Gadrian Hoosan, whose family is part of the McArthur 
Basin, said, for example: 

We all support each other…We all get together and we all talk about all the 
issues together… I know for a fact that lot of those [Traditional Owners] 
around the Beetaloo area don't agree to fracking.8 

4.12 The committee notes that significant support for the First Nations people was 
expressed in well over a thousand form letter submissions, for example: 

 Aboriginal communities have been fiercely opposing fracking on their 
land for years. It is time we listened to their concerns. These are the 
people who will be directly affected by this proposal and to ignore their 
concerns is not the Australian way.9 

 The First Nations people with a genuine spiritual connection to the land 
and what is under it do not want fracking.10 

4.13 The committee notes the deep cultural and spiritual links First Nations' 
witnesses provided in their evidence. In particular, their telling of the song 
lines, or in Yanyuwa known as 'Kujika', that travel across the Gulf country, 
north to Arnhem Land and south across the Barkly region, which links families 
and Country, strongly together.11 

Consultations 
4.14 There are a number of Commonwealth and territory laws that protect First 

Nations people, their land and their culture in the NT, including, for example: 

 the Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act 1976 (Land Rights Act) 

 
7 Mr Yingiya Mark Guyula MLA, Submission 14, p. 1. 

8 Mr Hoosan, p. 2. Also see: Ms Ward, p. 9. 

9 GetUp, Submission 15, Attachment 1, p. 5. 

10 350.org Australia, Submission 16, Attachment 1, p. 9.  

11 See, for example Mr Gadrian Hoosan, private capacity, Committee Hansard, 2 August 2021, p. 3. 
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− This Act gives Traditional Owners the right to be consulted about, and 
to consent or refuse to consent to, the grant of a petroleum exploration 
permit (EP) on Aboriginal land (see Figure 4.1); and 

 the Native Title Act 1993 

− This Act does not provide Native Title holders with a statutory right to 
veto the grant of an exploration permit. Instead, Native Title holders have 
the right to be notified and the right to contract with gas companies, 
including prohibiting certain areas of land.12 

Figure 4.1 The process for the grant of a petroleum exploration permit on 
Aboriginal land 

 
Source: The Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing in the Northern Territory, Final Report, April 2018, 
p. 273. 

4.15 Professor John Warburton from Empire Energy Group Ltd (Empire Energy) 
elaborated on Steps 4–6, as follows:  

In fact, there are three phases in those meetings. The first phase is that the 
land council are responsible for ensuring that the traditional owners 
understand the implications of what they're hearing; the first meeting is 
between the land council and the traditional owners. The second phase is 
an opportunity for the company to present their proposal to the traditional 
owners and also seek independent questions, and also seek questions from 

 
12 Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing in the Northern Territory, Final Report, April 2018, 

pp. 272–278. 
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the land council in terms of clarification. And then the third part of it 
doesn't involve the company; it involves the land council speaking with 
every one of the traditional owner representatives at that meeting to 
establish whether they consent to the activities they're hearing about.13 

4.16 As indicated earlier in this chapter, a key concern for First Nations people is 
that their strident and continued opposition to hydraulic fracturing in the 
Beetaloo is being disregarded and their voices are not heard.14 Mr Guyula 
reiterated that concern: 

As a Member of the Northern Territory Legislative Assembly, I have 
spoken to many elders and leaders from the Beetaloo Basin who have 
expressed great heartache about the oil and gas exploration on their 
country. It is these elders and leaders who must now be consulted in 
relation to the future of production on their country.15 

4.17 In an open letter to the NT Parliament, Traditional Owners throughout the NT 
stated that they have not been consulted about hydraulic fracturing on 
Country: 

These gas corporations lack any respect for us as Traditional Owners. 
They have failed to follow proper process in consultation with us, failed to 
acquire consent, failed to provide transparency in their dealings with us, 
and have systematically excluded our voices from the decision-making 
process for activities on our Country.16 

4.18 Many submitters and witnesses to the inquiry agreed that the consultation 
processes to date have not included all Traditional Owners and community 
members who should be consulted, and have therefore been inadequate. 
For instance, Mr Guyula stated: 

The people down there in the Beetaloo Basin and around the western part 
of the Gulf of Carpentaria are concerned very much that we haven't been 
thoroughly, properly consulted. People haven't been consulted. I have in 
the past three years met a lot of [Registered Traditional Owners] from the 
Beetaloo Basin region who are very concerned about fracking on their 
country and do not want it. That is the clear message that they are saying 
with their voice, and someone needs to listen to their voice.17 

 
13 Professor John Warburton, Non-executive Director, Empire Energy Group Ltd (Empire Energy), 

Committee Hansard, 28 July 2021, p. 46. Note: the company's EP187 is on Aboriginal land and its 
EP184 is on Crown land, subject to the provisions of the Native Title Act 1993. 

14 See for example: Mr Hoosan, p. 3, who noted that, after voicing objections to the Pepper Inquiry, 
fracking 'still went ahead'.  

15 Mr Guyula, Submission 14, p. 1. 

16 GetUp, 'Unite With Traditional Owners Against Fracking!', www.getup.org.au/campaigns/first-
nations-justice-campaigns/sign-the-open-letter-to-end-fracking-in-the-beetaloo/unite-with-
traditional-owners-against-fracking (accessed 20 August 2021). Note: as at the time of writing the 
open letter has been signed by over 38 845. 

17 Mr Guyula, personal capacity, Committee Hansard, 28 July 2021, p. 21. 

http://www.getup.org.au/campaigns/first-nations-justice-campaigns/sign-the-open-letter-to-end-fracking-in-the-beetaloo/unite-with-traditional-owners-against-fracking
http://www.getup.org.au/campaigns/first-nations-justice-campaigns/sign-the-open-letter-to-end-fracking-in-the-beetaloo/unite-with-traditional-owners-against-fracking
http://www.getup.org.au/campaigns/first-nations-justice-campaigns/sign-the-open-letter-to-end-fracking-in-the-beetaloo/unite-with-traditional-owners-against-fracking
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4.19 Ms Wilson was one such person and she told the committee that, in addition, 
her family did not receive any information regarding what was proposed for 
their Country: 

We have not been given any information on this fracking thing. We have 
not given anybody permission for fracking. No one has come to us and 
asked us: 'Here's the paper. We want to do this on our land. No one has 
done this to us. If they did do it to my grandparents or great grandparents, 
they didn't know what the bloody hell they were signing. They didn't 
understand. If someone in plain English would say, 'Hey, here's a piece of 
paper to frack or to destroy your country,' I don't think my grandparents 
would have done anything. So, no, we didn't give permission. We didn't 
get any information—none of that. We just read it from news or Facebook. 
We get information from there. We never have people come to our place 
and give us information—nothing. No.18 

4.20 The Australian Youth Climate Coalition submitted that there has generally 
been an absence of Free, Prior and Informed Consent,19 a point emphasised by 
Nurrdalinji Native Title Aboriginal Corporation in its submission: 

At present, Origin Energy is fracking our country under exploration 
permits granted some 15 years ago to other companies, and later assigned 
to Origin Energy. Our people did not understand what fracking was at the 
time they were advised to enter into agreements consenting to the grant of 
those exploration permits. How could they? The exploitation of 
unconventional gas reserves using extensive fracking was new and barely 
understood in Australia at that time. Many of our people are now worried 
about the risks of fracking.20 

The consultation process 
4.21 The committee heard also that there are significant concerns regarding the 

current consultation process. Mr Guyula, for example, noted that consultations 
are often in the nature of a briefing only, and do not actually seek input from 
Traditional Owners: 

…when the consultations first came out right up through Gapuwiyak here, 
I was there, and then we went to Yirrkala, and the consultations were done 
there. But people weren't happy, because it all seemed like just briefing, 
and then it was: 'What's next? What's it up to? When's our turn to have a 
say about that?'… We are not happy about what happened in the 

 
18 Ms Wilson, p. 4. For similar evidence on the lack of information concerning risks, also see: 

Mr Nicholas Ftizpatrick, personal capacity, Committee Hansard, 2 August 2021, pp. 6–7; 
Ms May August, Traditional Owner, Minyerri, Committee Hansard, 2 August 2021, pp. 8 and 10; 
and Mr Wilson, p. 13. 

19 Australian Youth Climate Coalition, Submission 38, p. 3. For similar views, see also: Mr Graeme 
Sawyer, Coordinator, Protect Country Alliance, Committee Hansard, 28 July 2021, pp. 13 and 17. 

20 Nurrdalinji Native Title Aboriginal Corporation, Submission 18¸ p. 3. Also see: Ms Dank, 
Submission 7, p. 1, who submitted that due to her family's exclusion from decision-making and 
approval processes, all decisions affecting their country are invalid. 
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consultation… We've said, 'No, no, we need to have a proper consultation.' 
We believe it should happen again. Let the people have the final say or 
have a good discussion with the government.21 

4.22 Mr Guyula suggested that a better process would be for activity proponents to 
speak directly with Traditional Owners on Country: 

Proper consultation would look like a kind of diplomatic talk. If you want 
to explore and create mining on land or fracking on country, there could be 
some organisations in between those people. Rather than talking to 
organisations that are advisory groups, we would like to see the 
government and the mining companies—the people who have business to 
do—come straight onto and talk to the actual [Traditional Owners]. It is 
the voices of the [Traditional Owners] that need to be heard by different 
companies.22 

4.23 Mr Nicholas Fitzpatrick, a Yanyuwa and Garawa man, agreed that 'it would 
definitely help better if they came out on the ground and spoke with people all 
together'.23 

4.24 A Traditional Owner at Minyerri, Ms May August, told the committee that she 
had twice travelled to Sydney to invite the CEO of Origin Energy to come on 
Country and discuss hydraulic fracturing in the region. Despite these personal 
requests 'they never showed up'.24 

4.25 Similarly, Ms Rikki Tanika Dank, a Traditional Owner for Balbrini and 
Mukumpala, and her husband, Dr Sanjit Paul, gave evidence that they had 
attempted to obtain information from Empire Energy for some years and 
although the company has recently attempted to speak with her family, they 
now consider any communications meaningless: 

[Two months ago Empire came forward and said] 'We hear that you have 
an issue and we'd like to talk to you'… Our initial assessment of their 
proposal was that it was just a token gesture and was insincere because, 
at that stage, one well had already been sunk. So this wasn't even an 
eleventh-hour appeal to our case; the clock had struck had struck midnight 
a long time ago and the chariot had already turned into a pumpkin.25 

 
21 Mr Guyula, p. 21. Note: Mr Guyula suggested that consultations are often undertaken 'quietly': 

pp. 22–23. For similar evidence on the nature of consultations, also see: Ms Joni Wilson, personal 
capacity, Committee Hansard, 2 August 2021, p. 6. 

22 Mr Guyula, p. 23. Also see: Ms Telford, p. 27, who agreed that there is a lack of accessibility for 
Traditional Owners to raise concerns to industry and government; Mr Fitzpatrick, 
Committee Hansard, 28 July 2021, p. 33. 

23 Mr Fitzpatrick, Committee Hansard, 2 August 2021, p. 6. 

24 Ms August, p. 9. 

25 Dr Sanjit Paul, personal capacity, Committee Hansard, 28 July 2021, p. 31. Also see: Ms Dank, 
Submission 7, p. 1. 
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4.26 The committee notes that the Pepper Inquiry (see Chapter 1) recommended 
that the cultural impacts associated with the development of any onshore shale 
gas industry, including in the Beetaloo, must be fully explained prior to the 
development of that industry. Further, First Nations people must be involved 
in the design and implementation of any such plan.26 

Consultations by the land council 
4.27 The committee heard allegations that the Northern Land Council (NLC) has 

not been performing its statutory duties, for example, as required under the 
Land Rights Act.27 

4.28 Ms Dank, for instance, submitted that, despite the devastating impact of 
Empire Energy's petroleum activities on Country, the right people in her 
family were not approached for consultation purposes: 

…when things concern our country, people don't approach one person; 
they need to approach and have a meeting containing the senior 
ngimaringkis, which is both my grandmothers, Katie Baker and Peggy 
Mawson, and the senior djungai, the senior law person, which is my 
mother. At no time was my mother or Katie Baker present at…meetings.28 

4.29 Mr Fitzpatrick supported Ms Dank, telling the committee:  

What's happening out there in that area where Rikki is definitely hasn't 
been done properly in the consultation. I can't say too much for that area, 
but I've got experience from my area. The NLC had meetings recently. 
They called it 'man meetings'. I went to this meeting. They only talked 
about a 'man' part of our law for about two minutes, and then everything 
else was about fracking. It was about giving the man power over the 
woman. True God. I said: 'This is not even a man's meeting. This is a 
meeting about fracking. This is about getting the man on board with 
fracking.' They were like: 'Oh no, no, no. That's not what's happening. 
This is a man meeting'—talking to someone who understands their 
cultural side very deeply, and I understand what we can and can't talk 
about. And they were just talking about fracking.29 

4.30 Similarly, the Nurrdalinji Native Title Aboriginal Corporation contended that 
the NLC and Origin Energy have not properly communicated or consulted 
with the Native Title holders from 11 determinations of Native Title across the 
Beetaloo: 

 
26 Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing in the Northern Territory, Summary of the Final Report, 

April 2018, p. 38. Also see: Recommendations 11.1–11.8. 

27 See: www.legislation.gov.au/Details/C2020C00347 (accessed 2 August 2021). In particular, 
section 23, which sets out the functions of land councils, including in relation to Traditional 
Owners, and section 42, which sets out how land councils must respond to applications for 
exploration permits. 

28 Ms Dank, p. 31. Also see: Northern Land Council, Response to Submission 7, p. 3. 

29 Mr Fitzpatrick, Committee Hansard, 28 July 2021, p. 33. 

http://www.legislation.gov.au/Details/C2020C00347
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Origin Energy and NLC are not consulting with all people whose interests 
may be affected by those risks. Our people have raised these and other 
concerns with the NLC and Origin Energy on numerous occasions over 
recent years. Origin Energy hides behind the NLC. The NLC first ignored 
our concerns, and more recently has behaved disrespectfully and 
aggressively towards us. Many of us feel trapped by the…representation 
and agency arrangements, and we need urgent help to change those 
arrangements so that we are given respect as native title holders, and so 
that we can start to make decisions about our country and our future with 
proper advice from faithful representatives and agents.30 

4.31 Mr Wilson alleged that the NLC has been selectively and improperly 
consulting with Traditional Owners, which is causing great divisions within 
communities:  

…the NLC are hand-picking a few traditional owners who they know they 
can manipulate to give them what they want so they can have the 
authorisation to give to the mining companies and say: 'Here; we've got 
authorisation. Go ahead and do it. Go do what you have to do. We've 
looked after the other side, the traditional owners.' We all know now that 
that's been happening with the NLC. They have been hand-picking 
people—elders—and making them sign off without proper consultation 
with the whole family, with the whole clan. You've got families. You've got 
one family here and one family there. There have been arguments because 
one family or somebody in one family has signed over these agreements 
without the knowledge of the whole family, of the whole clan, of the whole 
traditional owners group, and that is very upsetting. That is where all the 
arguments are coming in, and it's destroying Aboriginal people.31 

4.32 Ms Dank submitted that, in her case, the NLC has actively attempted to 
prevent her family's voice from being heard.32 She attributed their 'frustrating' 
relationship to her family's reputation as 'trouble makers': 

My family have been, historically, and it probably all stems back to 1999, 
when we were given Balbarini back. A few months after we were handed 
back Balbarini, the NLC came to us with a pastoral company. The pastoral 
company wanted to lease our place, and it was a 99-year lease, and we 
refused. We've refused certain things like that ever since. So we've become 
known as the 'no' people, the troublemakers.33 

4.33 Dr Paul described their current situation as dire, with the Australian and 
NT Governments unwilling to intervene to address the situation: 

…it seems like no minister at the federal or Territory level is willing to take 
our concerns seriously and that all we're going to get is stock letters from 

 
30 Nurrdalinji Native Title Aboriginal Corporation, Submission 18, p. 3. Also see: Northern Land 

Council, Response to Submission 18, pp. 10–11. 

