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To Whom it May Concern, 

 

Re: Draft SREBA Framework 

  

The Environment Centre NT (ECNT) is the peak community sector environment organisation in the 

Northern Territory, Australia raising awareness amongst community, government, business and industry 

about environmental issues and assisting people to reduce their environmental impact and supporting 

community members to participate in decision making processes and action. Thank you for the opportunity 

to provide a submission on the “SREBA Framework – Consultation Draft” (“Draft SREBA Framework”). 

1. Summary 
 

The development of an onshore unconventional shale gas industry utilising hydraulic fracturing techniques 

(“fracking”) is the most polarising environmental issue in the Northern Territory today. As stated by the 

Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing in the Northern Territory chaired by Justice Rachel Pepper 

(“Pepper Inquiry”), the “overwhelming consensus” of a significant majority of those participating in the 

Inquiry was that the industry “is not safe, is not trusted and is not wanted”.1  Many residents of the 

Northern Territory remain opposed to the development of an onshore fracking industry on environmental 

grounds. Further, a great deal of suspicion exists across the Northern Territory about the influence of the 

gas industry on government.  

A strategic, integrated, and transparently-governed strategic and regional environmental baseline 

assessment (SREBA) is a central plank of the Pepper Inquiry’s proposal to remedy the public’s concerns 

about the onshore gas industry, and to understand and mitigate its impacts.  The SREBA directly underpins 

30 of the 135 recommendations made by the Pepper Inquiry to reduce the risks associated with the 

industry to an acceptable level, and for the industry to gain a social licence to operate, and the Northern 

Territory Government to obtain a social licence to regulate (see further Appendix A).2 The Northern 

Territory Government agreed to implement all 135 of the Pepper Inquiry’s recommendations, with the 

SREBA the primary tool to resolve a range of significant gaps in scientific knowledge identified by the 

Pepper Inquiry (including about the core public concerns of characteristics of surface water and 

groundwater in the region), and to establish baselines against which the environmental and social impacts 

of the industry can be accurately measured.  

The SREBA is thus essential for public confidence in the petroleum industry and the Northern Territory 

Government, and the ability of government and the wider public to monitor and mitigate its impacts.   

 
1 The Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing in the Northern Territory (2018), Final Report, p 6. 
2 Recommendations 7.5, 7.8a, 7.16, 7.19, 7.20, 8.1, 8.6, 9.1, 9.2, 9.6, 9.7, 11.8, 12.1, 12.2, 12.3, 12.4, 12.5, 12.6, 12.7, 12.8, 12.11, 
12.12, 12.13, 12.16, 12.17, 12.20, 14.22, 15.1, 15.2, 15.3. 
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As currently drafted, and as an overarching comment, ECNT is of the view that the Draft SREBA Framework 

will not produce a SREBA that satisfies the requirements set out by the Pepper Inquiry, or the expectations 

of the Northern Territory public.  While it is a lengthy document, the Draft SREBA Framework: 

• lacks a transparent or identifiable governance framework; 

• lacks a coherent purpose or parameters against which the SREBA can be assessed; 

• is neither coordinated nor integrated as recommended by the Pepper Inquiry, but instead is 
fragmented and disjointed; 

• replicates large slabs of the Final Report of the Pepper Inquiry, without then converting these 
words into understandable and actionable requirements; 

• departs in key respects from the technical recommendations for collation of baselines set out by 
the Pepper Inquiry. 
 

While the SREBA Framework (and indeed the SREBA itself) needs to be flexible and responsive, it must also 

be sufficiently prescriptive to ensure that baselines are meaningful, so that the industry’s impacts can be 

accurately measured by both government and the public.  The Draft SREBA Framework fails on these 

measures. 

The consequences of poor or contestable baseline studies are serious, as has been highlighted time and 

time again by researchers, activists and community members.  Kinchy writes how, in the Marcellus Shale 

region of the USA, industry actors have strategically deployed “contentious” baselines to deflect 

accusations that their activities are causing environmental impacts, and avoid accountability for these 

impacts.3 The sub-standard job currently underway is likely to undermine the public’s confidence in the 

Northern Territory Government’s capacity to manage its environmental and social impacts.  To proceed to 

draft a “scope of works” for roll-out of the SREBA is premature, and will exacerbate and entrench the 

existing problems with the process. The Northern Territory Government should go back to first principles 

and redesign the SREBA by incorporating the recommendations set out in the body of this submission.   

 
2. Concerns about governance arrangements for the SREBA 
 

ECNT holds a number of serious concerns about the governance arrangements underpinning the SREBA, 

which may undermine its integrity as a whole, give rise to a perception of undue influence by the gas 

industry on its design, and impair the industry’s ability to obtain a social licence to operate. 

The Pepper Inquiry underlined the critical importance of a strategic and integrated approach to design and 

implementation of the SREBA.  Specifically, the Pepper Inquiry highlighted that a fragmented approach 

would “result in inconsistencies within datasets and, therefore, prejudice the subsequent usefulness of 

such data for developing region-wide assessment and management models”.4  Further, and relevantly, 

integral to the regulatory reform agenda recommended by the Pepper inquiry is the removal of the 

perception of “regulatory capture” of government by the gas industry held by much of the Northern 

Territory population.5  

Contrary to the strategic and integrated approach recommended by the Pepper Inquiry, there are troubling 

signs of fragmented and inconsistent governance arrangements in the design of the Draft SREBA 

Framework.  The “governance arrangements” described on pages 22 and 23 provide little clarity, couch 

proposed arrangements in speculative terms, and indicate that inadequate thought has been given to how 