31 Mr Wilson, p. 16.  

32 Ms Dank, Submission 7, p. 3. 

33 Ms Dank, Submission 7, p. 2. Note: Ms Dank submitted that concerns raised about the family's 
interactions with the Northern Land Council have failed to achieve any resolution. 
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elected officials. No-one is going to hold the NLC responsible, and 
therefore no-one is going to hold Empire [Energy] responsible for the 
actions they follow. 

All the people and bodies who are supposed to represent us have refused 
to execute their responsibilities and have thus failed us. This is why we 
appear before you today—to ask that all members of this inquiry take the 
responsibilities seriously and act with a clear conscience. We want you to 
consider this: if this were your country and your home for the last 60,000 
years, what would you do to protect it? Our social status, political 
affiliations, access to legal counsel and economic status should not affect 
our right to justice.34 

4.34 Mr Guyula argued that there is a role for representative bodies—like the 
NLC—in consultations however, he emphasised that the legitimacy of these 
bodies depends upon their acceptance by Traditional Owners: 'we can use 
organisations like the Northern Land Council or other Indigenous 
organisations as long as the people out there are satisfied'.35 

Empire Energy response 
4.35 Empire Energy submitted that respectful engagement with Traditional Owners 

is core to its business strategy, as has been demonstrated over the past 
decade.36 It argued that 'the company has at all times met or exceeded 
regulatory requirements in relation to obtaining the full and informed consent 
of traditional owners'.37 

4.36 Empire Energy noted that, since 2011, it has attended approximately 30 
meetings that have been held on Country in relation to its projects (EP187).38 
Managing Director Mr Alex Underwood stated: 

From the outset in those discussions we have explained to traditional 
owners what is involved in the unconventional petroleum exploration and 
development process, including drilling, fracture stimulation and the 
protection and use of water resources. We have always worked proactively 
with traditional owners to ensure that sacred sites are protected.39 

4.37 Representatives discussed with the committee the process of obtaining consent 
under the Land Rights Act. Mr Underwood noted that the NLC acted on 
behalf of Traditional Owners in the Beetaloo and although Empire Energy 
attended meetings to present work programs: 

 
34 Dr Paul, p. 30. 

35 Mr Guyula, p. 25. 

36 Empire Energy, Submission 26, p. 2. 

37 Empire Energy, Submission 26, p. 1. 

38 Empire Energy, Submission 26, p. 3. 

39 Mr Alex Underwood, Managing Director, Empire Energy, Committee Hansard, 28 July 2021, p. 42. 
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…we are specifically excluded from most of the proceedings of those 
meetings so that the issues can be discussed without our undue influence 
on the process.40 

4.38 Mr Underwood noted that, at the end of those meetings, Empire Energy was 
'notified that consent is provided, but there is no identification of the 
consenting Traditional Owners'.41 According to its submission, Empire Energy 
applied for EP187 on 12 April 2010 and signed a comprehensive Exploration 
Deed with the NLC on 5 February 2014, after which the EP was granted.42 

4.39 The committee notes that the NT's key environmental legislation—the 
Environment Protection Act 2019 (NT)—imposes duties upon activity 
proponents in respect of proposals that may affect Aboriginal communities.43 
The committee also notes that, under the Land Rights Act, land councils act on 
behalf of Traditional Owners. 

4.40 The committee notes particularly that the NT Government has not given final 
environmental approval to Empire Energy. 

Northern Land Council response  
4.41 NLC representatives referred to the council's current Mining Policy, which 

aims to guide its officers towards ensuring that: 

 decisions made at consultations are upheld by processes consistent with the 
principle of free, prior and informed consent; and 

 the NLC complies with all relevant laws in the discharge of its functions and 
duties.44 

4.42 NLC CEO Mr Joe Martin-Jard stated that the NLC's allegiance is to its 
approximately 51 000 constituents, and 'the Northern Land Council strives to 
give the highest standards of advice and assistance to our constituents. 
We reject any suggestion to the contrary'.45 

4.43 In answer to a question on notice, the NLC described its consultation activities 
for EP187 and EP184, from 2011 to 2013 inclusive. The NLC noted ongoing 

 
40 Mr Underwood, p. 46. 

41 Mr Underwood, p. 46. Note: Mr Underwood pointed out also that it is the responsibility of the 
Northern Land Council to identify the legitimate Traditional Owners and keep lists of attendance 
at Traditional Owners' meetings: p. 51. 

42 Empire Energy, Submission 26, p. 10. Note: for EP184 the application was made on 12 April 2010 
and a comprehensive Co-Existence and Exploration Deed was signed on 26 June 2013, after which 
the EP was granted: p. 12. 

43 Environment Protection Act 2019 (NT), s. 43. 

44 Mr Joe Martin-Jard, CEO, Northern Land Council, Committee Hansard, 2 August 2021, p. 20. Also 
see: Northern Land Council, 116 Mining Policy, 17 November 2020, p. 1. 

45 Mr Martin-Jard, p. 20. 
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work program meetings and site inspections for EP187, and activity proposals 
for EP184 not proceeding since 2016. The NLC also noted that, with the 
assistance of cultural advisers and translators, it provided its constituents with 
information that was 'detailed, factual and unbiased' and 'sought to accurately 
describe the known risks associated with fracking and other petroleum 
exploration activities, and the regulations and methods available for mitigating 
those risks'.46 

4.44 Mr Greg MacDonald, Manager (Minerals and Energy) with the NLC, told the 
committee that there had been extensive consultations undertaken with 
respect to Empire Energy's petroleum exploration activities: 

…the NLC has consulted fully with all of the traditional owner groups and 
affected Aboriginal groups and people in that region, including members 
of Ms Dank's family. And I believe that Ms Dank herself even briefly 
attended one of those consultation meetings.47 

4.45 Another NLC representative, Mr Daniel Wells, explained that group 
decision-making depends upon the particular law and custom of the group 
concerned: 'within the organisation there are very strong levels of corporate 
knowledge about how each group makes decisions under their Aboriginal 
law'.48 

4.46 In relation to the Beetaloo, Mr Wells stated: 

…it is the case that the estate groups, the clans, make decisions 
traditionally, and it's the senior knowledge holders who ultimately, under 
their law, have the power to make decisions about country. It's not a 
matter of numbers. It's not a matter of votes. It's not just a matter of 
consensus.49 

4.47 In relation to the Nurrdalinji Aboriginal Native Title Corporation, Mr Wells 
questioned its authority to speak for Native Title holders in the Beetaloo, 
saying: 'it was quite clear to us that many groups and many senior native title 
holders either didn't know anything about [the formation of this body] or were 
opposed to this particular action'.50 

 
46 Northern Land Council, answers to questions on notice, 2 August 2021 (received 23 August 2021), 

pp. 2-3.  

47 Mr Greg McDonald, Manager (Minerals and Energy), Northern Land Council, Committee Hansard, 
2 August 2021, p. 20.  

48 Mr Daniel Wells, Legal Practice Manager (Native Title), Northern Land Council, Committee 
Hansard, 2 August 2021, p. 22. Also see: Mr Guyula, Submission 14, p. 1, who stated that, in First 
Nations law, due process must be observed to rightfully allow the Elders, leaders and 
communities to ensure responsibility for their country. 

49 Mr Wells, p. 22. 

50 Mr Wells, p. 23. 
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4.48 The committee notes information received from Ms Dank, which argues that 
attendance at meetings does not equate to consultation or evidence informed 
consent (particularly where English is a second, third or even fourth language, 
and since translators are rarely provided).51 

4.49 The committee also notes Ms Dank's rejection of NLC's ability to determine 
who has the right to speak for her family: 

The NLC has the audacity to suggest that they have a better understanding 
of my culture than me… They…say that they are "not aware of any 
legitimate basis on which it could accept Ms Dank’s claim to be 
Ngnimirringki for Karranjini Rrumburriya country. Under their traditional 
laws and customs, the Karranjini Rrumburriya group do not regard 
Ms Dank as either Ngnimirringki or Djunggayi". Who are they to question 
my role within my family and clan and my lived experience? I was born 
Gudanji. I was born into my role. My mother was born into her role. This is 
Women's Country. We do not need to be told by a group of white men 
sitting around a table about our history, our kinship system or our way of 
ascribing roles within our family. Their attempt to deny recognition of my 
role within my family is an attempt to stifle my voice and further deny my 
family's right to participate in the consultation process. By questioning me, 
they are questioning my grandmothers and this shows great disrespect for 
them… I speak for my family as I am expected to and because my family 
have asked me to.52 

4.50 The committee notes that, in answer to a question on notice, the NLC advised 
that it compiles and maintains detailed records of the membership of the 
majority of Aboriginal groups with interests in the NLC area. The NLC stated 
that these records commence with the making of land or native title claims and 
is then constantly maintained by its anthropologists with the assistance of NLC 
constituents.53 

Benefits not going to communities 
4.51 First Nations Peoples expressed the view that there are better ways to spend 

$50 million than support large, well-resourced corporations to accelerate 
unconventional gas exploration through the BCD Program. The committee 
heard unanimous and unequivocal agreement that the grant money should be 
spent within impoverished communities on Country where it is greatly 
needed. 

4.52 Mr Hoosan, representing the Gudanji people and the four language groups of 
Borroloola, stated, for example: 

 
51 Ms Rikki Tanika Dank, Supplementary Submission 7, p. 1. 

52 Ms Dank, Supplementary Submission 7, p. 2. 

53 Northern Land Council, answers to questions on notice, 2 August 2021 (received 23 August 2021), 
pp. 4-5. 
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The government are putting money towards all these big companies. 
The $50 million we are hearing about should be spent here locally, around 
the local community in the Gulf region—and not only here but around 
other parts of the Northern Territory as well.54 

4.53 Mr Asman Rory, a Gudanji and Garawa man representing the four clan groups 
throughout the Beetaloo and McArthur Basin, highlighted the ways in which 
money could be spent on Country: 

The federal and the Northern Territory governments have the audacity to 
give away $50 million to the fracking companies when we have a crisis in 
the lives that are involved in this region. This $50 million could especially 
benefit housing, families, health, education, culture, language, stories, our 
way of life, our history, our water, our song lines, our practices.55 

4.54 Mr Fitzpatrick gave similar evidence:  

There are plenty of other ways to use that $50 million. Up here in the 
Territory we are in poverty. We have got a mine next to our country—
McArthur River Mine—making billions of dollars. Look at Borroloola. 
Borroloola doesn't look like a billion-dollar place. It looks like it has been 
forgotten for 30 years, and that's exactly what has happened. There are no 
footpaths anywhere around Borroloola. The kids are still walking on the 
road… We need to be really thinking for the future for all of us.56 

4.55 Mr Rory added that the $50 million should be provided to First Nations 
People, to help 'close the gap' between Non-First Nations and First Nations 
people: 

We need that money. If you're willing to put 50 million dollars into 
fracking companies to dig up oil and gas or, you know, destroy land and 
water right across the Territory, give that to the rightful people… That can 
be a more effective way to manage and practise what the people need and 
do every day in their lives as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 
for this country. But the one thing that we haven't learnt is from each other. 
That relationship is about 250 million years of gap. And we're still trying to 
close the gap. Northern Territory government and the Federal government 
you're not closing any gap by giving fracking companies 50 million dollars 
or any sort of money towards any quick buck for your needs. Aboriginal 
people are in need of housing infrastructure and just to live a daily life in 
our communities, on our homeland with the natural environment.57 

4.56 The Australian Youth Climate Coalition agreed that the BCD Program grant 
funding should be repurposed to support First Nations communities and to be 
more environmentally focussed: 

 
54 Mr Hoosan, p. 1.  

55 Mr Rory, p. 4. For similar evidence, see: Traditional Owners of the Beetaloo, Submission 56, p. 4. 

56 Mr Fitzpatrick, Committee Hansard, 28 July 2021, p. 31. 

57 Traditional Owners of the Beetaloo, Submission 56, p. 7. 
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It is outrageous that the government plans to spend public money on 
projects that will worsen the climate crisis and have negative consequences 
for the health and wellbeing of proximate communities—many of which 
are First Nations, and already experience significant social disadvantage 
across a range of areas. Public money needs to be invested into helping 
communities and ensuring healthy, thriving environments. There are 
many other ways the funding proposed for the gas fired recovery plan 
could be better spent supporting people and the planet.58 

4.57 The committee notes that the NLC gave evidence to the inquiry that they were 
not consulted on the Australian Government's BCD Program prior to its 
announcement.59 

Concerns over land and water contamination 
4.58 First Nations people raised concerns about the potential environmental 

impacts of unconventional gas exploration activities on Country. For example, 
Ms Veronica Lynch from the Black Tank Bore Homeland stated that 'we don't 
want fracking on our country because…it'll destroy our waterways, our 
surface areas and all our animal life and dreaming story, sacred sites area'.60 

4.59 Ms Wilson explained her deeply held concern about the 'poison' involved in 
the fracking process, which she fears will move well beyond the boundaries of 
the Beetaloo: 

When it rains here, it floods. When it floods up there, where they're 
destroying that main Beetaloo Basin, all that poison is going to come right 
down to us here [in Elliott and Daly Waters].61 

4.60 Ms Mills remained sceptical about assurances given to Traditional Owners 
regarding the impact of unconventional gas exploration on Country: 

…before these fellas came here, they were over in the USA. They were 
everywhere… Everywhere [the fracking companies have] been they've left 
a trail of filth and destruction and poison and environmental horrors… 
We're being told lies by the gas companies, we've been told there'll be just 
a couple of wells, or there'll be just a little tiny hole, which is, you know, 
what could that possibly do? These are all lies. They're all deceptions. 
It's all designed to get them over the line to convince our people to say 
yes.62 

 
58 Australian Youth Climate Coalition, Submission 38, p. 2. 

59 Mr Martin-Jard, p. 20. 

60 Traditional Owners of the Beetaloo, Submission 56, p. 6. 

61 Ms Wilson, p. 5. Also see: Ms Ward, p. 11; Mr Wilson, p. 12, who gave evidence regarding a 
21 million litre contaminated water spill at one of Santos' operations; and Geoscience Australia, 
answers to questions on notice, 28 July 2021 (received 6 August 2021). 

62 Traditional Owners of the Beetaloo, Submission 56, p. 6. 
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4.61 The Australian Youth Climate Coalition submitted that oil and gas exploration 
and production in the Beetaloo will also exacerbate climate change, which will 
disproportionally affect First Nations people: 

It is often the most marginalised in our societies who are hit first and worst 
by climate impacts and carry the burden of polluting industries. 
The climate crisis is unjust; those that have done the least to cause the 
problem feel the effects first and worst. This is particularly true for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, who are already experiencing 
the impacts of climate change and fossil fuel extraction on community, 
culture and country.63 

4.62 Ms Amelia Telford representing the Australian Youth Climate Coalition 
elaborated: 

…the issue of heat up here is a real concern, in terms of what scientists 
have predicted for future heatwaves and the number of days over 
30 degrees. When you consider the amount of resources and the lack of 
resources that communities have, the impacts of climate change could 
make communities up here unliveable, which could force people off 
country, and that is just from climate change, let alone issues to do with the 
actual process of fracking, and threats to water there as well. In terms of 
climate, it is a very big concern, and it's absolutely connected to all of the 
other issues that we've spoken to as well.64 

4.63 Empire Energy acknowledged community concerns about environmental 
impacts that might be experienced by unconventional gas exploration activities 
in the Beetaloo, conceding that 'it is incumbent on us to demonstrate that we 
are protecting land, environment and culture'.65 

4.64 To illustrate its commitment, Empire Energy outlined the types of 
consultation, negotiation, anthropological and environmental surveys that the 
company regularly undertakes, adding: 

…whenever we access new areas and turn soil for the first time, traditional 
owner cultural heritage monitors, appointed independently of the 
company, are present to ensure that we do not disturb sacred sites which 
had not previously been identified.66 

4.65 The committee notes however that, while Empire Energy's Beetaloo project is 
underway, in some respects the project is not so advanced. For instance, the 
company has not yet completed its environmental, social and governance 

 
63 Australian Youth Climate Coalition, Submission 38, pp. 1–2. 

64 Ms Telford, p. 31. Note: Chapter 5 briefly discusses the impact of exploration and production of 
shale gas in the Beetaloo on greenhouse gas emissions. 