 
3 A. Kinchy, “Contentious baselining: The politics of pre-drilling environmental measures in shale gas territory”, Nature and Space, 
2019. 
4 The Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing in the Northern Territory (2018), Final Report, p 394. 
5 Ibid, p 430. 
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the SREBA design and roll out will be managed. It is unclear who has designed the Draft SREBA Framework, 

what the process for “peer review” of the document was or how it was managed, what committees have 

already been established to oversee its development, how these committees were appointed, or how 

actual or perceived conflicts of interest have been managed. It appears that much of the detail and 

prescription will be included and negotiated in a “scope of works” which sets parameters for each 

individual study, which may lead to more fragmentation of the study. Instead of a coherent, independent 

and integrated document overseen by a central committee/body with requisite expertise, the Draft SREBA 

Framework seems to have been passed around between Northern Territory Government departments and 

unknown external stakeholders.  This has adversely impacted its clarity and substance, and inspires little 

confidence for future management of the process. 

ECNT recognises that a SREBA on the scale recommended by the Pepper Inquiry is complex, difficult and 

indeed unprecedented in the Northern Territory.  Neither Northern Territory government departments nor 

many stakeholder groups in the Northern Territory are likely to have the requisite expertise to design and 

implement it.  In ECNT’s opinion, a Steering Committee comprising independent scientific and social 

science experts across the range of fields required for the study should be appointed immediately to design 

the study and its roll-out, reporting to the Minister for the Environment and Natural Resources, and 

provided resourcing via the Department of Environment and Natural Resources/NTEPA as the interim 

regulator of the gas industry.   

Members of the Steering Committee should be excluded from tendering for SREBA contracts or other 

environmental studies on behalf of the gas industry to remove the perception of conflicts of interest. Other 

government departments may provide input via advisory committees to the Steering Committee, but 

should not have responsibility for the design or implementation of the SREBA or its associated 

documentation.  This clear delineation of responsibilities is required to achieve the Pepper Inquiry’s core 

recommendation of removing the perception of regulatory capture through the establishment of an 

independent regulator whose responsibilities are separate from departments charged with promoting the 

industry (these departments would include the Department of Primary Industry and Resources, the 

Department of the Chief Minister, and the Department of Trade, Business and Innovation).    

Representatives from the gas industry, and other key Northern Territory stakeholders, can also provide 

input on the design of the SREBA via advisory committees that report to the Steering Committee.   

Further, and relatedly, ECNT is extremely concerned about the fragmentation in the collection of baseline 

data to date, and the influence of the gas industry on that data collection.  Significant “baselining” work in 

the Beetaloo Sub-Basin has already been undertaken by the gas industry-funded Gas Industry Social and 

Environmental Alliance (GISERA) and the Commonwealth Government’s Geological Bioregional Assessment 

(GBA) program.6   

The Australia Institute has highlighted that a fundamental conflict of interest underlies GISERA in 

particular, as it is funded by the gas industry, which makes it an inappropriate organisation to undertake 

research to evaluate the social and environmental impacts of unconventional gas development:  

“Gas industry executives sit on all the committees overseeing GISERA research projects.  The 

National Research Management Committee (NRMC) which oversees finance and research of all the 

regional committees has four gas industry executives amongst its eight members.  The Regional 

 
6 See, for GISERA, https://gisera.csiro.au/ and for the GBA: https://www.bioregionalassessments.gov.au/assessments/geological-

and-bioregional-assessment-program/beetaloo-sub-basin-0. 

 

https://gisera.csiro.au/
https://www.bioregionalassessments.gov.au/assessments/geological-and-bioregional-assessment-program/beetaloo-sub-basin-0
https://www.bioregionalassessments.gov.au/assessments/geological-and-bioregional-assessment-program/beetaloo-sub-basin-0
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Research Advisory Committees (RRAC) each have two gas industry executives out of their ten 

members.”7 

ECNT holds other concerns about the governance arrangements for both GISERA and GBA research 

projects, steaming mainly from a lack of clarity and transparency about them.  For example, the Northern 

Territory Regional Research Advisory Committee (NTRRAC) appears to have responsibility for “reviewing 

and approving” GISERA research projects.8  However, it is not clear how members of this committee were 

appointed, what their relevant scientific/technical expertise is, or how conflicts of interest (for example in 

procurement/tendering for GISERA studies or due to political allegiances) have been managed.  Similarly, in 

the case of the Commonwealth Government’s GBA program, governance and public engagement 

parameters are unclear.  For example, sporadic “user panel communiques” are published on the GBA 

website, but it is unclear who is on this panel, how members were appointed, or their role.  “Technical 

Working Groups” have apparently been constituted within the GBA program, but again, there is little 

clarity or transparency about these governance arrangements (including who is on them).9  Further, it is 

unclear what the precise relationship between the problematically-governed GISERA/GBA programs and 

the SREBA is, although the Draft SREBA Framework makes numerous references to both programs and the 

need to integrate them.  Of concern, a GBA user panel communique dated 23 May 2019 refers to the aim 

of the Technical Working Groups as being to “determin[e] approaches for delivering elements of the SREBA 

that fall within the scope of the GBA assessment”.10  It is not clear how the Technical Working Groups can 

have been given authority to determine approaches for delivering the SREBA in early 2019 when the 

SREBA’s framework is not yet finalised as at February 2020. 

Thus, instead of setting up appropriate and transparent governance mechanisms at the outset to manage 

the project as a whole, a mish-mash approach has been adopted which is either responsive to gas industry 

imperatives (in the case of GISERA) or federal government imperatives (in the case of the GBA). The 

governance mechanisms for these programs are opaque, the public has not been engaged in their 

development or roll-out, procurement processes for the experts undertaking the work are unclear, and it is 

not clear how this data will be integrated into the SREBA or even published. Any new studies 

commissioned under the Draft SREBA Framework may just be “retrofitted” to parameters that have 

already been decided without public input, and dictated by gas industry-funded programs such as GISERA.  

There is a significant risk that these pre-existing studies may be the tail that wags the SREBA dog. The 

fragmentation which is already occurring in the collection of datasets may jeopardise the integrity of the 

SREBA as a whole.  To attain the requisite degree of integrity, ECNT believes that its design, development 

and roll-out must remain independent from the gas industry, and that a Steering Committee of relevant 

experts should be established to design and implement the SREBA. 

 

Recommendation 1: A Steering Committee of experts independent of the gas industry should be 

immediately appointed to: 

• redesign the Draft SREBA Framework; 

• establish rigorous and transparent governance arrangements for the implementation of 
the SREBA; 

 
7 M. Ogge, The Australia Institute, “Gisera and Conflict of Interest”, August 2018, retrieved at 

https://www.tai.org.au/content/gisera-and-conflict-interest. 

8 https://gisera.csiro.au/research-independence/northern-territory-regional-research-advisory-committee/. 
9 User Panel Communique 2, https://www.bioregionalassessments.gov.au/assessments/geological-and-bioregional-assessment-

program/beetaloo-sub-basin/beetaloo-sub-basin-user-panel-communiques. 

10 Ibid. 

https://www.tai.org.au/content/gisera-and-conflict-interest
https://gisera.csiro.au/research-independence/northern-territory-regional-research-advisory-committee/
https://www.bioregionalassessments.gov.au/assessments/geological-and-bioregional-assessment-program/beetaloo-sub-basin/beetaloo-sub-basin-user-panel-communiques
https://www.bioregionalassessments.gov.au/assessments/geological-and-bioregional-assessment-program/beetaloo-sub-basin/beetaloo-sub-basin-user-panel-communiques
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• develop a public engagement/consultation framework regarding the design of the SREBA 
and its implementation; 

• design a scope of works for the SREBA; 

• set consistent spatial and temporal boundaries for the SREBA; 

• assess how and whether previous studies (including by GISERA and GBA) should be 
integrated into the SREBA; 

• design procurement and tendering processes for the SREBA; 

• oversee the SREBA’s implementation in accordance with its purpose/design; 

• develop monitoring, operational surveillance and evaluation processes after the SREBA; 

• design effective systems and policies for integrating and centralising SREBA datasets, and 
to make them open access. 

 

Recommendation 2: Every component of the redesigned Draft SREBA Framework should set out 

specific, measurable, achievable, realistic and time-bounded (“SMART”) principles/requirements 

to ensure that there are integrated and clear measures against which the SREBA can be assessed. 

 

3. Concerns about the purpose and objectives of the SREBA and the Draft SREBA Framework 
 

While the Draft SREBA Framework attempts to set out the purpose of the SREBA by replicating sections of 

the Pepper Inquiry’s Final Report (p 11-15), this section is wordy and unclear and conflates a number of 

different elements of the Final Report of the Pepper Inquiry. 

Indeed, it is unclear from reading the Draft SREBA Framework what purpose the document is meant to 

serve, and its relationship to other SREBA documentation, including the proposed “scope of works” where 

much of the detail is apparently to be incorporated (and seems unlikely to be put out for public 

consultation).  If the Northern Territory Government intends that the Draft SREBA Framework is the only 

opportunity for the public to provide input to the SREBA process, it is critically important that it contains 

sufficient detail to enable the public to assess whether the SREBA actually delivered is fit for its defined 

purpose. 

ECNT suggests that an independent Steering Committee redraft the overarching purpose of the Draft 

SREBA Framework, and the SREBA itself. At a minimum, the explicit purpose of the SREBA should be to 

collect “pre-development” baseline data: 

(a) to fill gaps in scientific knowledge identified by the Pepper Inquiry; 
(b) to strengthen strategic regional land-use planning, including by: 

a. enabling the modelling of the regional and cumulative impacts of future land uses 
(including the onshore shale gas industry); 

b. enabling the accurate assessment of the regional and cumulative impacts of future 
land uses (including the onshore shale gas industry); 

c. avoiding, or minimising, the risk of unacceptable regional and cumulative impacts of 
future land uses (including from the onshore shale gas industry); 

 

The Draft SREBA Framework also needs to provide more detailed parameters to guide the study as a 

whole.  Information given about the proposed scope of works (p 24) indicates that it will include detail that 

should more appropriately be included in the Draft SREBA Framework. This includes setting parameters for 

“each baseline domain” including: 

• the spatial and temporal boundaries of the domain; 

• detailed information requirements and data collection methods; 
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• a project plan; 

• reporting, data management and evaluation requirements. 
ECNT believes that this approach will exacerbate existing fragmentation between baseline studies.  It is 

crucial that, as far as possible, these parameters should be consistent across the various studies comprising 

the SREBA. The appropriate document for this to occur is the Draft SREBA Framework (overseen by an 

expert Steering Committee), not a scope(s) of works negotiated behind closed doors that siloes the studies. 

ECNT wishes to draw particular attention to the importance of setting coherent spatial and temporal 

boundaries at the outset, and which are consistent across studies to the extent possible.11   This is 

important because it sets the frame for assessing the significance of cumulative environmental impacts in 

the future, and would include: 

• setting spatial boundaries for the study as a whole based on sound science, which are expansive 
and include whole aquifer systems, and large river catchments, together with multiple social and 
cultural contexts. 