65 Empire Energy, Submission 26, p. 3. 

66 Empire Energy, Submission 26, p. 3.  
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policy, nor was it able or willing to provide the committee with a copy of its 
sustainability road map.67 

Committee view 
4.66 The committee acknowledges the deep and enduring connection that First 

Nations people have with their Country and that any unwanted interference 
can have significant and ongoing cultural and spiritual consequences. 
The committee recognises that petroleum activities in the Beetaloo have the 
potential to create such interference.  

4.67 The committee heard that, over a considerable period of time, some First 
Nations people have clearly expressed their opposition to fracking in the 
Beetaloo. However, the oil and gas industry and governments have not heard, 
or have chosen to prioritise, petroleum exploration and production. 

4.68 The committee notes that activity proponents often conduct their consultation 
processes through representative bodies—such as prescribed body corporates 
or land councils—and acknowledges that these representative bodies do not 
necessarily represent or consult all Traditional Owners. 

4.69 The committee also heard that, while the NLC has consulted in relation to 
proposals for shale gas exploration, a significant First Nations cohort does not 
consider that it has been properly consulted.  

4.70 For example, the committee is deeply concerned that Traditional Owners—
such as Ms Dank and her clan and the Nurrdalinji Aboriginal Native Title 
Corporation—whose Country is integral to the Strategic Plan and the subject of 
the Instrument, reject that consent has been provided and those in a position to 
investigate the lack of consent have declined to do. 

4.71 Based on the totality of information received, the committee is not convinced 
that all Traditional Owners and Native Title holders in the Beetaloo have 
provided Free, Prior and Informed Consent to petroleum activities on Country. 
The committee considers that there is a need for further action to ensure that 
consultation is conducted inclusively and consent is only given in a free and 
informed manner. It is incumbent on government to institute the regulatory 
requirements to achieve this outcome.  

4.72 A review of the regulatory processes under relevant Commonwealth and 
territory laws should be conducted, using a collaborative approach with all 
stakeholders and with specific consideration of the need to conduct properly 
resourced on Country consultations, including the provision of translators, in 
order to comply with and respect First Nations laws. 

4.73 This is consistent with the Pepper Inquiry which concluded that an 'onshore 
shale gas industry in the NT can be appropriately managed by [among other 

 
67 Empire Energy, answers to questions on notice, 28 July 2021 (received 6 August 2021), p. 2. 
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things] reforming the current regulatory framework governing onshore shale 
gas development in the NT to strengthen transparency and accountability of 
all decision-making'.68 

Recommendation 4 
4.74 The committee recommends, consistent with the Pepper Inquiry, that the 

Australian and Northern Territory Governments, in collaboration with all 
relevant stakeholders and First Nations people, review the consultation 
processes used to obtain Free, Prior and Informed Consent from Traditional 
Owners and Native Title holders in relation to activity proposals on 
Country, with specific consideration of the need to conduct on Country 
meetings and to provide translators.  

4.75 In relation to the $50 million taxpayer funds committed under the BCD 
Program, the committee heard and agrees that there are better ways to spend 
this money than developing a shale gas industry in the Beetaloo. For too long 
the needs of First Nations communities have been given a lower consideration 
than they deserve. It is unconscionable for those communities to be subsisting 
in conditions that would be unacceptable in Non-First Nations communities. 

4.76 However, while the committee considers that $50 million could productively 
be spent on Country, as suggested by many submitters and witnesses, 
circumstances have moved far beyond such a simple option.  

4.77 Instead, during the remainder of this inquiry the committee will examine 
options to provide additional resources toward infrastructure and other 
projects for the betterment and advancement of First Nations people. 

 
68 Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing in the Northern Territory, Summary of the Final Report, 

April 2018, p. 59. 
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Chapter 5 
Potential environmental impacts 

5.1 This chapter examines issues raised in relation to environmental and global 
heating impacts of shale gas development in the Beetaloo, with a particular 
focus on water and greenhouse gas emissions. Specifically, it considers 
information received by the committee relating to: 

 the Pepper Inquiry's findings on potential environmental risks of the 
fracturing and use of onshore shale gas, and ways of mitigating these risks, 
including through robust regulation, baseline assessments and offsets; 

 risks to surface and groundwater resources, including potential effects on 
ecological communities and stygofauna, as well as on human health and 
agriculture; and 

 significant levels of greenhouse gas emissions from the development of 
shale gas resources in the Northern Territory (NT), as well as the lack of an 
effective regulatory oversight of the industry.  

Findings and key recommendations of the Pepper Inquiry 
5.2 As noted in Chapter 1, the Pepper Inquiry reported in 2018 on a number of key 

environmental risks related to the possible development of an onshore shale 
gas industry in the NT. Two of these risks are discussed in this chapter—
water-related risks and the lifecycle of greenhouse gas emissions—following a 
brief examination of the current status of the Pepper Inquiry 
recommendations.1 

The recommendations 
5.3 As discussed in Chapters 2 to 4, there is significant opposition to hydraulic 

fracturing in the NT, leading the Pepper Inquiry Panel to comment: 

For a significant majority of the people participating in the Inquiry, 
the overwhelming consensus was that hydraulic fracturing for onshore 
shale gas in the NT is not safe, is not trusted and is not wanted.2 

5.4 In order to address these concerns, the Pepper Inquiry made 135 
recommendations, which it considered, if all were enacted in full, would 
enable the safe and effective management of any onshore shale gas industry 
(see Chapter 1). 

 
1 Northern Territory Government, Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing, Summary of the Final 

Report, April 2018, frackinginquiry.nt.gov.au/inquiry-reports?a=494327 (accessed 30 June 2021).  

2 Northern Territory Government, Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing, Summary of the Final 
Report, April 2018, p. 6. 
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5.5 Arguably, the most significant of these recommendations is the requirement to 
offset all additional emissions that any gas extraction would create. Given the 
large scale of gas resources within the Beetaloo, these offset requirements are 
both financially and logistically very significant. Further, there has been no 
clear allocation of costs for offsetting these future emissions between the 
Australian and NT Governments, or the gas companies themselves. 

5.6 Some stakeholders noted that these recommendations were developed 
independent of the NT Government and industry, and are designed to 
mitigate risks through effective regulation. The Australian Petroleum 
Production and Exploration Association (APPEA) submitted, for example: 

The Northern Territory government accepted all 135 recommendations as 
handed down from the scientific inquiry panel. The Panel concluded that, 
should the government implement those recommendations, the proposed 
risks of hydraulic fracturing in the NT would be 'mitigated or reduced–and 
in some cases eliminated altogether–to acceptable levels'. The Honourable 
Justice Rachel Pepper also remarked that: 'There can be no doubt that this 
Inquiry has, at all times, conducted itself independent of Government and 
independent of any industry'.3 

5.7 Importantly, the Pepper Inquiry did not make any recommendations about 
whether the NT Government should or should not lift its 2016 moratorium on 
hydraulic fracturing in the NT. Instead, the purpose of the inquiry was 
specifically: 

…to identify and assess, based on the most current and best-available 
relevant scientific evidence, the environmental, social, cultural and 
economic risks associated with hydraulic fracturing for onshore shale gas 
in the NT, and to make recommendations to mitigate those risks, where 
possible, to acceptable levels. In circumstances where insufficient data 
exists to undertake this task, the Inquiry has not hesitated in 
recommending that the necessary additional information be obtained prior 
to the development of any onshore shale gas industry in the NT.4 

5.8 The NT Government supported the Pepper Inquiry's recommendations, and 
submitted to this inquiry that all recommendations related to 'exploration 
activities for drilling of petroleum well and hydraulic fracturing' were 
completed in May 2019'.5 

 
3 Australian Petroleum Production and Exploration Association, Submission 44, p. 5. Also see: 

Empire Energy Group Ltd (Empire Energy), Submission 26, p. 2.  

4 Northern Territory Government, Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing, Summary of the Final 
Report, April 2018, p. 6. 

5 NT Government, Submission 45, p. 2. 
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5.9 At the time of writing, 64 recommendations (46 per cent of the total) have been 
completed, implementation of 73 of the recommendations has commenced and 
the implementation of one recommendation has not yet commenced.6 

5.10 The committee notes that the NT Government appointed Dr David Richie as 
an Independent Officer to oversee the implementation of the 
recommendations, which are spread across several ministerial portfolios and 
government departments.7 The committee also notes the many submissions 
which contended that Dr Ritchie's progress reports appear to favour oil and 
gas interests.8 

Concerns regarding implementation 
5.11 The committee received information from a number of submitters and 

witnesses, who expressed concern about the implementation of the Pepper 
Inquiry recommendations. 

5.12 Dr Kirsty Howey from the Environment Centre NT, for example, noted that 
'fewer than 50 per cent of the Pepper inquiry's recommendations have been 
implemented… If they cannot be implemented, then the industry should not 
proceed'.9 

5.13 Dr Howey explained that, in addition to the proper regulation of the onshore 
shale gas industry, full implementation of the Pepper Inquiry 
recommendations is critical to the industry's social licence to operate and 
governments' social licence to regulate: 

This was very much presented by the Pepper inquiry and by the Northern 
Territory Labor government as a package, a holistic package. If it is not 
possible to opt to implement one of those 135 recommendations then the 
compact with Northern Territory people is that the industry shouldn't 
proceed.10 

5.14 The Australia Institute highlighted that the manner in which the 
recommendations are interpreted and implemented is also important. 
However, it argued: 

…the recommendations of the Pepper Inquiry are not being implemented, 
at least not in the way they were intended… Without these 

 
6 NT Government, 'Onshore Gas in the Northern Territory', hydraulicfracturing.nt.gov.au/ (accessed 

6 August 2021). 

7 For an outline of this role and the Independent Officer's progress reports, see: 
hydraulicfracturing.nt.gov.au/about/governance/independent-oversight (accessed 8 August 2021).  

8 See, for example: The Australia Institute, Submission 23, pp. 12–13. 

9 Dr Kirsty Howey, Co-Director, Environment Centre NT, Committee Hansard, 28 July 2021, p. 7. 

10 Dr Howey, p. 9. Also see: Environment Centre NT and Dr Timothy Neale, Submission 19, pp. 2–3. 

https://hydraulicfracturing.nt.gov.au/
https://hydraulicfracturing.nt.gov.au/about/governance/independent-oversight
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recommendations fully implemented unconventional gas cannot proceed 
safely in the NT.11 

5.15 Similarly, the Protect Country Alliance submitted that the recommendations of 
the Pepper Inquiry have been subject to 'distortion and watering down' by the 
NT Government and industry, and contended that there is currently no 
satisfactory review process.12 

5.16 The Environment Centre NT provided an outline of the Pepper Inquiry 
recommendations that apply to the Commonwealth, noting that it considered 
both of these recommendations unimplemented: 

Recommendation 7.3—That the Australian Government amends the 
[Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act)] 
to apply the 'water trigger' to onshore shale gas development…[and] 

Recommendation 9.8—That the NT and Australian governments seek to 
ensure that there is no net increase in the life cycle [greenhouse gas] 
emissions emitted in Australia from any onshore shale gas produced in the 
NT.13 

5.17 Regarding Recommendation 7.3, a representative from the Department of 
Agriculture, Water and the Environment (DAWE) told the committee: 

…the EPBC Act is currently under review at the moment. The officers who 
are responsible for that matter aren't available today and aren't with us. 
In a general sense, the outcome of the Samuel review indicated that the 
government' first port of call in terms of reviewing the EPBC Act was to 
keep [Matters of National Environmental Significance] as protected 
matters under the act the same. At this stage the water trigger is not the 
subject of that review.14 

5.18 On Recommendation 9.8, the Department of Industry, Science, Energy and 
Resources (DISER) told the committee that an agreement was currently being 
negotiated:  

The draft agreement text is still under negotiation with the Northern 
Territory Government [which] is going to be a high level document 
focusing on areas of mutual interest. So, in the broad, it will cover energy 
and emissions reduction.15 

5.19 The implications of these two recommendations are discussed further below.  

 
11 The Australia Institute, Submission 23, pp. 3–4. 

12 Protect Country Alliance, Submission 27, p. 7. Also see: pp. 7–10. Note: Chapter 2 discusses the 
community oversight body, the Onshore Shale Gas Community Business Reference Group. 

13 Environment Centre NT, answers to questions taken on notice, public hearing, Canberra, 28 July 
2021 (received 6 August 2021), p. 1. 

14 Ms Kim Farrant, Acting First Secretary, Environment Approvals Division, Department of 
Agriculture, Water and the Environment (DAWE), Committee Hansard, 2 August 2021, p. 34.  

15 Ms Helen Bennett, Head of Division, Climate Change Division, Department of Industry, Science, 
Energy and Resources (DISER), Committee Hansard, 2 August 2021, p. 33. 
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Strategic Regional Environmental and Baseline Assessments (SREBAs) 
5.20 A central recommendation of the Pepper Inquiry was for any development of 

the NT's onshore shale gas industry to be informed by robust Strategic 
Regional Environmental and Baseline Assessments (SREBAs) to: 

 inform an understanding of the territory's unique environmental values; 
 adequately assess the risk profile of any onshore shale gas industry; 
 facilitate strategic environmental (water and air) and land-use planning; and 
 fully inform issues associated with social impacts, human health, and First 

Nations people and their culture.16  

5.21 The Pepper Inquiry particularly noted the importance of SREBAs in 
understanding biophysical (water, land and air) risks, commenting: 

The lack of adequate pre-development assessment and environmental 
baseline data is routinely cited as one of the biggest issues associated with 
the rapid development of the shale gas industry in the US and the [coal 
seam gas] industry in Queensland.17 

5.22 The Pepper Inquiry made two key recommendations concerning SREBAs: first, 
that a SREBA be undertaken prior to the granting of any further production 
approvals; second, that undertaking a SREBA for the Beetaloo should be 
prioritised.18 

Concerns raised 
5.23 The committee received information raising concerns about the development 

and implementation of SREBAs. The Arid Lands Environment Centre argued, 
for example: 

Despite the Pepper Inquiry providing a pathway for fracking to occur in 
the Northern Territory, the viability of the industry from a regulatory 
standpoint remains unknown. The baseline assessments…are yet to be 
completed. Very little research has been conducted in the region to date. 
These ecological, social, cultural and economic baseline assessments will be 
critical components that will inform whether the industry is viable.19 

5.24 The Protect Country Alliance highlighted that, even if baseline assessments 
were completed, it is critical that the SREBAs are finalised before onshore shale 
gas activities can proceed: 

Government and industry have consistently claimed that the Pepper 
inquiry gave them a green light to proceed with fracking after measuring 

 
16 Northern Territory Government, Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing, Summary of the Final 

Report, April 2018, p. 55. 

17 Northern Territory Government, Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing, Summary of the Final 
Report, April 2018, p. 55. 

18 Northern Territory Government, Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing, Summary of the Final 
Report, April 2018, Recommendations 15.1–15.3 and p. 56. 