• setting temporal boundaries or scales for the study as a whole based on sound science, which 
include “past temporal boundaries” (which take into account past cumulative impacts from a 
defined point in time), and “future temporal boundaries” (which set the time frame for assessing 
activities that will in the future cumulatively affect a valued environment). Past temporal 
boundary-setting can lead to defining a baseline in different ways, and thus it is critical that a 
consistent approach is adopted.  Future temporal boundary-setting is perhaps most relevant in the 
context of the modelling of groundwater and surface water systems required by the SREBA, 
particularly when incorporating into this modelling the future impacts of the gas industry and how 
these interact with the impacts of climate change (which might cause surface and groundwater 
supplies to decrease or become less reliable, and affect the risk profile of the industry), population 
changes, or pastoral/agricultural expansion.  Crucially, all time domains must be of sufficient 
duration, as the impacts of the of the gas industry may reach far into the future, perhaps even 
centuries or millennia.12 ECNT is of the view that (to the extent they have been set), temporal 
parameters are not of sufficient duration.  For example, the Guidance Note on Water Quality and 
Quantity proposes that monitoring/surveillance of groundwater can stop either immediately or up 
to two years after well-decommissioning (in the case of a well failure or spill incident).  This is an 
unacceptable timeframe given the potential for groundwater impacts (from both depressurisation 
and drawdown) to occur for decades, even centuries into the future. For an analysis of the 
significance, problems and pitfalls of conducting “temporal scoping” in the context of the coal 
seam gas industry in Queensland, please see also Rebecca Nelson’s recent article.13 

 

ECNT emphasises the importance of establishing parameters for integrating data into a single repository in 

the Draft SREBA Framework, which must be open access.  The Pepper Inquiry highlighted the need to 

collate all data into a single database, with monitoring of this process to ensure quality control across data 

sets.14 The Pepper Inquiry also recommended an “annual field and laboratory evaluation component [be] 

built into the work program” to identify and correct any bias or systemic issues”.15 While the Draft SREBA 

 
11 R. Nelson, “Big time: an empirical analysis of regulating the cumulative environmental effects of coal seam gas extraction under 
Australian Federal Environmental Law”, (2019) 36 Environmental and Planning Law Journal 531. 
12 The methodology for bioregional assessments in the context of coal seam gas is useful for setting out parameters for setting 

temporal scales. See Barrett DJ, Couch CA, Metcalfe DJ, Lytton L, Adhikary DP and Schmidt RK, (2013) “Methodology for 

bioregional assessments of the impacts of coal seam gas and coal mining development on water resources”, A report prepared for 

the Independent Expert Scientific Committee on Coal Seam Gas and Large Coal Mining Development through the Department of 

the Environment. https://www.bioregionalassessments.gov.au/methods/bioregional-assessment-methodology. 

13 R. Nelson, “Big time: an empirical analysis of regulating the cumulative environmental effects of coal seam gas extraction under 
Australian Federal Environmental Law”, (2019) 36 Environmental and Planning Law Journal 531. 
14 The Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing in the Northern Territory (2018), Final Report, p 399. 
15 Ibid. 

https://www.bioregionalassessments.gov.au/methods/bioregional-assessment-methodology
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Framework cites this (p 32), it is not integrated into the Draft SREBA Framework in any meaningful way.  

Further, it is not clear how public access to the baselines generated during the SREBA will be ensured.  An 

open access policy should be designed and incorporated into the Draft SREBA Framework so that the 

transparency of the knowledge gathered is ensured.  ECNT does not understand the reference in page 7 of 

the Draft SREBA Framework to the proposed management of the information generated to “protect 

privacy and commercial confidentiality”, or the circumstances in which this would be appropriate.  

Similarly, ECNT is confused by the references (for example, on page 43) to restriction to data according to 

“the sensitive data policy of the SREBA”. ECNT is not aware of this data policy, nor upon which basis data 

would be deemed “sensitive”.  Given the fragmentation already occurring in the collection of baseline data 

in the Beetaloo Sub-Basin, ECNT is concerned that these parameters may not be consistent between the 

studies.   This can, to some extent, be remedied by clearly establishing these parameters in the Draft SREBA 

Framework, overseen by an independent Steering Committee, and based on science. 

The following key concepts need to be clearly defined in the purpose, and applied/utilised across the 

different components of the SREBA: 

• “strategic”: this term and its relationship to the SREBA needs to be clearly set out.  ECNT 
understands that a primary purpose of the SREBA is to facilitate “planning for the future” in the 
region studied, so that impacts on resources are considered in and integrated way and accounted 
for at the outset.  Currently, there is no clear explanation of what is “strategic” about the SREBA. 

• “regional”: The region (“spatial boundaries”) which is being studied needs to be carefully defined, 
and should include a much larger footprint than the project area of the Beetaloo Sub-basin. 

• “pre-development”: this concept must be carefully defined to ensure that past cumulative 
land/water uses and impacts (including past and ongoing onshore petroleum exploration activities, 
as well as climate change impacts) are adequately accounted for by setting appropriate temporal 
boundaries. 