19 Arid Lands Environment Centre, Submission 24, p. 2. 
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some baselines. This is a deliberate and dangerous distortion and was 
prevalent in the NT elections in 2020 and their expectation is that they will 
be able to proceed in 2022. The SREBA research has not been done, some 
key elements have barely started. And the stakes are high.20 

5.25 Dr Howey pointed out that 40.5 per cent of the recommendations depend on 
robust baseline studies, and she too noted that shale gas development 
activities have already commenced even though the SREBAs have not been 
conducted as recommended by the Pepper Inquiry: 

We don't think these studies can accurately be described as 
predevelopment baseline studies given that exploration, including the 
drilling of a number of wells, has been continuing unabated. The Pepper 
inquiry outlined that the baseline study data acquisition, interpretation 
and reporting stages be conducted over a three-to five-year period. 
However, due to significant delays, studies have only recently 
commenced, and will be completed within an 18-month period only. Also, 
as per recommendation 9.4 of the Pepper inquiry, the SREBA should be 
funded by the gas industry; however, we now understand that Territory 
taxpayers are funding the SREBA—that's the baseline study—on a promise 
to be reimbursed at a later date if the industry ever reaches production.21 

Surface and groundwater management 
5.26 This report has already discussed concerns raised by Traditional Owners about 

the potential risks of fracking to the Beetaloo's surface and groundwater 
systems, which sustain local communities not only as sources of drinking 
water, but also spiritually and culturally (see Chapter 4). These were summed 
up by Ms Nancy McDinny, a Traditional Owner from Borroloola, who told the 
committee: 

Fracking is not good for our country, not good for our water… Our water 
was here from ancestors. Thousands and thousands of years ago people 
were living with this water, living on clean country… We've got to protect 
it and protect the water.22 

5.27 The Pepper Inquiry highlighted that the sustainable management of surface 
and groundwater resources will be crucial to the development of any onshore 
shale gas industry in the NT. That inquiry identified three water-related 
environmental values—water quantity; water quality; and aquatic 
ecosystems—and after assessing 20 water-related risks, found three 
high-priority issues, summarised in Table 5.1 below. 

 
20 Protect Country Alliance, Submission 27, p. 7. Also see: pp. 7–10. 

21 Dr Howey, p. 8. Also see: Arid Lands Environment Centre, Submission 24, pp. 4–5. Relevant 
evidence is also summarised in Chapter 2, where the committee recommends that the Australian 
taxpayer be reimbursed in respect of grant funding under the BCD Program. 

22 Traditional Owners of the Beetaloo, Submission 56, p. 3. Also see: Chapter 4 for more evidence from 
Traditional Owners expressing these concerns. 
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Table 5.1 Water-related high priority risks, NT 

Risk Finding 

Unsustainable 
groundwater use 

There is insufficient information to permit a full 
assessment of the risks to groundwater resources 
from any shale gas industry established in the 
Beetaloo.  
There is a 'low' risk of a local drawdown of 
groundwater greater than 1 metre at distances 
beyond 1 kilometre from a gas company bore 
field. 

Contamination of 
groundwater (hydraulic 
fracturing fluids and 
wastewater) 

There is a 'very low' risk of the upward migration 
from the shale formation of hydraulic fracturing 
fluids and chemicals leached from the shale 
causing contamination of a surface aquifer. 
There is a 'low' to 'medium' risk of upward 
migration of methane.  
There is a 'low' risk of spills travelling through the 
30–100 metres of soil and rock to the aquifer in the 
Beetaloo, based on predictive modelling.  
Risk of hydraulic fracturing chemicals and fluid 
additive spill during transportation to site. 
There is a 'low' risk of wastewater spilling during 
transportation by pipeline for reuse or to a 
treatment plant. 

Effect of water quantity 

and quality risks (surface 

water and/or 

groundwater dependent 

ecosystems) 

There is a major lack of detailed knowledge of the 
aquatic ecology and biodiversity of surface and 
groundwater systems, particularly in the semi-
arid and arid regions of the NT. Improving this 
knowledge base should be a focus of any SREBA. 

  
Source: Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing in the Northern Territory, Summary of Final Report, pp. 17–
21, frackinginquiry.nt.gov.au/inquiry-reports?a=494327 (accessed 21 July 2021). 

Concerns raised 
5.28 Submitters and witnesses to the Senate inquiry expressed heightened concerns 

regarding the potential for water-related environmental risks from hydraulic 
fracturing in the Beetaloo. The Australia Institute cautioned that the onshore 
shale gas industry, and the BCD Program which would facilitate and 
accelerate it, must be seen in the following context: 

https://frackinginquiry.nt.gov.au/inquiry-reports?a=494327
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Unconventional gas extraction, or fracking, is deeply unpopular in the 
Territory, with a key reason being the risks the process presents to 
groundwater resources, along with climate impacts. Territorians are much 
more aware of their groundwater than most Australians as most people in 
the NT, particularly south of Darwin, rely on groundwater for drinking, 
bathing, fishing and other recreation for at least part of the year.23 

5.29 Mr Graeme Sawyer reminded the committee of the importance of clean 
groundwater for a broad range of communities, and the need to understand 
the effects of fracking before development commences: 

In the Beetaloo Basin, this ground water is the only water source for the 
Indigenous communities, the pastoralists and the townships that live 
through the area. They draw their water for drinking and everything else 
out of this system, and the chemicals and processes that the fracking 
companies are using are already dumping stuff in there and are 
guaranteed to dump a lot more in the future.24 

5.30 GetUp's submission included a large number of contributions from its 
members highlighting the risks to the NT's water that could come from 
fracking development, which it said were acknowledged by proponents: 

Origin Energy's own environmental report for 10,000 square kilometres on 
the Beetaloo Basin warned that drilling 'would pose a risk of causing 
aquifers under some properties to leak into each other', deteriorating the 
quality of existing and future groundwater supplies. The current program 
at Beetaloo will be an enormous threat to 90% of the Northern Territory's 
groundwater systems. The ecosystem in the outback is fragile and 
precious. Drilling will have unknown consequences for Traditional 
Owners, for flora, fauna and farmers.25 

5.31 Protect Country Alliance's submission drew out further concerns regarding 
how new information about potential risks to groundwater is being handled: 

Knowledge of threats to water has dramatically increased with the 
publishing of preliminary research in 2021. This includes threats to 
drinking water to stock and agriculture and to culturally significant water 
systems and sacred sites. None of the more recent Environmental 
management plans (EMPs) have been updated to reflect this new 
knowledge despite the clear warning in the Pepper Inquiry. 

In the last few months, pastoralists, Traditional Owners and the 
community have all responded with renewed concerns based on this 
groundwater and Stygofauna research. The Federal fracking subsidies are 

 
23 The Australia Institute, Submission 23 p. 5. The submission added that Territorians' are familiar 

with environmental mining disasters—such as the Rum Jungle uranium mine, the Redbank copper 
mine and the McArthur River mine. Also see: Environment Centre NT and Dr Neale,  
Submission 19, pp. 2 and 5, which noted that impact on potable water was seen as universally 
unacceptable in the Pepper Inquiry. 

24  Mr Graeme Sawyer, Coordinator, Protect Country Alliance, Committee Hansard, 28 July 2021, 
p. 16. 

25 GetUp, Submission 5, p. 7. 
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causing the process and the science to be pushed aside as the industry 
desperately tries to cash in on an ever reducing window of opportunity.26 

5.32 Geoscience Australia told the committee that studies undertaken in 
partnership with the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research 
Organisation (CSIRO) indicate that the potential effects of fracking can be 
managed through existing and reformed regulation: 

In partnership with the CSIRO, we have studied extensively over the last 
four years under the Geological and Bioregional Assessment Program, 
looking at the potential of impacts on the groundwater systems from 
unconventional [gas] industry in the Beetaloo. We have already completed 
the first two stages of that work, and that is all publicly available now. 
The third stage is due for publication very shortly, but the preliminary 
results are already demonstrating that, given all the ways of causing 
impact that have been considered, our best scientific opinion is that there is 
a very low probability of any impact to the groundwater system and that, 
in fact, all processes can be appropriately mitigated using current 
regulatory frameworks that exist, particularly if the recommendations of 
the reviews that have taken place in the Northern Territory are followed.27 

Stygofauna 
5.33 In 2021 the CSIRO reported finding a new and diverse range of tiny aquatic 

animals known as stygofauna deep in the underground aquifers of the NT: 
The Beetaloo animals are different from stygofauna recorded from more 
extensively studied Western Australian aquifers, with new genera and 
species of crustaceans likely to be present in the Beetaloo. Results confirm 
Northern Territory aquifers support a diverse range of stygofaunal species. 
All Beetaloo stygofaunal communities sampled were dominated by 
crustaceans—shrimps, amphipods, ostracods, copepods and syncarids. 
CSIRO scientist Dr Gavin Rees said the presence of the same stygofaunal 
species at widely separated sites across the Cambrian Limestone Aquifer 
could indicate high connectivity within the aquifer which would need to 
be considered in light of shale gas development proposals.28 

5.34 The committee received information suggesting that new species of stygofauna 
have been found in the Beetaloo, and that the Pepper Inquiry 
recommendations would not necessarily protect these creatures, which are not 
yet understood sufficiently: 

The [CSIRO] study confirmed the presence of Stygofauna in the basin, 
something the Pepper inquiry suspected and requested the scientific study 

 
26 Protect Country Alliance, Submission 27, p. 2. Also see: Chapter 2. 

27 Dr David Robinson, Branch Head, Basin Systems Branch, Geoscience Australia, Committee Hansard, 
2 August 2021, p. 35. 

28 CSIRO, 'Tiny new species discovered as scientists' outback fishing trip bags exotic catch', Media 
Release, 12 February 2021, www.csiro.au/en/news/news-releases/2021/tiny-new-species-
discovered-as-scientists-outback-fishing-trip-bags-exotic-catch (accessed 16 August 2021). Also 
see: Geoscience Australia, answer to question on notice, 2 August 2021 (received 6 August 2021). 

http://www.csiro.au/en/news/news-releases/2021/tiny-new-species-discovered-as-scientists-outback-fishing-trip-bags-exotic-catch
http://www.csiro.au/en/news/news-releases/2021/tiny-new-species-discovered-as-scientists-outback-fishing-trip-bags-exotic-catch
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to confirm. Eleven species new to science and a large (for stygofauna) 
shrimp predatory species indicating a complex ecosystem. 

The research also showed through its DNA analysis that the connectivity 
in the basin is significant as the less than 4% variability in DNA between 
specimens from approx. 400 km apart shows the species freely intermixing 
across the basin. The Pepper inquiry said specifically they thought 
stygofauna might be present and that if they were present the inquiry's 
135 recommendations could not be relied upon to protect stygofauna and 
groundwater.29 

5.35 Mr Sawyer explained that stygofauna are crucial to healthy underground 
water systems, and that any degradation would have effects on entire 
ecosystems, including for humans that depend on those systems for clean 
drinking water: 

…stygofauna have a major ecosystem in those underground water 
systems. A lot of them are new to science. There are 11 species so far, and 
this is just preliminary data. The evidence is that these animals are what 
keep that water potable. The fact that this is fresh drinking water, in great 
nick and able to support the human communities across that space as well 
as the cattle industry et cetera, is probably in large part due to these 
stygofauna. They are also known to be incredibly sensitive organisms, 
because they live in such a controlled environment.30 

5.36 Mr Sawyer suggested CSIRO's stygofauna research is currently being ignored 
in proponents' environmental assessment documentation: 

Neither the Imperial [a subsidiary of Empire Energy Group Ltd (Empire 
Energy)] EMP nor the Santos EMP, both of which have been published for 
comment in the last few months, mentions the word 'stygofauna' in their 
documents. We've also seen data from the Tanumbirini 1 well completion 
report indicating that 21 million litres of drilling mud was lost into the 
underground systems—these are the water systems where these 
stygofauna live—during the drilling of that well, possibly containing 
biocides and a whole range of other materials that are likely to disrupt the 
balance.31 

Other environmental impacts   

Ecological communities and species 
5.37 The Pepper Report noted that land clearing would take place for gas extraction 

development, and that this would cause direct habitat loss and fragmentation. 
It suggested a number of ways that this loss could be mitigated, including 
through limiting the 'surface footprint' of land clearing through efficient 

 
29 Protect Country Alliance, Submission 27, p. 9. Also see: The Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic 

Fracturing in the Northern Territory, Final Report, April 2018, Recommendation 7.20 and pp. 115, 
128 and 165, frackinginquiry.nt.gov.au/inquiry-reports/final-report (accessed 18 August 2021).  

30 Mr Sawyer, p. 16. 

31 Mr Sawyer, p. 14.  

https://frackinginquiry.nt.gov.au/inquiry-reports/final-report
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design of infrastructure such as roads, monitoring of threatened species at risk 
and implementing management plans where necessary, and effectively 
rehabilitating land once development is completed.32 

5.38 The committee received some information on the probable effects of fracking 
in the Beetaloo on threatened ecological communities and the threatened 
species of flora and fauna they support. For example, the Environment Centre 
NT and Dr Timothy Neale submitted that the exploration activities proposed 
'clearly meet the threshold of having the potential to have a significant impact 
on the [NT's environment]', including through: 

 fragmentation of the habitat of native animals and native vegetation, a 
key threatening process for threatened species and ecological 
communities; 

 a rise in greenhouse gas emissions; 
 potential for damage to cultural heritage and sacred sites; 
 potential for contamination to groundwater; 
 potential for contamination of surface water; 
 multiple sites for contamination to soils; and 
 damage to threatened species and ecological communities.33 

5.39 These risks were drawn out by the Environmental Defenders Office: 

The Beetaloo sub-basin has several conservation areas in and around the 
basin that host fragile flora and fauna [which] have not been extensively 
studied for flora and fauna, but there are reports of 14 threatened species 
in the greater Beetaloo sub-basin region, including the grey falcon and 
floodplain monitor. With more assessment, these numbers may increase… 

The infrastructure requirements of gas developments would create habitat 
loss, edge effects and habitat fragmentation for flora and fauna. Through 
the development of infrastructure such as roads, pipelines, drilling pads 
and wells, habitats of many flora and fauna may become disconnected and 
impact on their behaviour, which may lead to a lower chance of survival. 
As transportation into these remote regions within the Beetaloo sub-basin 
increases, so too does the risks of introducing weed infestations, which 
would be devastating for local flora, who already compete for very limited 
water resources.34 

5.40 These issues will be considered in greater depth in the committee's final report 
due in March 2022. 

 

 

 
32 Northern Territory Government, Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing, Summary of the Final 

Report, April 2018, p. 27.  

33 Environment Centre NT and Dr Neale, Submission 19, p. 3. 

34 Environmental Defenders Office, Submission 46, p. 13. 
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Pastoral interests 
5.41 Protect Country Alliance submitted that pastoralists do not want fracking on 

their leaseholds, fearing that it presents a real and present threat to their 
ongoing business operations at multiple levels: 

[The] issues are many but include the inability to get insurance as well as 
the risks to water, chemical pollution of water and land and operations.35 

5.42 Mr Sawyer explained that chemical pollution threatens the cattle industry, 
as there are concerns that such pollution could cause sterility, increase salinity 
in potable water, and contaminate cattle intended for consumption.36 

5.43 The committee notes that some submitters have expressed concerns about how 
petroleum exploration activities in the Beetaloo, and the NT more generally, 
could impact human and animal health. The committee acknowledges these 
concerns, which it may examine as the inquiry progresses. 

Hydraulic fracturing and the 'water trigger' 
5.44 A number of stakeholders raised concerns about the 'water trigger' in the 

EPBC Act not covering shale gas extraction. As discussed above, the Pepper 
Inquiry specifically recommended that the Australian Government amend the 
EPBC Act to extend the 'water trigger' to onshore shale gas developments.37 
Despite recent amendments to that Act, this has not been undertaken. 

5.45 Evidence to the committee explained why a water trigger was necessary, both 
for human and ecosystem health. For example, the Arid Lands Environment 
Centre submitted: 

The 'water trigger' must be expanded to include shale gas activities. 
The risk posed by shale gas activities is as great if not greater than the risks 
posed by coal seam gas and large coal mining developments. Shale gas 
uses large quantities of water, in addition to posing a risk to groundwater 
through contamination.38 

5.46 The Environment Centre NT and Dr Neale noted that most of the NT's 
drinking water is drawn from aquifers, and that 'any impact on potable water' 
from contamination or reducing quantity from extraction and drawdown was 
'universally seen as unacceptable' during the consultations conducted for the 
Pepper Inquiry.39 Dr Howey expanded on this point, explaining: 

 
35 Protect Country Alliance, Submission 27, p. 7. 

36 Mr Sawyer, p. 17. Note: Mr Sawyer argued that well failures are inevitable as bacteria will 
eventually corrode their concrete and steel: p. 19. Also see: Protect Country Alliance, answers to 
questions on notice, 28 July 2021 (received 11 August 2021), pp. 1–3. 

37 Northern Territory Government, Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing, Summary of the Final 
Report, April 2018, Recommendation 7.3. 

38 Arid Lands Environment Centre, Submission 24, p. 3. 

39 Environment Centre NT and Dr Neale, Submission 19, p. 5. 
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To safeguard our water, we absolutely [sic] the federal approval and 
federal expertise that comes with the water trigger to adequately assess, 
using appropriate temporal and spatial scales, exactly what the impacts of 
this industry are going to be on our water resources. As mentioned 
previously by the Australia Institute, this was the No. 1 issue. 

Climate change was a very significant issue related to fracking, but it was 
water and the rallying point around water being life that really galvanised 
Territorians in relation to the inquiry. It's completely unacceptable that we 
still don't have that amendment to the EPBC Act.40 

5.47 The committee notes advice DAWE that the water trigger applies only to coal 
seam gas and coalmining projects and, although the EPBC Act is currently 
under review, 'there are no changes proposed to expand the scope of the water 
trigger at this time'.41 

Energy production and potential greenhouse gas emissions 
5.48 The Pepper Inquiry noted that the extraction and subsequent use 

(the 'lifecycle')42 of shale gas results in the emission of greenhouse gases 
(GHGs), including methane and carbon dioxide (CO2). The Pepper Inquiry 
Panel found that stakeholders were very concerned about the potential 
environmental impacts of climate change, which would be exacerbated by 
Australia increasing its GHG emissions through any onshore shale gas 
industry.43 

5.49 The Pepper Inquiry assessed the quantity of lifecycle GHG emissions for any 
new onshore shale gas field in the NT. Its estimate was based on yearly 
production of either 365 PJ or 1240 PJ, a range evidenced in global shale gas 
operations and use. The Panel estimated: 

 GHG emissions from any new onshore shale gasfield in the NT 
producing 365 PJ/y would contribute around 4.5% of Australian GHG 
emissions and around 0.05% of global GHG emissions; 

 for a gas field producing 1,240 PJ/y (with LNG exports of 80% and 
domestic consumption of 20%), the Australian component of emissions 
is around 6.6% of Australian GHG emissions and 0.07% of global GHG 
emissions. The total emissions (emitted in both Australia and overseas) 
is approximately 0.17% of global GHG emissions; and 

 
40 Dr Howey, pp. 10–11. 

41 DAWE, answer to question on notice, 2 August 2021 (received 9 August 2021). 

42 Greenhouse gas emissions encompass direct (Scope 1, generated by the project from sources 
owned and controlled by an activity proponent) and indirect emissions (Scopes 2 and 3, generated 
at sources not owned or controlled by an activity proponent and downstream emissions, 
respectively). These are collectively referred to as 'lifecycle' emissions. 

43 Northern Territory Government, Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing, Summary of the Final 
Report, April 2018, Recommendation 7.3. 
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 the assessed risk associated with life cycle GHG emissions is 'medium' 
for a gasfield producing 365 PJ/y; 'medium' for the Australian emission 
component associated with a gasfield producing 1,240 PJ/y; and 'high' 
for the global emissions (both in Australia and overseas) associated with 
a gasfield producing 1,240 PJ/y.44 

5.50 The committee notes that, in addition to the shale gas activities in the Beetaloo, 
there are several major offshore and onshore gas projects which are under 
development, with capacity to produce significant GHG emissions that are not 
compatible with limiting global warming to 1.5 or even 2 degrees Celsius, let 
alone net zero by 2050.45 

5.51 These massive gas projects include Woodside Energy Ltd's offshore Western 
Australia Scarborough gas project, Santos Offshore Pty Ltd's offshore NT 
Barossa gas project and onshore New South Wales Narrabri gas project. 
Any one of these projects will jeopardise the goal of stabilising the earth's 
climate by 2050.   

5.52 The Beetaloo is however bigger than any of these projects. Emeritus Professor 
Ian Lowe submitted that assuming the resource is as big as the Marcellus Shale 
deposit in the US, to which gas companies have compared the Beetaloo 
resource, then the: 

…scale of production [from the Beetaloo] would contribute about 600 
million tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent per year. To put that figure in 
context, Australia’s total emissions for the most recent year—the highest 
ever recorded—were 560 million tonnes. So just extracting and burning gas 
at the rate projected, without taking into account the extra contribution 
from fugitive emissions, would do more to accelerate climate change than 
Australia’s entire current activity.46 

5.53 In contrast, Empire Energy submitted that its project in the Beetaloo is 
anticipated to have low Scope 1 carbon dioxide levels: 

Field tests indicate that our gas contains extremely low levels of CO₂ (<1%) 
compared to other gas basins around the world which is likely to reduce 
the carbon intensity of future development on our assets compared to 
other gas developments.47 

5.54 The committee notes that once fugitive methane emissions are taken into 
account the overall Scope 1 GHG emissions (CO₂-e) are likely to be much 

 
44 Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing in the Northern Territory, Summary of the Final Report, 

April 2018, p. 33. Note: the Pepper Inquiry Panel noted that the assessments represent unmitigated 
risk levels, which it deemed unacceptable. 

45 Fiona Harvey, 'No new oil, gas or coal development if world is to reach net zero by 2050, says 
world energy body', The Guardian, www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/may/18/no-new-
investment-in-fossil-fuels-demands-top-energy-economist (accessed 19 August 2021). 

46 Emeritus Professor Ian Lowe, Submission 6, Attachment 1, p. 5. 

47 Empire Energy, Submission 26, p. 4. 

http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/may/18/no-new-investment-in-fossil-fuels-demands-top-energy-economist
http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/may/18/no-new-investment-in-fossil-fuels-demands-top-energy-economist
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higher. On this point, the Institute for Energy Economics and Financial 
Analysis has estimated that, in the period 2014–2019, the emissions intensity of 
Australia's gas production increased by around 30 per cent due to newer 
projects releasing higher rates of GHGs: 'the average amount of GHG 
associated with gas production increased from 0.54 tonnes of CO₂-e per tonne 
of LNG produced to 0.7 tonnes of CO₂-e per tonne of LNG produced'.48 

5.55 Bearing in mind that most, if not all shale gas from the Beetaloo might end up 
in the export market, Protect Country Alliance argued that Scope 3 emissions 
(those generated overseas) have not been included in the GHG estimates:  

Current emissions figures for Beetaloo and other Territory based gas 
projects do not currently include the so-called scope 3 emissions, those 
created when the gas is burned overseas. I remember people talking about 
how silly Australia was to be exporting raw materials and importing 
finished products and effectively missing out on the wealth creation and 
jobs delivered through the processing of the raw materials and the 
manufacturing of the finished products. In relation to fossil fuels we see 
almost no benefit from the industry in relation to the export of the raw 
materials yet we "import" the consequences in the form of global heating 
and the fires and droughts and other disruptions that flow from this.49 

Estimated increase in greenhouse gas emissions 
5.56 Submitters and witnesses expressed concern that the development of a shale 

gas industry in the Beetaloo will significantly increase GHG emissions, thereby 
contributing to climate destabilisation and the adverse impacts associated with 
global warming for which the gas companies will not have to pay. These 
stakeholders noted that these outcomes would affect not just the NT and 
Australia, but also the planet. 

5.57 Regarding the potentially catastrophic long-term effects of global heating, 
the Environment Centre NT and Dr Neale noted: 

Climate change is projected to have significant impacts in the NT as early 
as 2030, and extreme impacts by 2070, including more severe cyclones, 
increased droughts, changed fire regimes, more erratic rainfall and 
extreme temperatures. By 2090, the NT's capital, Darwin, will likely 
experience more than 300 days per year of temperatures over 35 degrees 
Celsius, creating an extreme heat stress hazard. The NT's experience of 
climate change impacts is already startling. Its three principal ecosystems, 
the savannas and coastal mangroves of the tropics in the 'Top End', and the 
arid zone interior of Central Australia, have been classified by some 
scientists as 'collapsing'. Climate change will exacerbate existing 
entrenched inequalities in housing, health, infrastructure and employment, 
with impacts felt disproportionately by Indigenous people and lands in 
northern Australia. The NT's own Environment Minister, Eva Lawler, 

 
48 Institute for Energy Economics and Financial Analysis, Submission 43, p. 2. 

49 Protect Country Alliance, Submission 27, p. 12. 
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acknowledged recently that the territory may become uninhabitable for 
humans if global emissions continue on current trajectories.50 

5.58 The global implications of the release GHGs from the development of NT gas 
reserves were outlined by the Protect Country Alliance: 

One of our major concerns is the climate and the implications for future 
generations of opening this fossil fuel basin. The area of the McArthur 
River basin known as the Beetaloo sub basin has a significant amount of 
gases that will greatly increase global heating emissions… The carbon 
dioxide and methane emissions from this area will be extraordinary and 
the combined figure of the direct emissions, the leakage of fugitive 
emissions, and the emissions from processing and transporting the gas are 
very significant and will mean Australia will not meet the climate targets it 
has set, as weak as those are from the federal government.51 

5.59 The Australian Youth Climate Coalition argued that there is a need to act 
without further delay:  

Gas is a fossil fuel that is driving the climate crisis. Gas production creates 
greenhouse gas emissions at every stage of production. Its primary 
emission, methane, is 84 times more potent than one tonne of carbon 
dioxide. We still have time to address the climate crisis and stop the worst 
impacts, but that window is closing quickly. It's imperative that we act fast. 
Fundamentally, that means transitioning to net-zero emissions and 100 
percent renewable energy—not expanding fossil fuel energy production.52 

5.60 Echoing recent research by the International Energy Agency (IEA), the Climate 
Council has warned that 'there can be no new coal, oil or gas projects if the 
global energy sector is to reach net zero emissions by 2050 and help avoid 
catastrophic climate change'. Dr Simon Bradshaw, Head of Research from the 
Climate Council, added: 

The fact that even the traditionally conservative IEA is calling for an 
immediate end to fossil fuel expansion is yet another nail in the coffin for 
fossil fuels, the biggest drivers of dangerous climate change… IEA's report 
adds to a growing body of evidence that Australia's gas-fired recovery is 
unnecessary and dangerous, as many energy, economic and scientific 
experts have repeatedly said… Projects under consideration right now, like 
the Narrabri and Scarborough gas projects, cannot go ahead. Instead of 
spending public money on gas, which will increase electricity prices and 
worsen climate change, Australia can and should be working towards net 
zero emissions by 2035, and capitalising on the benefits of leading the 
global transition to renewables.53 

 
50 Environment Centre NT and Dr Neale, Submission 9, pp. 4–5. 

51 Protect Country Alliance, Submission 27, p. 13.  

52 Australian Youth Climate Coalition, Submission 38, pp. 2–4. 

53 Climate Council, 'No New Fossil Fuels, New International Report', Media Release, 18 May 2021, 
www.climatecouncil.org.au/resources/iea-net-zero-2050/ (accessed 18 August 2021). Also see: 
International Energy Agency, 'Pathway to critical and formidable goal of net-zero emissions by 
2050 is narrow but brings huge benefits, according to IEA special report', Media Release, 18 May 

http://www.climatecouncil.org.au/resources/iea-net-zero-2050/
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Offsetting lifecycle GHG emissions 
5.61 As outlined above, the Pepper Inquiry recommended that the Australian and 

NT Governments seek to ensure that there is no net increase in the lifecycle 
GHGs emitted in Australia from any onshore shale gas produced in the NT.54 

5.62 Submitters and witnesses, however, questioned whether this could in practice 
be achieved, noting the sheer volume of GHGs that would be released by the 
development of the Beetaloo. For example, Protect Country Alliance 
submitted: 

While the NT Fracking Inquiry suggested that emissions from gas 
production could be offset by savings in other areas, the scale of reductions 
that would be needed for even the lower level of production is totally 
impractical. For example, offsetting the lower rate of production computed 
in this study for 5 per cent leakage would require reducing emissions in 
other areas by more than the entire transport sector. Even the heroic 
assumption that fugitive emissions could be constrained to 1.7 per cent—a 
lower figure than any measured for any shale gas development—would 
still require offsets comparable to the emissions from all industrial 
processes. At the higher production rate for which emissions have been 
calculated, even assuming unprecedented success in reducing leakage and 
using the 100-year timescale instead of 20 years, the scale of offsets 
required would be about the same as all emissions from the entire 
transport sector. There is no conceivable way of achieving reductions on 
that scale before the 2030 deadline for us to meet our Paris obligations.55 

5.63 Mr Mark Ogge from The Australia Institute noted not just the large amount of 
emissions, but also the staggering costs of offsets: 

…the Pepper inquiry found, under their high scenario, that it would result 
in around 100 million tonnes a year, including scopes 1, 2 and 3, 40 million 
tonnes of which would be in Australia. So it would increase Australia's 
accounted-for emissions by around seven per cent. It could be massive. 
To offset all of those emissions could cost billions of dollars.56 

5.64 Mr Roderick Campbell from The Australia Institute reminded the committee 
that GISERA is conducting a 'greenhouse gas study' (see Chapter 2), that aims 
to better quantify the amount of potential GHGs from development in the 
Beetaloo. However, while considering how much GHG emissions might need 
to be offset, he noted that 'despite $1.3 billion in public money going into 

 
2021, www.iea.org/news/pathway-to-critical-and-formidable-goal-of-net-zero-emissions-by-2050-
is-narrow-but-brings-huge-benefits (accessed 18 August 2021). 

54 Northern Territory Government, Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing, Summary of the Final 
Report, April 2018, Recommendation 9.8. 

55 Protect Country Alliance, Submission 27, pp. 16–17. 

56 Mr Mark Ogge, Principal Adviser, The Australia Institute, Committee Hansard, 28 July 2021, p. 4. 

http://www.iea.org/news/pathway-to-critical-and-formidable-goal-of-net-zero-emissions-by-2050-is-narrow-but-brings-huge-benefits
http://www.iea.org/news/pathway-to-critical-and-formidable-goal-of-net-zero-emissions-by-2050-is-narrow-but-brings-huge-benefits
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carbon capture and storage, we still don't have an operating CCS [carbon 
capture and storage] project in Australia'.57 

5.65 The Environment Centre NT and Dr Neale pointed out that the Pepper Inquiry 
did not provide any suggestions as to how GHGs emitted by a shale gas 
industry in the Beetaloo could be offset, noting: 

The Inquiry…accepted that it would not be possible to achieve this locally, 
suggesting initiatives in other parts of Australia such as the development 
of carbon capture and storage technologies and increased deployment of 
renewable energy. 

Since the Pepper Inquiry, freedom of information documents have been 
released which suggest that the Commonwealth's own environment 
department holds the view that emissions from the Beetaloo "may be 
difficult to offset", would impact Australia's ability to meet its Paris 
Agreement commitments, and could be more than four times larger than 
the Inquiry's estimation. It is very concerning that there is still no 
publicly-disclosed plan to offset life cycle greenhouse gas.58 

5.66 In evidence, the Environment Centre NT's Dr Howey added that 'we have no 
idea how these emissions are going to be offset'.59 

Bilateral energy and emissions reduction agreements 
5.67 The Australian Government is developing a series of bilateral energy and 

emissions reduction agreements with state and territory governments, 
to improve energy reliability and affordability across the country and to 
support the transition of energy markets to lower emissions technologies.60 

5.68 The Environment Centre NT and Dr Neale commented that, although the 
Minister for Energy and Emissions Reduction, the Hon Angus Taylor MP, has 
announced negotiations for a Commonwealth/NT bilateral agreement, 
no details have been forthcoming since October 2020.61 

5.69 Further, while the NT Government has committed to net zero carbon 
emissions by 2050, the Environment Centre NT and Dr Neale queried whether 
the territory government will be able to reach its target based on its draft 
policy: 

In early 2021, the NT Government released (for targeted consultation only) 
a draft "Large Emitters Policy" aimed at forcing developers with large 

 
57 Mr Roderick Campbell, Research Director, The Australia Institute, Committee Hansard, 28 July 2021, 

p. 4. 