• “cumulative impacts”: This concept is critical for the design of the SREBA (see purpose above), and 
its relationship to the SREBA must be clearly defined.  The definition in the Environment Protection 
and Biodiversity Act (Cth) (EPBC Act) include “impacts of a number of actions or other broader 
influences [on a matter]… which, considered together, have a greater impact on that matter than 
each action or broader influence considered individually”.16 Cumulative impacts should include 
past and future impacts (with carefully decided temporal scales or boundaries) not only of the 
onshore gas industry, but other regional industries/land uses/impacts including the pastoral 
industry, agriculture and cropping, and the impacts of climate change on water resources, 
biodiversity, health and other parameters.  

 

Recommendation 3: The purpose of the: 

(a) Draft SREBA Framework; and 
(b) the SREBA itself;  

should be redrafted by an independent Steering Committee to enable the SREBA to be 
assessed against this purpose, and to facilitate coherent integration of its different 
components.   

 

Recommendation 4: Key terms must be defined in the purpose of the Draft SREBA Framework, 

and applied across the different components of the study. 

 

 
16 Australian Government Department of the Environment, Significant Impact  Guidelines 1.3 – Coal Seam Gas and Large Coal 
Mining Developments: Impacts on Water Resources, Report (December 2013) 20 (Department of Environment). 
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Recommendation 5: Key parameters should be established in the Draft SREBA Framework and 

integrated across different components of the study, including: 

(a) temporal and spatial boundaries; 
(b) information requirements and data collection methods; 
(c) timeframes for completion; 
(d) reporting, data management and evaluation requirements. 

 
Recommendation 6: The Draft SREBA Framework should incorporate an “open data” policy to 

ensure transparency of the data collected. 

Recommendation 7: The draft scope of works developed by the Steering Committee should be 

put out for public consultation. 

 

4. Concerns about timing of the SREBA 
 

Is the SREBA accurately described as a baseline study while exploration activities are ongoing? 

ECNT maintains that the SREBA cannot accurately be described as a “pre-development baseline” study 

(Draft SREBA Framework, p 11).  Prior to the Pepper Inquiry (up until the moratorium was declared by the 

Labor Government in 2016), exploration permits had been granted across a significant proportion of the 

NT, with a number of wells drilled (and in some cases fractured) in the Beetaloo Sub-basin, and over half a 

billion dollars worth of exploration investment since 2010.17 Since the moratorium was lifted in April 2018, 

14 environmental management plans permitting exploration activities in the McArthur Basin and Beetaloo 

Sub-Basin have been approved.  3 of these explicitly permit drilling and/or hydraulic fracturing (Santos QNT 

Pty Ltd drilling program for EP161, Origin Energy drilling hydraulic fracture stimulation and well testing 

program EP117, Origin Energy drilling, hydraulic fracturing and well testing EP76). These activities are 

occurring without the baseline environmental and social data identified by the Pepper Inquiry as lacking, 

and in the absence of any public environmental impact assessment conducted under Northern Territory or 

Commonwealth environmental assessment legislation. 

Thus, the onshore gas industry is already entrenched, and indeed is currently engaging in activities with the 

potential for environmental and social harm.   This has the potential to undermine the SREBA, including by 

“shifting” the baseline in material ways so that the true impacts of the industry remain obscure. In ECNT’s 

view, in order to minimise this risk, all exploration activities should cease until the SREBA is completed.   

Should this not occur, it is imperative that the Draft SREBA Framework clearly state how past, current and 

future cumulative impacts (including those from unconventional gas exploration, but also from 

pastoralism, agriculture, public drinking water supply, and climate change) will be assessed and 

incorporated into the SREBA.  Relatedly, it is a matter of grave concern to ECNT that to date there has been 

no project-level public environmental impact assessment under the Environmental Assessment Act NT (to 

be replaced by the Environment Protection Act NT) of onshore petroleum projects.  This is despite the fact 

that some exploration activities currently authorised clearly involve impacts that meet the threshold of 

being capable of having a “significant effect on the environment”. The SREBA should not be used as a proxy 

for transparent, public, accountable environmental impact assessments undertaken under the newly 

enacted Northern Territory Environment Protection Act (NT) or (where relevant) the Environment 

Protection and Biodiversity Act (Cth).  The new ability of the public to comment on draft environmental 

management plans under the Petroleum (Environment) Regulations NT is similarly no substitute for a 

 
17 The Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing in the Northern Territory (2018), Final Report, p 93. 
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rigorous public environmental assessment process.  ECNT believes that the Northern Territory Government 

should commit to public environmental impact assessments for all current and proposed onshore 

petroleum exploration and production activities, including while the SREBA is underway. 

 
Truncated timeframes for completing the SREBA 

ECNT is also concerned by the proposed timeframe for completing the SREBA.  The Pepper Inquiry 

indicated that the collection of baseline studies in the Beetaloo Sub-Basin would take three to five years.  

However, the Draft SREBA Framework has truncated this to three years (p21).  In ECNT’s view this will 

reduce the quality and breadth of the data collected. The reference in the Draft SREBA Framework to a 

“pragmatic approach” to provide “reasonable certainty to industry and investors” (p 21) as a rationale is 

not a scientifically-sound reason to shorten the SREBA, particularly given its importance in the overall 

regulatory scheme.  The Northern Territory Government is compromising the integrity of the SREBA before 

it has even commenced.  The Steering Committee should instead be vested with power to determine the 

length of the SREBA, based on science and whether the SREBA has fulfilled its purpose.  

 

Risk assessment after the SREBA is completed (and before production approvals are granted) 

Perhaps more concerningly, the reference to “reasonable certainty to industry and investors” as a reason 

for truncating the SREBA makes the development of an unconventional onshore gas industry seem like a 

foregone conclusion.   