58 Environment Centre NT and Dr Neale, Submission 19, p. 4. 

59 Dr Howey, p. 10. 

60 DISER, 'Government priorities', www.energy.gov.au/government-priorities/Energy-and-
emissions-reduction (accessed 13 August 2021). Note: there are now agreements with South 
Australia and Tasmania, with a Memorandum of Understanding signed with New South Wales. 

61 Environment Centre NT and Dr Neale, Submission 19, p. 4. 

http://www.energy.gov.au/government-priorities/Energy-and-emissions-reduction
http://www.energy.gov.au/government-priorities/Energy-and-emissions-reduction
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greenhouse gas emissions to take responsibility for their emissions. 
However…it is our view that the draft policy (if it remains as is) would not 
require gas companies to offset their emissions and no fracking activities 
would fall within its purview... The weakness of this (as-yet-still-draft) 
policy casts into serious doubt the ability of the Northern Territory to reach 
its nonbinding target of net zero carbon emissions by 2050.62 

5.70 The committee notes the IEA's Net zero by 2050 report, which sets out a 
roadmap for governments and the global energy sector to transition to an 
environmentally and economically efficient renewable energy system by 2050. 
The roadmap also presents a number of recommendations to keep forecast 
temperature increases to 'give the world an even chance of limiting the global 
temperature rise to 1.5°C', including a rapid transition away from fossil fuels: 

There is no need for investment in new fossil fuel supply in our net zero 
pathway 

Beyond projects already committed as of 2021, there are no new oil and gas 
fields approved for development in our pathway, and no new coal mines 
or mine extensions are required. The unwavering policy focus on climate 
change in the net zero pathway results in a sharp decline in fossil fuel 
demand, meaning that the focus for oil and gas producers switches entirely 
to output—and emissions reductions—from the operation of existing 
assets.63 

5.71 The committee also notes the release of the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change's (IPCC) 2021 report, which stated: 

Scientists are observing changes in the Earth's climate in every region and 
across the whole climate system. Many of the changes observed in the 
climate are unprecedented in thousands, if not hundreds of thousands of 
years, and some of the changes already set in motion—such as continued 
sea level rise—are irreversible over hundreds to thousands of years. 
However, strong and sustained reductions in emissions of carbon dioxide 
(CO₂) and other greenhouse gases would limit climate change. While 
benefits for air quality would come quickly, it could take 20–30 years to see 
global temperatures stabilize.64 

5.72 Especially in respect of GHG emissions, the IPCC warned: 'unless there are 
immediate, rapid and large-scale reductions in greenhouse gas emissions, 
limiting warming to close to 1.5°C or even 2°C will be beyond reach'.65 
The expansion of fossil fuel projects is taking Australia in the opposite 
direction, making economy-wide reductions impossible. 

 
62 Environment Centre NT and Dr Neale, Submission 19, pp. 4–5. 

63 International Energy Agency, Net Zero by 2050, iea.org/reports/net-zero-by-2050 
(accessed 9 August 2021). 

64 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), 'Climate change widespread, rapid and 
intensifying – IPCC', Press Release, 9 August 2021, www.ipcc.ch/2021/08/09/ar6-wg1-20210809-pr/ 
(accessed 13 August 2021). 

65 IPCC, 'Climate change widespread, rapid and intensifying – IPCC'. 

http://www.iea.org/reports/net-zero-by-2050
http://www.ipcc.ch/2021/08/09/ar6-wg1-20210809-pr/
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Departmental responses   
5.73 DISER representatives advised the committee that the NT Government has 

agreed to no net increase in lifecycle greenhouse gas emissions emitted in 
Australia from any onshore shale gas industry in the Beetaloo.66 

5.74 Mr Paul Trotman, Head of Division (Resources Division) at DISER, told the 
committee that 'the [Australian] government has said it will work with the NT 
government to manage greenhouse gas emissions from onshore shale gas 
development in the NT'.67 

5.75 However, as that industry is still in the exploration phases, it is not yet known 
how much carbon could be emitted. Ms Helen Bennett, Head of the Climate 
Change Division at DISER, said that 'CSIRO and others are working on the 
associated emissions from that development'.68 

5.76 Further, DAWE gave evidence that the Australian Government is still 
negotiating with the NT Government on a proposed emissions reductions 
agreement: 

Like the other agreements—so we've had bilateral arrangements with New 
South Wales, South Australia and Tasmania—the NT agreement is going 
to be a high-level document focusing on areas of mutual interest. So, in the 
broad, it will cover energy and emissions reduction. But those negotiations 
are still ongoing, and I haven't been given a time frame for when that will 
be finalised.69 

5.77 Ms Bennett referenced the Emissions Reduction Fund (ERF), advising: 

The government has been putting a number of policies in place to ensure 
that the ERF can expand, including improving some regulatory 
arrangements out of the fund. There are a number of new methods that are 
currently under development.70 

Committee view 
5.78 Information provided to this inquiry clearly shows a great deal of unease over 

fracking in the NT community, including its potential negative outcomes for 
the water systems, land clearing and the climate crisis. 

5.79 These concerns, which are set out in this committee view, were broadly 
expressed by a range of groups, including Traditional Owners, pastoralists, 
communities who live and work in the Beetaloo, as well as more generally 
among environmental groups.  

 
66 Mr Paul Trotman, Head of Division, Resources Division, DISER, Committee Hansard, 

2 August 2021, p. 27. 

67 Mr Trotman, p. 27. 

68 Ms Bennett, p. 37. 

69 Ms Bennett, p. 33. 

70 Ms Bennett, p. 34. Also see: p. 37. 
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Pepper Inquiry recommendations 
5.80 Concerns over the potential environmental outcomes of fracking in the NT are 

not new. As noted earlier in this chapter, the Pepper Inquiry's Final Report 
found a 'strong antipathy' from the NT community to the likely impacts of 
hydraulic fracturing, including environmental effects, with the perception of 
many stakeholders being that it 'is not safe, not trusted and not wanted'.71 

5.81 This perception was one that many stakeholders voiced to this Senate inquiry. 
It is clear to the committee that there is still great opposition to shale gas 
expansion in the NT, especially in relation to the potentially disastrous impacts 
it will have for the environment of local communities, the NT, Australia and 
globally. 

5.82 This opposition is justifiable, given the gulf between the NT Government's 
public commitment to the Pepper Inquiry's recommendations and the actions 
that have actually been taken. 

5.83 The 135 recommendations of the Pepper Inquiry were intended to reassure 
stakeholders that the impacts of shale gas development could be managed, 
mitigated, and overseen effectively. These recommendations were intended by 
Justice Pepper to be implemented as a package, which would reduce the 
inherent risks of onshore gas development to 'acceptable levels'.72 

5.84 Although the NT Government accepted all 135 recommendations, information 
submitted to this inquiry suggested that many of the key recommendations 
have not been progressed satisfactorily.  

5.85 As noted earlier, fewer than half the recommendations in the Pepper Report 
have been completed. Implementation of 73 of the report's recommendations 
has begun, while one recommendation remains unaddressed.73 

5.86 These signs clearly indicate that the development of mitigation measures for 
the protection of the NT environment from fracking are not yet viable, both in 
practical terms, and in reassuring a concerned public. As a result, projects are 
not yet worthy of substantial Commonwealth subsidies, particularly to 
well-resourced companies which have close links to the Liberal Party. 

 

 
71 Northern Territory Government, Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing, Summary of the Final 

Report, April 2018, p. 6. 

72 The Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing in the Northern Territory, 'Remarks upon delivery 
of Final Report', frackinginquiry.nt.gov.au/inquiry-reports/final-remarks-from-honourable-justice-
rachel-pepper (accessed 16 July 2021). 

73 NT Government, 'Onshore Gas in the Northern Territory', hydraulicfracturing.nt.gov.au/ 
(accessed 6 August 2021). 
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Environmental outcomes 
5.87 It is also clear in the evidence that there is still a great deal of community 

unease over the potential environmental outcomes of the development of 
fracking in the NT, which is exacerbated by the inadequate and unfinished 
SREBA process, as well as the patchy adoption and implementation of other 
Pepper Inquiry recommendations.  

5.88 It is worth noting that stakeholders raised serious concerns over the damage to 
Beetaloo ecosystems. This includes the surface and groundwater systems that 
support the health of human communities and workplaces, including 
Traditional Owners, pastoralists, and towns and remote communities in the 
Beetaloo. These concerns are not only related to the risk of pollution from 
wells, leakage and contamination of water supplies, but also to potential 
damage to underground ecosystems, which would have devastating effects on 
stygofauna, the value of which is not yet clearly understood. 

Strategic Regional Environmental and Baseline Assessments  
5.89 Of particular concern to the committee is the NT Government's current 

approach to develop a SREBA for the Beetaloo. As noted earlier, a central 
recommendation of the Pepper Inquiry was that a SREBA be undertaken prior 
to the granting of approvals and that undertaking a SREBA for the Beetaloo 
should be prioritised.74 

5.90 Moreover, evidence was received that the Pepper Inquiry recommendations 
for these studies have been compromised in implementation, including that:  

 timeframes for completion have been reduced from the recommended 3–5 
years to 18 months;  

 funding is now coming from NT taxpayers, rather than proponents;  
 research is being undertaken by research bodies partially funded by the oil 

and gas industry; and 
 development activities have been granted approvals, even though a baseline 

assessment has not been completed for the Beetaloo. 

5.91 As over 40 per cent of Pepper Inquiry recommendations depend on the 
findings of SREBAs, the committee considers it crucial that no development or 
projects are approved without the completion of robust baseline studies.  

Recommendations for the Commonwealth 
5.92 Two recommendations of the Pepper Inquiry relate to the Australian 

Government, namely, that onshore shale gas development is added to the 
'water trigger' in the EPBC Act (Recommendation 7.3), and that the Australian 

 
74 Northern Territory Government, Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing, Summary of the Final 

Report, April 2018, Recommendations 15.1–15.3 and p. 56. 
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and NT Governments work together to ensure there is no net increase in 
greenhouse gas emissions in Australia from NT fracking.  

The lack of a water trigger in the EPBC Act 
5.93 Regarding the Pepper Inquiry's recommendation on adding a water trigger for 

shale gas fracking projects to the EPBC Act, the committee notes that this is the 
only recommendation that is solely the responsibility of the Commonwealth 
Government.  

5.94 The committee understands that the issue of safe and abundant water is a vital 
interest of communities in the Northern Territory, and sees it as essential that 
fracking is overseen by the federal EPBC framework, in the same way as coal 
seam gas and large mining projects. 

5.95 DAWE signalled that this is not under consideration as part of the 
government's current review of the EPBC Act. This is despite the findings of 
the Pepper Inquiry, and the submission made by the NT Government to the 
Samuel Review that is informing the government's consideration of EPBC Act 
reform. 

5.96 The committee notes that it may seek further evidence on the importance of 
extending the EPBC Act's water trigger in the remainder of this inquiry.  

Recommendation 5 
5.97 The committee recommends that the Environment Protection and 

Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 be amended to include a water trigger for 
onshore shale gas developments, to ensure that the Pepper Inquiry 
recommendations will be implemented in full, as promised. 

Concerns over greenhouse gas emissions  
5.98 The committee heard concerns about the volume of GHGs that could 

potentially be emitted from the development of a shale gas industry in the 
Beetaloo. These emissions cannot be viewed in isolation, particularly when it is 
not yet known just how many tonnes of GHG emissions the development of 
this area will produce both domestically and internationally. 

5.99 In relation to lifecycle GHGs, the committee agrees with the Pepper Inquiry 
Panel that the Australian and NT governments must ensure no net increase in 
lifecycle GHG emissions as a result of any development in the Beetaloo.  

5.100 The committee heard that the Beetaloo is one of many onshore and offshore 
gas developments, all of which create GHG emissions–some significantly more 
so than others. The Australian Government has not yet quantified how the 
projects it is proposing to accelerate under the BCD Program would contribute 
to these increased emissions. Nor does the government have a plan or 
agreement in place to offset these emissions.  
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5.101 The committee notes that the Australian Government is working towards a 
bilateral emissions reduction agreement—as it is in most other states and 
territories. However, DISER has indicated that this approach is predicated on 
offsets. The amount of GHGs to be offset and the cost of so doing would be, in 
the words of submitters and witnesses to this inquiry, impractical if not 
impossible. 

Recommendation 6 
5.102 The committee recommends that the Australian Government expedite its 

negotiations with the Northern Territory Government for a bilateral 
emissions reduction agreement, with a view to implementing the Pepper 
Inquiry recommendation to ensure no net increase in Australia's lifecycle 
greenhouse gas emissions which must be borne by the shale gas industry in 
the Beetaloo. 

5.103 More broadly, the committee notes the plethora of international expert 
opinions and scientific evidence—including from the IEA—that recommends 
against the continued expansion of the fossil fuel industry.  

 
 
 
 

Senator Sarah Hanson-Young 
Chair 
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Dissenting report by Coalition Senators 

1.1 Coalition Senators cannot support the majority report which is characterised 
by overtly political and ideological selection of evidence, resulting in biased 
conclusions and recommendations being made on the basis of unfounded 
imputations. The majority report ignores science-based evidence provided to 
the committee throughout the inquiry by credible stakeholders such as the 
Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO). 
An example of this egregious bias in the selection of evidence is how the 
majority report deals with replies to several questions on notice from Empire 
Energy Group Ltd (Empire). One answer is used to support an imputation, 
while another answer, which directly refutes the imputation, is ignored.  

1.2 The Beetaloo Cooperative Drilling Program (the BCD Program) is a component 
of the Beetaloo Strategic Basin Plan (the Strategic Plan), which is part of the 
Australian Government's Gas-fired recovery plan. The program has two key 
objectives: 

 to accelerate exploration and appraisal activities for prospective petroleum 
resources in the Beetaloo; and 

 to incentivise drilling in the Beetaloo to deliver approximately 10 additional 
wells to build a comprehensive understanding of the resources. 

1.3 The BCD Program will support the development of the Northern Territory gas 
industry and assist in the establishment of downstream industrial 
development. It also builds on the Australian Government's commitment to 
unlocking gas supply and contributing to energy security across Australia. 

1.4 The BCD Program is intentionally designed to operate on a first-come-first-
served basis as opposed to a competitive or merit-based process. The design 
also ensures the grants avoid duplicating existing industry activity or activity 
that might have occurred without support from the grant. 

Independent scientific research 
1.5 The attempt by selected witness and the majority report to discredit scientific 

organisations because the evidence did not support a given ideological 
position is disappointing. One such example is the Gas Industry Social and 
Environment Research Alliance (GISERA), a collaboration between CSIRO, 
Commonwealth and state governments, and industry established to undertake 
publicly reported independent research. The characterisation by 
representatives from The Australia Institute that GISERA is being run by gas 
companies is a misrepresentation. This criticism has been rebutted by the 
CSIRO in both 2017 and 2020, for example: 

CSIRO flatly rejects the implication by the Australia Institute in its 
"discussion paper" that research and researchers' independence and 
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integrity are compromised by industry funding. GISERA has established 
processes to ensure the independence, transparency and integrity of all 
research undertaken.1 

1.6 The CSIRO is an impartial, authoritative, and respected source of independent 
science-based information for the community and government. GISERA's role 
is to provide quality-assured, peer reviewed scientific research and 
information to the communities living in the gas development regions and 
focus on social and environmental topics including groundwater and surface 
water, biodiversity, land management, greenhouse gas emissions, human 
health and socioeconomic impacts. 

1.7 Of the funding GISERA has received, 45 per cent is from the Commonwealth 
government, 22 per cent is from CSIRO and 33 per cent is from industry, being 
members of the alliance agreement. The alliance agreement includes natural 
gas companies operating onshore within Australia. In the Northern Territory, 
48 per cent of the $5 million in funds that has gone into the Northern Territory 
has come from the Commonwealth government, 13 per cent has come from the 
Northern Territory government, 22 per cent has from CSIRO and 15 per cent 
has come from the industry partners. 

1.8 GISERA research in the Northern Territory (as with other states where it 
operates) is directed by local communities. For the Northern Territory the 
Research Advisory Committee consists of nine members including two 
members from farming organisations, a representative from the Northern 
Land Council and one from the Central Land Council, a business 
representative, a NT Government representative, two representatives from oil 
and gas companies and one independent member (a former Central Land 
Council representative). 

1.9 In September 2016 the NT Government implemented an election commitment, 
by announcing an independent Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing in 
the NT. The Hon Justice Rachel Pepper chaired the inquiry, which presented 
its final report to government in March 2018. The report made 135 
recommendations that were accepted by the NT Government in April 2018. 
In delivering the report, Justice Pepper summarised the overall conclusion of 
the Panel as follows:  

That risk is inherent in all development and that any onshore shale gas 
industry is no exception. However, if the recommendations made in this 
Final Report – all 135 of them – are adopted and implemented in full, those 
risks may be mitigated or reduced – and in some cases eliminated 

 
1 Australian Petroleum Production and Exploration Association, Supplementary Submission 44, p. 3. 
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altogether – to acceptable levels having regard to the totality of the 
evidence before the Panel.2 

1.10 Coalition Senators also note the conclusions of the Pepper Inquiry and support 
the implementation of its recommendations. 

Economic benefits of the BCD Program 
1.11 The majority report relies on evidence which is critical of forecast employment 

and revenue figures, claiming that only the lower end of the potential range of 
outcomes is valid. The submission by the Australia Institute, for example, cites 
studies by ACIL Allen and Deloitte to assert minimal economic development 
will arise from development in the Beetaloo, and states that modelling 
commissioned by the Pepper Inquiry found the least likely outcome was a 
"gale" of 365 petajoules of unconventional gas produced each year.3 

1.12 However, ACIL Allen also project a shale gas industry development could 
result in a net real income increase of between $937.2 million, $2.8 billion and 
$5.8 billion under each of the scenarios.4 The same report found that "The 
increase in gas supply to eastern Australia as a result of imports of Northern 
Territory shale gas under the GALE Case assumptions results in significant 
and sustained downward pressure on wholesale delivered gas prices".5 

1.13 A 2015 Deloitte Access Economics report commissioned by the Australian 
Petroleum Production and Exploration Association (APPEA) indicated that the 
development of the Beetaloo Basin could inject as much as $17 billion and 6000 
jobs into the Northern Territory economy over the next 20 years, a level of 
activity that would generate almost $1 billion of government revenue. 

1.14 As with most industries, there is risk in developing something new and 
obtaining better information about the prospects for the Beetaloo is an 
important step towards assessing risk and benefit. The BCD Program (capped 
at $50 million) is specifically designed to leverage investor contributions and is 
expected to deliver several additional exploration wells by 2022 by bringing 
forward at least $150 million in private investment to the basin.6 

 
2 The Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing in the Northern Territory, 'Remarks upon delivery 

of Final Report', frackinginquiry.nt.gov.au/inquiry-reports/final-remarks-from-honourable-justice-
rachel-pepper (accessed 16 July 2021). 

3 ACIL Allen, The Economic Impacts of a Potential Shale Gas Development in the Northern Territory, 
October 2017, p. 3. 

4 ACIL Allen, The Economic Impacts of a Potential Shale Gas Development in the Northern Territory, 
October 2017, p. v. 

5 ACIL Allen, The Economic Impacts of a Potential Shale Gas Development in the Northern Territory, 
October 2017, p. 6 

6 Australian Petroleum Exploration and Production Association, Submission 44, p. 10.   

https://frackinginquiry.nt.gov.au/inquiry-reports/final-remarks-from-honourable-justice-rachel-pepper
https://frackinginquiry.nt.gov.au/inquiry-reports/final-remarks-from-honourable-justice-rachel-pepper
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1.15 Coalition Senators note that the shale revolution in the United States 
demonstrated how this important resource has the potential to transform 
economies and energy security. The US has gone from being a large importer 
of gas in the form of LNG in 2008 to being one of the world's fastest growing 
LNG exporters today. The shale revolution has assisted in revitalising US 
manufacturing and in reducing US greenhouse gas emissions. 

1.16 The NT Government is actively pursuing opportunities to develop a range of 
downstream industries including in methanol production, fertiliser 
manufacture, ethane-based products, other petrochemicals and condensate 
refining. The NT Government also identifies natural gas an important energy 
source for industries like onshore minerals processing. Land has been put 
aside at Middle Arm on Darwin Harbour to host future industrial 
development based in part on natural gas. This is part of the NT Government's 
ambitious plans to grow its Gross State Product by 3.9 per cent a year out to 
2030.7 

1.17 Estimates of the gas resource in the region vary but the results from 
preliminary exploration are encouraging. The NT Government estimates that 
there are over 200 000 petajoules of gas in place in the region. Geoscience 
Australia's 'best estimate' of prospective shale gas resources in the NT is 
approximately 275 211 P – or 259.7 trillion cubic feet.8 

1.18 It is uncertain how much of this gas will be commercial to recover. However, 
even at a very conservative recovery rate of between 10 and 20 per cent this is 
up to 20 years' worth of total Australian domestic gas demand (which is 1,167 
PJ a year according to the 2020 Australian Energy Update). 

1.19 Results to date also show the presence of liquids-rich gas and potential oil 
resources. The presence of liquids in the Beetaloo is likely to improve the 
commerciality of developments. The work of GISERA and others in the basin 
is establishing the environmental and geological baselines which the impacts 
of gas developments can be measured against.   

1.20 The majority report relies on evidence of critics of the BCD Program which 
appear to overstate the scale and impacts of the oil and gas industry in the 
Basin to date. The Environment Centre NT, for example, questioned the 
adequacy of baseline studies, stating in oral evidence that drilling has 
continued "unabated" in the Beetaloo.9 

 
7 NT Government, Final Report of the Northern Territory Reconstruction Commission, December 2020. 

8 Energy Information Australia, 'Economic benefits of an onshore Northern Territory natural gas 
industry', energyinformationaustralia.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Economic-benefits-of-
an-onshore-NT-natural-gas-industry_website.pdf (accessed 24 August 2021). 

9 Dr Kirsty Howey, Co-Director, Environment Centre NT, Committee Hansard, 28 July 2021, p. 8. 

https://energyinformationaustralia.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Economic-benefits-of-an-onshore-NT-natural-gas-industry_website.pdf
https://energyinformationaustralia.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Economic-benefits-of-an-onshore-NT-natural-gas-industry_website.pdf
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1.21 However, this seriously misrepresents the situation in the Basin where a total 
of three new wells (and two side-tracks from a single well pad) have been 
drilled across the entire Basin since the lifting the moratorium in 2018. 
The Beetaloo is around 28 000 square kilometres or nearly half the size of 
Tasmania with the three well pads requiring less than 20 hectares to be cleared 
in total.    

1.22 The nature of ideological opposition to the BCD Program is evidenced by the 
action being taken by the Environment Centre NT. The Environment Centre 
NT's Notice of filing and hearing argues: 

…the Minister failed to make reasonable inquiries in respect of the Climate 
Change Risks, the Transition Risks and/or the Paris Agreement Risks.10 

1.23 In a subsequent ABC radio interview, however, a spokesperson for the 
Environment Centre NT admitted when asked, that they did not have any 
evidence that the matter had not been properly considered and that they 
would "certainly be investigating that as part of the court case". This appears to 
be a "lawfare" measure designed to delay and frustrate the lawful function of 
government in supporting industry to develop a resource in the national 
interest.  

Due process and probity  
1.24 The majority report relies on the opinion of witnesses who use words such as 

"can" and "have potential" to suggest that Empire used personal connections 
and donations to influence or secure funding grants under the BCD Program.  

1.25 The Guardian report of 20 October 2020 that ‘Pitt and the energy minister, 
Angus Taylor, visited the Beetaloo basin over the weekend’11 was seized on as 
evidence of such behaviour. The majority report did not take into account that 
mine and exploration drilling sites are often in remote areas and it is common 
practice for companies to provide transport for a range of stakeholders. Former 
Labor minister Martin Ferguson for example flew to the Alpha project ‘on a 

 
10 DISER, Tabled Document, Notice of filing and hearing, The Environment Centre NT Inc. v 

Minister for Resources and Water & Anor, dated 28 July 2021 (Canberra, public hearing, 2 August 
2021), p. 7–9. The Environment Centre NT is also arguing that 'in making the Instrument and/or 
the Decision, the Minister acted in a way that was legally unreasonable and/or illogical and/or 
irrational in that the Minister did not have regard, alternatively did not have adequate regard, to 
the Climate Change Risks, the Transition Risks and/or the Paris Agreement Risks'.  Federal Court 
of Australia, List of Orders, The Environment Centre NT Inc. v Minister for  Resources and Water 
& Anor, www.comcourts.gov.au/file/FEDERAL/P/NSD758/2021/order_list (accessed 10 August 
2021) 

11 Christopher Knaus, 'Energy company that won $21m in grants paid for Liberal party fundraiser's 
trip to Beetaloo fracking site', Guardian Online, www.theguardian.com/australia-
news/2021/aug/20/energy-company-that-won-21m-in-grants-paid-for-liberal-party-fundraisers-
trip-to-beetaloo-fracking-site (accessed 24 August 2021). 

http://www.comcourts.gov.au/file/FEDERAL/P/NSD758/2021/order_list
http://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2021/aug/20/energy-company-that-won-21m-in-grants-paid-for-liberal-party-fundraisers-trip-to-beetaloo-fracking-site
http://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2021/aug/20/energy-company-that-won-21m-in-grants-paid-for-liberal-party-fundraisers-trip-to-beetaloo-fracking-site
http://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2021/aug/20/energy-company-that-won-21m-in-grants-paid-for-liberal-party-fundraisers-trip-to-beetaloo-fracking-site
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charter provided by’ Ms Gina Rinehart's Hancock Coal while in Government 
according to NewsCorp. 

1.26 Coalition Senators note for the record that Minister Pitt was in fact not in the 
NT that weekend and has not visited the Beetaloo to date, and that The 
Guardian has never corrected its reporting on this. Coalition Senators also note 
that Minister Taylor is not the decision maker for grants under the BCD 
Program and that he made appropriate declarations of interest regarding the 
visit to the Beetaloo with Empire. 

1.27 The majority report seizes on such circumstantial evidence to draw 
conclusions and make recommendations which impute inappropriate 
behaviour in respect to the development and communication of BCD Program 
Guidelines and the awarding of a grant to Imperial Oil and Gas (a wholly 
owned subsidiary of Empire). The majority report glosses over direct evidence 
provided by the Department of Industry, Science, Energy and Resources that 
the BCD Program was modelled on similar schemes operating in other 
jurisdictions, and ignores written evidence from Empire confirming that there 
had been no discussion with Ministers or staff regarding the BCD Program 
and its guidelines.  

Northern Land Council / consultation 
1.28 The majority report accepted evidence from a range of witnesses to the inquiry 

who presented their views that the traditional owners of the land associated 
with the Beetaloo had not been adequately consulted. The Northern Land 
Council (NLC) in particular came in for criticism from a number of 
submissions for "failing to consult" with First Nations people and Traditional 
Owners. Submitters claimed that the NLC had also failed to provide sufficient 
information on the impacts or otherwise of onshore gas development. 
The NLC rejected that criticism stating:  

The NLC does not agree that native title holders have been given 
insufficient information. On the contrary, consultations were extensive. 
The NLC provided native title holders with detailed but accessible legal 
and technical advice throughout the negotiation process.12 

1.29 Coalition Senators note that the NLC is the legitimate and appropriate 
organisation for working within the laws of the Native Title Act and 
Aboriginal Land Rights Act to identify who are the correct Native Title holders 
and engaging them in the consultation process. 

1.30 Exploration agreements were executed for EP76 and EP98 in 2003 and for 
EP117 in 2005. The parties to the exploration agreements were the company 
that held the exploration permits at the time (Sweet Pea Corporation Pty Ltd), 

 
12 Northern Land Council, Submission 15, Response to Submission 15 from Northern Land Council, 

p. 7. 
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local Aboriginal groups and the NLC. 'Local Aboriginal Groups' describes 
those who claim or hold Native Title, noting these agreements preceded the 
native title determinations under the Native Title Act that now cover the 
project area. 

1.31 The exploration agreements with Native Title holders and Native Title 
claimants for the project area (EP76, EP98 and EP117) include consent to the 
grant of tenure and exploration activity. 

1.32 In negotiating the exploration agreements, local Aboriginal groups were 
represented by the NLC, in its capacity as the Representative Body under the 
Native Title Act. The NLC's role as the Representative Body is set out in the 
Native Title Act and includes the responsibility to ensure Native Title holders 
are identified and consulted in negotiating and concluding agreements, 
providing independent legal advice and other expertise. The NLC is one of the 
most experienced representative bodies in Australia, having been established 
in 1973, with the additional expertise of also discharging 
representation/consultation functions under the Aboriginal Land Rights 
(Northern Territory) Act. 

1.33 Between 1973 and today, the NLC has conducted considerable ethnographic 
work in the Beetaloo Basin that informs the identification of Native Title 
holders, the traditional decision-making processes, and information relating to 
sacred sites.13 

1.34 Coalition Senators note that current legislative requirements and subsequent 
practices support the principles of Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC), 
which are being followed by oil and gas companies operating in the Beetaloo. 

1.35 Before any company can undertake an exploration activity (eg undertaking 
surveys or drilling a well) on land that is subject to Native Title (ie most of the 
Northern Territory includes pastoral leases that cover most of the Beetaloo) 
they need an exploration permit from the NT Government. As part of the 
award of exploration permits, companies must also reach agreement with 
Native Title holders.14 

1.36 The principles of FPIC include continual and transparent sharing of 
information and consultation which occurs during exploration activity. 

1.37 All applications for regulatory approval are shared with the Native Title 
holders through the NLC. In the case of the most substantive regulatory 
approvals, the Environmental Management Plans, the NLC has the 
opportunity to review and comment on the draft prior to formal lodgement. 

 
13 Northern Land Council, answers to questions on notice, 2 August 2021 (received 24 August 2021). 

14 nt.gov.au, 'Exploration and mining on native title', nt.gov.au/industry/mining-and-
petroleum/land-tenure-and-availability/native-title/exploration-and-mining (accessed 24 August 
2021). 

https://nt.gov.au/industry/mining-and-petroleum/land-tenure-and-availability/native-title/exploration-and-mining
https://nt.gov.au/industry/mining-and-petroleum/land-tenure-and-availability/native-title/exploration-and-mining
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All work programs are shared with Native Title holders in advance of the 
proposed commencement of that work activity, providing an opportunity for 
Native Title holders to review the work program and initiate a sacred site 
avoidance and clearance survey.  

1.38 Origin is one exemplar in this regard and its exploration work only proceeds 
once it has been cleared by Native Title holders and must comply with any 
conditions set by them. As an example of best practice in this regard, Origin 
states that it adheres to all relevant domestic legislation and works to the 
principles of FPIC. Origin applies the definition of FPIC set out in the 
International Finance Corporation Performance Standard 7 (IFC PS7) and seeks 
to apply the principles of FPIC across all current and future engagement with 
Native Title holders.15 

1.39 Origin meets formally with Native Title holders on an annual work program 
basis to detail current and planned exploration activity and answer any 
questions or concerns that may arise. Native Title holders are also invited to 
site to view and inspect activity. 

1.40 For example, Native Title holders visited the Beetaloo site during drilling work 
in 2015 and undertook a Welcome to Country ceremony. In 2016 Native Title 
holders visited the Amungee site prior to fracture stimulation, inspecting the 
site and the equipment. In September 2020 Native Title holders visited the 
Kyalla 117 site during fracture stimulation. Site inspections such as these are 
an important opportunity for Native Title holders to spend time with on-site 
specialists to see up close how work is safely undertaken and importantly to 
answer any questions about how their land and water is protected. 

1.41 There are also frequent meetings between Origin and the NLC to provide 
project updates, plan engagement activities, plan work program clearances 
and prepare for the negotiation of a possible Indigenous Land Use Agreement. 
The Origin Chairman and CEO are planning to meet with Native Title holders 
for areas of current exploration activity this year, subject to COVID-19 
restrictions. 