This is inconsistent with the Pepper Inquiry’s intent.  ECNT highlights that there were a number of risks that 

were not able to be adequately assessed by the Pepper Inquiry due to the paucity of data. This uncertainty 

prevented it from undertaking a final risk assessment: 

“In a number of cases, the Panel has recommended that a strategic regional 
environmental and baseline assessment (SREBA) (see Chapter 15) must be undertaken to 
provide the additional scientific knowledge and baseline information required before a 
final risk assessment can be made.”18 

To take some key examples of gaps in scientific knowledge: 

• in relation to surface/groundwater characteristics and aquatic and terrestrial biodiversity, the 
Pepper Inquiry said the significant knowledge gap impeded “the ability to properly assess the risks 
of any shale gas development (especially cumulative risk over large areas)”19;   

• “an assessment of the possibility that groundwater biodiversity (stygofauna and GDEs) may be 
affected by over extraction or contamination of groundwater can only be done after the 
recommended SREBA is completed”20; 

• “sustainable extraction limits should be set on the basis of the outputs from the regional numerical 
groundwater model developed as part of the SREBA to manage poorly understood groundwater 
systems”.21 

 

The Pepper Inquiry also stated that “the conclusions from a SREBA must … be available and taken into 

account prior to the grant of any production approvals”.22    ECNT notes that the premise of the Pepper 

Inquiry was that all risks had to be reduced to an acceptable level for the unconventional onshore gas 

 
18 The Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing in the Northern Territory (2018), Final Report, p 39. 
19 Ibid, p 394. 
20 Ibid, p 166. 
21 Ibid, p 137. 
22 The Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing in the Northern Territory (2018), Final Report, p 56. 
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industry to safely proceed.  Accordingly, where risks were unable to be assessed due to a lack of data, 

there needs to be a mechanism (and adequate time) whereby these risks can be independently assessed, 

and mitigated using the Pepper Inquiry’s risk assessment framework after the SREBA is completed.  It may 

be that the baseline data collected may result in risks being raised to unacceptable levels as defined by the 

Pepper Inquiry, which may mean that the industry should not proceed past the exploration stage. 

 

Timing for completion of the SREBA and free prior and informed consent 

Finally, ECNT is concerned that the requirement to finish the SREBA before production approvals are 

granted, as distinct from production licences, will impact the ability of native title holders to give free, prior 

and informed consent.  Native title holders will have the opportunity to negotiate agreements under the 

“right to negotiate” provisions of the Native Title Act.  However, these rights are triggered by the 

application for a grant of production licence (which may occur long before production approvals are 

granted).  If the SREBA is not concluded prior to the grant of production licences, then key environmental, 

social and cultural baselines may well be inadequate to inform these negotiations. 

 

Recommendation 8: In order to obtain accurate baseline studies, all exploration activities should 
cease while until the SREBA is completed.   
 
Recommendation 9: In the alternative to Recommendation 8 above: 

(a) the SREBA Framework should be amended to clearly state how past, current and future 
cumulative impacts (including those from unconventional gas exploration activities) will be 
taken into account in the SREBA; 

(b) the Northern Territory Government should commit to public environmental impact 
assessments for all for all current and proposed onshore petroleum exploration and 
production activities, including while the SREBA is underway. 

 

Recommendation 10: The timeframe for completing the SREBA should be set by the independent 

Steering Committee, and based on science rather than industry imperatives. 

Recommendation 11: A final risk assessment by an independent body needs to be undertaken after 

the completion of the SREBA (and before any production licences or approvals are granted), whereby 

risks that were not able to be adequately assessed by the Pepper Inquiry due to a lack of scientific 

knowledge can be independently assessed, and recommendations made for mitigating those risks.  If 

risks cannot be reduced to an acceptable level using the Pepper Inquiry’s methodology, then the 

industry should not proceed to production.  

Recommendation 12: To ensure free, prior and informed consent for native title holders, the SREBA 

should be completed prior to the grant of any production licences (as distinct from production 

approvals). 

 

5. The impacts of climate change 
 
ECNT is concerned by the inadequate consideration of the impacts of climate change in the Draft 
SREBA Framework.  Despite the document running to 148 pages, there are only two superficial 
references to climate change: 

• In the context of modelling future impacts on aquatic ecosystems, the document states that 
“any changes that occur to aquatic ecosystems need to be able to be causally linked to impacts 
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from gas development and separated from other major sources of disturbance such as long-
term pastoral use or climate change” (p 64); 

• In relation to social, cultural and economic impacts, the document lists possible impacts 
identified by the Pepper Inquiry, “including intergenerational equity issues, particularly in 
relation to the effects of climate change” (p 129). 

 

This is bewildering, given the severe projected impacts of climate change in the Northern Territory, and 

the potential of the onshore gas industry to increase Australia’s carbon emissions by over 5%, which 

could thwart attempts to meet Australia’s obligations under the Paris Agreement.  

ECNT reiterates that water-related risks were the central concern raised by the community and in 

submissions to the Pepper Inquiry.23 If anything, these concerns have been amplified since the Final 

Report.  The Northern Territory has just suffered through two of its hottest and driest wet seasons on 

record, with aquifers running close to dry in some areas. A number of remote Indigenous communities 

have experienced water contamination, or water supply, problems with increasing frequency in recent 

years.  These impacts are likely to be exacerbated as temperatures rise and rainfall patterns become 

more erratic.  The Pepper Inquiry noted, in this context, that evapotranspiration (water use by 

vegetation) will increase by 2050 as a consequence of climate change, although the magnitude of the 

change is unclear.  It also noted that “the implications of climate change for groundwater processes 

and recharge rates are … unclear at this stage” (p 103).  Onshore gas exploration and production 

involves the extraction of large quantities of groundwater from already stressed, interconnected, 

systems, which are likely to come under more pressure with the impacts of climate change.    