1.42 Origin's continued engagement with Native Title holders and the NLC affirms 
its view that it continues to have the support of Native Title holders for areas 
of exploration activity.16 

 
15 International Finance Corporation, 'Performance Standard 7, Indigenous People (2012)', 

www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/topics_ext_content/ifc_external_corporate_site/sustainability-at-
ifc/policies-standards/performance-standards/ps7 (accessed 24 August 2021). 

16    Beetaloo Native Holder Engagement, August 2021, p. 12, 
www.originenergy.com.au/content/dam/origin/about/investors-
media/documents/origin_traditional_owners_report_aug_2021.pdf (accessed 24 August 2021). 

http://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/topics_ext_content/ifc_external_corporate_site/sustainability-at-ifc/policies-standards/performance-standards/ps7
http://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/topics_ext_content/ifc_external_corporate_site/sustainability-at-ifc/policies-standards/performance-standards/ps7
http://www.originenergy.com.au/content/dam/origin/about/investors-media/documents/origin_traditional_owners_report_aug_2021.pdf
http://www.originenergy.com.au/content/dam/origin/about/investors-media/documents/origin_traditional_owners_report_aug_2021.pdf
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1.43 Coalition Senators note that there are no provisions in the exploration 
agreements preventing the Native Title holders from raising concerns about 
the protection of sacred sites (ie gag clauses). 

1.44 The majority report bases comments regarding the NLC on evidence by 
Ms Rikki Tanika Dank for example, who was critical of the NLC for not 
consulting with her. The NLC, however, in its evidence provided to the 
committee said:  

The NLC acknowledges and respects Ms Dank's connections to her family 
and their country. However, the NLC is not aware of any legitimate basis 
on which it could accept Ms Dank's claim to be Ngnimirringki for 
Karranjini Rrumburriya country.  

Under their traditional laws and customs, the Karranjini Rrumburriya 
group do not regard Ms Dank as either Ngnimirringki or Djunggayi.17 

1.45 Coalition Senators note that the NLC has been diligent in its approach to 
identifying, consulting and decision making with traditional owners and that 
this has helped facilitate effective engagement by industry with recognised 
traditional owners.  

Conclusion 
1.46 The evidence provided to the committee throughout this inquiry which has 

been based on science and fact, rather than from a political and ideological 
basis, supports the conclusion that due process has been followed and the BCD 
Program has been managed with probity.  

1.47 While estimates of the benefits of the Beetaloo vary, Coalition Senators note 
that in the BCD Program is specifically designed to leverage private sector 
investment to expand exploration to better understand the risk-benefit of 
developing this resource. The science shows that the environmental risks can 
be managed and as such, efforts to quantify the opportunity to increase energy 
security, decrease emissions, increase revenue and employment in the NT is in 
the national interest. 

Recommendation 1  
1.48 Coalition Senators recommend that the NT Government complete its 

implementation of the Pepper Review in a timely manner. 

 
17 Northern Land Council, Submission 15, Response to Submission 15 from Northern Land Council, 

p. 2. 
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Recommendation 2 
1.49 Coalition Senators recommend that the Industry Research and Development 

(Beetaloo Cooperative Drilling Program) Instrument 2021 proceed. 

 
 
 
 

Senator the Hon David Fawcett 
Deputy Chair 
 
 
 
 
 
Senator Sam McMahon 
Member 
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Additional comments from Labor Senators 

1.1 Labor Senators will reserve comments and view on the fairness and 
equitability of the Industry Research and Development (Beetaloo Cooperative 
Drilling Program) Instrument 2021 until the final report on completion of the 
Senate inquiry. 

1.2 In regard to eligibility issues that are raised, it should not be implied that only 
companies who pay tax on profits should be eligible for government grants. 
This would impact many entities that have applied and will apply in the future 
for a range of Commonwealth grants. 

1.3 Labor Senators note that exploration of the Beetaloo Basin has been underway 
for many years. This activity has contributed to the NT economy through 
direct and indirect jobs and spending.  

1.4 We acknowledge the efforts of the Northern Land Council to inform and 
consult with a range of Traditional Owners and interests over a number of 
years, according to its statutory requirements under the Aboriginal Land Rights 
(Northern Territory) Act 1976 and the Native Title Act 1993. Labor Senators urge 
that consideration be given to how the efforts of the NLC can be further 
supported to ensure even more rigorous consultation with affected Traditional 
Owners and Native Title interests. 

Senator Nita Green 
Member 

Senator Malarndirri McCarthy 
Member 

Senator Glenn Sterle 
Member 
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Australian Greens' additional comments 

1.1 The Australian Greens strongly oppose the Industry Research and 
Development (Beetaloo Cooperative Drilling Program) Instrument 2021 
(the Instrument). It should be disallowed by the Senate. 

1.2 Evidence received by this inquiry clearly shows that developing a fracking 
industry in the Beetaloo Basin is flawed policy, economically, socially and 
environmentally, and that the Beetaloo Cooperative Drilling Program grants 
process has serious deficiencies in the consultation that informed it, as well as 
its design and integrity in its implementation.  

1.3 Economically, the subsidising of broad-scale fracking in the NT as the sun sets 
on coal and gas industries does not make sense. As the majority report found, 
the modelling underpinning the measure is based on unrealistic assumptions, 
and it will 'will bring few jobs, little tax, and will continue to be a drain on 
Australian taxpayers for decades to come'.1 

1.4 The four companies lining up to receive the $50 million of grants have paid no 
tax in Australia, and are unlikely to pay tax in the future. Two of these 
companies – Sweetpea and Tamboran are headquartered in tax havens with no 
publicly available information on who ultimately owns them. Santos has 
consistently failed to pay tax despite billions in revenue, but still somehow 
finds money to provide political donations each year. Even the Australian Tax 
Office has labelled Australia's gas industry 'systemic non-payers of tax'.2 

1.5 Evidence received by the committee also suggests that the award of grants 
under the measure has not been sufficiently transparent to assure Australians 
of its integrity. Most seriously, it appears that $21 million of Commonwealth 
funds has been awarded to a company that may not have met the assessment 
criteria, pays no corporate tax in Australia, and which has deep connections to 
Cabinet Ministers the Liberal Party more generally.  

1.6 More broadly, the Australian Greens find it disturbing that the government 
would ignore the longstanding, consistent and broad opposition to this 
measure by the communities of the NT. This includes sustained opposition 
from Traditional Owners and Native Title holders, who have told the 
government and the committee that fracking would poison the health of 

 
1 See p. 52 of the majority report. 

2 See Australian Tax Office, 'Report of entity tax information' at ato.gov.au/Business/Large-
business/In-detail/Tax-transparency/Tax-transparency--reporting-of-entity-tax-information/; and 
Tom McIlroy, 'Oil, gas 'systemic non-payers' of tax', Australian Financial Review at 
afr.com/politics/federal/oil-gas-systemic-non-payers-of-tax-20191211-p53iys (both accessed  
23 August 2021). 

https://www.afr.com/politics/federal/oil-gas-systemic-non-payers-of-tax-20191211-p53iys
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surface and groundwater, and harm the cultural and spiritual practices of local 
First Nations communities.  

1.7 The government's push to develop fracking in the Beetaloo also ignores the 
concerns raised by NT pastoralists that damage to water in the Beetaloo would 
harm their livelihoods, their stock, and the health of consumers. 

1.8 This widespread opposition was expressed not only to this inquiry, but also to 
the NT Government's Pepper Inquiry into fracking which noted the: 

…overwhelming consensus was that hydraulic fracturing for onshore shale 
gas in the NT is not safe, is not trusted and is not wanted.3 

1.9 Local communities know that the expansion of fracking in the Beetaloo will 
compromise the health of these communities, ecosystems, threatened species, 
and harm the local environment.  

1.10 However, besides these short-term negative effects for the NT and Australia, 
fracking the Beetaloo will significantly degrade the global environment. 
In particular, it would drive up our already high national per capita emissions 
of greenhouse gas. This will contribute towards the devastating effects of 
climate change, as recently highlighted by the IEA's Net zero by 2050 report as 
well as the IPCC's Sixth Assessment Report.  

1.11 The Australian Greens note that there is currently a case before the Federal 
Court of Australia, which challenges the awarding of grants to Empire Energy 
on environmental grounds. There are also more questions that have arisen 
around the governance of this scheme and the funding of roads into the region 
that this committee will inquire into further. 

1.12 As the committee's final report is not due until early 2021, this inquiry will 
seek more information on the negative economic and environmental effects of 
this policy, including from Traditional Owners, Native Title holders and other 
communities that will be directly affected by its implementation. 

In conclusion 
1.13 As noted above, the Australian Greens are opposed to the unnecessary and 

unjustified development of fracking in the Beetaloo, which will push 
Australia's mediocre climate goals well beyond reach. 

1.14 The Morrison Government has a track record of developing policy to favour its 
political supporters or to gain political advantage. The prioritisation of 
short-term financial gain for its well-resourced vested interests has again 
occurred at the expense of future generations. 

 
3 Northern Territory Government, Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing, Summary of the Final 

Report, April 2018, p. 6. 
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1.15 This is yet another initiative of the government that hands out large sums of 
Australian taxpayers' money to vested interests for questionable outcomes, 
despite the number of serious unresolved questions on its probity and 
integrity. 

1.16 The Australian Greens therefore recommend that the Instrument be 
disallowed by the Senate.   

Recommendation 1 
1.17 The Australian Greens recommend that the Senate disallow the Industry 

Research and Development (Beetaloo Cooperative Drilling Program) 
Instrument 2021. 

1.18 Should the disallowance motion be unsuccessful, the Australian Greens 
recommend that the measure be subject to greater scrutiny, comprehensive 
review, and increased environmental protections.   

1.19 To these ends, the Australian Greens support the recommendations of the 
majority report that would:  

 ensure transparency and accountability in Commonwealth funding 
mechanisms;  

 review of the consultation processes through which Traditional Owners and 
Native Title holders are informed of the development of the measure; and  

 strengthen environmental protections, including through the addition of 
shale gas fracking to the EPBC Act's 'water trigger' and the requirement to 
offset all additional emissions that any gas extraction would create. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Senator Sarah Hanson-Young 
Chair 
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Appendix 1 
Public hearings and witnesses 

Wednesday, 28 July 2021 
Main Committee Room 
Parliament House 
Canberra 

The Australia Institute  
 Ms Rhiannon Verschuer, Research fellow 
 Mr Roderick Campbell, Research Director 
 Mr Mark Ogge, Principal Advisor 

Environment Centre of the Northern Territory and Dr Timothy Neale  
 Dr Kirsty Howey, Co-Director, Environment Centre of the Northern 

Territory 
 Dr Timothy Neale, DECRA Senior Research Fellow 

Protect Country Alliance  
 Mr Graeme Sawyer, Coordinator 

Mr Yingiya Mark Guyula MLA, Private capacity 

Australian Youth Climate Coalition  
 Ms Amelia Telford, National Director, Seed Indigenous Youth Climate 

Network 
 Mr Nicholas Fitzpatrick, Remote Northern Territory Community Organiser, 

Seed Indigenous Youth Climate Network 

Ms Rikki Tanika Dank and Dr Sanjit Paul, Private capacity 

Publish What You Pay Australia  
 Mr Clancy Moore, National Director 

Empire Energy Group Limited  
 Mr Alex Underwood, Managing Director 
 Professor John Warburton, Non-Executive Director 
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Monday, 2 August 2021 
Main Committee Room 
Parliament House 
Canberra 

Traditional Owners Panel, Borroloola  
 Mr Gadrian Hoosan 
 Mr Bruce King 
 Ms Joni Wilson 
 Mr Asman Rory 
 Mr Jack Green 
 Mr Nicholas Fitzpatrick 

Traditional Owners Panel, Minyerri  
 Ms May August 
 Ms Judith Ward 
 Ms Larissa Baldwin 

Nurrdalinji Native Title Aboriginal Corporation 
 Mr Johnny Wilson, Chair 

Northern Land Council  
 Mr Samuel Bush-Blanasi, Chair 
 Mr Joe Martin-Jard, Chief Executive Officer 
 Mr Peter Kilduff, Principal Legal Officer 
 Mr Greg MacDonald, Manager (Minerals and Energy) 
 Mr Daniel Wells, Legal Practice Manager (Native Title) 

Department of Industry, Science, Energy and Resources 
 Ms Helen Bennett, Head of Division, Climate Change Division 
 Mr Paul Trotman, Head of Division, Resources Division 
 Mr Dan Quinn, General Manager, Resources Strategy Branch, Resources 

Division 

Geoscience Australia 
 Dr Andrew Heap, Chief of Division, Minerals, Energy and Groundwater 
 Dr David Robinson, Branch Head–Basin Systems 

Department of Agriculture, Water and the Environment  
 Ms Kim Farrant, A/g First Assistant Secretary 
 Ms Kylie Calhoun, Assistant Secretary, Environment Assessments West 

(NT/SA/WA) Branch 

CSIRO / GISERA 
 Ms Judi Zielke PSM, Chief Operating Officer, Operations 
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 Prof Damian Barrett, Research Director, Onshore Gas Program 
 Dr Peter Mayfield, Executive Director – Environment, Energy and 

Resources  
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Appendix 2 
Submissions and additional information  

1 Dr Errol Lawson 
2 Hornsby Shire Climate Action 
3 Dr Effie Ablett 

 Attachment 1 

4 Dr Edward Nettle 
5 Name Withheld 
6 Emeritus Professor Ian Lowe AO FTSE 

 Attachment 1 

7 Ms Rikki Tanika Dank 
 7.1 Supplementary to submission 7 

8 The Mullum Trust 
9 NSW Chapter of the Centre for the Advancement of the Steady State Economy 
10 Australian Conservation Foundation 
11 CLIMARTE, ClimActs and LIVE 
12 Doctors for the Environment Australia 
13 Bayside Climate Crisis Action Group Inc 
14 Mr Yingiya Mark Guyula MLA 
15 GetUp 

 Attachment 1 

16 350.org Australia 
 Attachment 1 

17 Publish What You Pay Australia 
18 Nurrdalinji Native Title Aboriginal Corporation 
19 Environment Centre of the Northern Territory and Dr Timothy Neale 

 Attachment 1 
 Attachment 2 
 Attachment 3 
 Attachment 4 
 Attachment 5 

20 Veterinarians for Climate Action 
21 Australian Parents for Climate Action, Darwin and NT 
22 Professor Andrew Blakers and Ms Anna Nadolny 
23 The Australia Institute 
24 Arid Lands Environment Centre 
25 ANTaR 
26 Empire Energy Group Limited 
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27 Protect Country Alliance 
28 Keep Top End Coasts Healthy 
29 Beyond Zero Emissions 

 Attachment 1 

30 The Wilderness Society 
31 Lock the Gate Alliance  

 Attachment 1 
 Attachment 2 
 Attachment 3 
 Attachment 4 
 Attachment 5 

32 Australian Rainforest Conservation Society Inc. 
33 Climate Action Darwin 
34 Farmers for Climate Action 
35 Beyond Gas Network 
36 Outdoors People for Climate 
37 Australian Parents for Climate Action 
38 Australian Youth Climate Coalition 

 Attachment 1 

39 Central Australian Frack Free Alliance 
40 Climate Change Balmain-Rozelle 
41 Lighter Footprints 
42 Energy Design Solutions 
43 Institute for Energy Economics and Financial Analysis 
44 Australian Petroleum Exploration and Production Association 

 44.1 Supplementary to submission 44 

45 Northern Territory Department of Industry, Tourism and Trade 
46 Environmental Defenders Office 
47 Department of Industry, Science, Energy and Resources and Geoscience 

Australia 
 47.1 Supplementary to submission 47 
 Attachment 1 
 Attachment 2 

48 Aboriginal Medical Services Alliance Northern Territory  
 Attachment 1 

49 Australian Institute of Landscape Architects 
50 Professor Melissa Haswell and Professor David Shearman 
51 Dr Chris Curry 
52 Dr Peter Cook 
53 Dr Yung En Chee 
54 Dr Gregory Smith 
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