ECNT submits that climate change considerations should inform not only the water-related baseline 

studies (water quality and quantity and aquatic ecosystems), but all the other baseline studies (that is, 

terrestrial ecosystems, greenhouse gas studies, environmental health studies, and social, cultural and 

economic studies). 

It is crucial that climate modelling be an integral and explicit requirement of every component of the 

baseline study, especially in the context of modelling for cumulative impacts of the onshore gas 

industry (and its interaction with impacts arising from other land uses).  In this regard, ECNT notes that 

the reference to climate change quoted above at dot point 1 (on page 64 of the Draft SREBA 

Framework) mischaracterises the purpose and nature of cumulative impact assessment – instead of 

separating out impacts to isolate which ones are attributable to the gas industry, the purpose of 

cumulative impact assessment is to collectively consider these impacts as together they will have a 

greater impact than individually. Again, ECNT highlights the need for a mechanism to be in place to 

independently assess the risks raised by the SREBA after it is place, to see whether they can be reduced 

to an acceptable level in line with the Pepper Inquiry’s methodology. The modelling undertaken as part 

of the SREBA may reveal, for instance, that the water extraction required by an onshore gas industry is 

unsustainable on any level, or that methane emissions produced by the industry cannot be reduced to 

acceptable levels.  

 

Recommendation 13: Climate modelling must be an integral requirement of every component of the 

baseline study, especially in the context of modelling for cumulative impacts of the onshore gas 

industry (and their interaction with impacts arising from other land uses). 

 

 
23 The Scientific Inquiry into Hydraulic Fracturing in the Northern Territory (2018), Final Report, p 102. 
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6. Comments about social, cultural and economic studies 
 

ECNT wishes to highlight troubling concerns about the way in which social, cultural and economic 

studies have been dealt with in the Draft SREBA.  This core component of the SREBA appears to have 

been siloed in the Draft SREBA Framework (rather than integrated with the other baseline studies), and 

given far less thought than the other baselines.  Despite its length, a lack of clarity, purpose, and any 

coherent methodology is apparent.   

Given the highly fraught political context of fracking in the Northern Territory, the concerns repeatedly 

expressed by Northern Territory communities about its environmental and cultural impacts, and the 

priority given to this issue by the Pepper Inquiry, this is startling. Studies over many decades have 

shown the poor cultural and social outcomes that can result, particularly for Indigenous communities, 

from extractive operations such as mining and gas extraction.24 A considerable number of studies also 

exist regarding the “best practice” for social/strategic impact assessments, and for participatory “co-

production” of baselines integrating Indigenous knowledge.25  There is thus no need to reinvent the 

wheel. 

However, few best practice examples or studies appear to have been cited or significantly drawn upon 

the Draft SREBA Framework.  There are also troubling departures from the Pepper Inquiry’s 

recommendations. Indeed, the Draft SREBA Framework seems to be a backward step from the Final 

Report. ECNT notes in particular: 

• there is no identifiable methodology for conducting the study; 

• governance arrangements for developing and implementing the study are opaque; 

• while the importance of stakeholder participation is referred to, there is little evidence of an 
actual process/methodology for facilitating independently-led community and stakeholder 
engagement, or participatory baseline collection that meaningfully integrates Indigenous 
knowledge; 

• there is no evidence of a process/ methodology for integrating social and cultural baselines 
with the other “scientific” baseline studies.  The CSRM report (Appendix 16 to the Pepper 
Inquiry Final Report) notes that “due to the interconnectedness of Aboriginal people and their 

 
24 AIAS, Aborigines and Uranium: Consolidated Report to the Minister for Aboriginal Affairs on the Social Impact of Uranium Mining 

on the Aborigines of the Northern Territory, Canberra: AGPS, 1984. KRSIS, Kakadu Region Social Impact Study: Report of the 

Aboriginal Project Committee, Canberra Supervising Scientist, 1997. C. O'Faircheallaigh, "Aborigines, Mining Companies and the 

State in Contemporary Australia: A New Political Economy or 'Business as Usual'?" Australian Journal of Political Science 41.1 

(2006): 1-22. B. Scambary, My Country, Mine Country: Indigenous People, Mining and Development Contestation in Remote 

Australia, Research Monograph. Ed. Research, Australian National University Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy. Canberra: ANU 

E Press, 2013. D. Trigger, J Keenan, Kim de Rijk, Will Rifkin, “Aboriginal engagement and agreement-making with a rapidly 

developing resource industry: Coal seam gas development in Australia”, The Extractive Industries and Society, 1(2014). 

25 For an example of how to design effective social impact assessment, see C.  O’Faircheallagh, “Effectiveness in social impact 

assessment: Aboriginal peoples and resource development in Australia”, Impact Assessment and Project Appraisal, 27(2), June 

2009.  For best practice examples of social impact assessment, see NSW Government social impact assessment guidelines here: 

https://www.planning.nsw.gov.au/-/media/Files/DPE/Guidelines/social-impact-assessment-guideline-2017-09.pdf, the Canadian 

Firelight Group and Mackenzie Valley Environmental Impact Review Board here 

http://reviewboard.ca/reference_material/cultural_impact_assessment, and the Kimberley Aboriginal Social Impact Assessment 

here https://www.socialimpactassessment.com/documents/Appendix_E-3.pdf. For an example of the co-production of scientific 

knowledge integrating Indigenous knowledge systems, see B. Austin et al, Mobilising Indigenous Knowledge for the Collaborative 

Management of Kimberley Saltwater Country, WAMSI Kimberley Marine Research Program, Final Report, February 2018. 

 

 

 

https://www.planning.nsw.gov.au/-/media/Files/DPE/Guidelines/social-impact-assessment-guideline-2017-09.pdf
http://reviewboard.ca/reference_material/cultural_impact_assessment
https://www.socialimpactassessment.com/documents/Appendix_E-3.pdf
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culture with the environmental condition, predicting the significance of social impacts … 
requires the integration of social, environmental, economic and cultural assessments” (p 7).  
Thus, social/cultural assessment should feed into the other baselines (for example, members 
of an Indigenous community may indicate that a particular waterhole is heavily utilised for 
food, which may then impact the emphasis of water-related baseline studies).  There is no 
evidence of how this integration will be achieved.  On the contrary, this proposed study seems 
to have been siloed from the other studies. 

• There is no evidence of the development of going strategies to monitor, implement, and 
evaluate social impacts, which is crucial for a strategic (ie forward-looking) regional 
assessment.  O’Faircheallagh says “effective social impact assessment must include the 
development and ongoing implementation of strategies designed to minimise negative impacts 
and maximise positive ones; the allocation of sufficient resources to ensure post-approval 
impact monitoring and evaluation of mitigation strategies; and reappraisal of project impacts 
where project design has changed significantly post approval”.26  This kind of approach is 
absent from the Draft SREBA Framework. 

 

ECNT believes this part of the SREBA should be given utmost priority by the immediate establishment 

of an independent sub-committee of the Steering Committee made up of experts in social and cultural 

impact assessment, with representation from the Northern Land Council and the Aboriginal Areas 

Protection Authority, and chaired by an Indigenous person from an academic institution with relevant 

expertise.  This sub-committee should draft the terms of reference for this study, governance 

arrangements, and ongoing monitoring and implementation of the study, and its effective integration 

with other baseline studies. 

 

Recommendation 14: An independent sub-committee of the Steering Committee should be 

established to design and implement the social, cultural and economic studies, made up of experts in 

social and cultural impact assessment, with representation from the Northern Land Council and the 

Aboriginal Areas Protection Authority, and chaired by an Indigenous person from an academic 

institution with relevant expertise.  This sub-committee should draft the terms of reference for this 

study, governance arrangements, and ongoing monitoring and implementation of the study, and its 

effective integration with other baseline studies. 

 

7. Technical concerns in other individual studies – departures from the Pepper Inquiry 
 

As a general comment, ECNT has concerns that the recommendations of the Pepper Inquiry related to  

the need for a scientific basis for the SREBA are not being adhered to by DENR.   

 
An effective SREBA needs to have sufficient data to provide an understanding of the current health of 

ecosystem and cultural elements, as well as identifying any threatening processes related to fracking 

(baseline information), as was noted in the Pepper Inquiry.  There is little evidence in the current 

SREBA document that this basic baseline information related to key values and key threats currently 

exists.  Work has certainly started in relation to some of these elements e.g. water quality and GHG 

emissions, but it appears very clear that additional and ongoing work is needed; exactly how this data 

(and data yet to be collected) will be used in a final SREBA is difficult to determine from the draft 

document.  The draft SREBA outlines a lot about what needs to happen, largely by repeating wording 

 
26 C. O’Faircheallagh, p 98. 
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from the Pepper Inquiry, but provides little or no detail on exactly why, when or how anything 

resembling action will occur.   

 
ECNT is concerned that because the SREBA process has been truncated and compromised by allowing 

exploration to continue before the required scientific evidence has been collected.  In the absence of 

this information, coupled with the issues outlined above, the SREBA is, in our opinion not yet capable 

of being used a to assist and inform the regulatory process.  Adhering to all the recommendations of 

the Pepper Inquiry, but particularly those identified in this submission will improve the quality of the 

SREBA.   In relation to the science, a failure to adhere to the Pepper Recommendations risks 

undermining the scientifically defensible of the SREBA and the likelihood of sustainable development.  

 

8. Conclusion: assessing the Draft SREBA Framework as a policy and planning document 
 

ECNT has assessed the quality of the Draft SREBA Framework as a sustainable development-related 

policy and planning document using the Dovers and Hussey (2013)27 policy framework.  This framework 

describes 28 policy elements that should be developed and implemented for sustainable 

environmental policy.  The policy elements considered in assessing the SREBA are detailed in Appendix 

B.  Overall the SREBA did not score well against the nationally recognised Dover and Hussey framework 

(see Table 1 below).   

 
Table 1: Overall assessment of draft SREBA framework 
 

 
  

The results in Table 1 are consistent with the observations and conclusions spelled out in the 

proceeding sections and the recommendations suggested to improve the SREBA.   

To conclude, if ECNT’s recommendations outlined above are followed, there is some prospect of the 

SREBA meeting the requirements set out by the Pepper Inquiry.  As it stands, however, the SREBA is 

unlikely to create the strategic, integrated and comprehensive study contemplated.  The consequence 

of this is that the Northern Territory Government will have breached its promise to the Northern 

Territory public to implement all recommendations of the Pepper Inquiry.   

Finally, as the peak environmental community sector environment organisation in the Northern 

Territory, ECNT should have a position on all key stakeholder and advisory committees. 

If you have any questions, please contact Shar Molloy on shar.molloy@ecnt.org. 

 
27 Dovers, S. & Hussey, K. Environment & Sustainability: A policy handbook. (The Federation press, 2013). 

mailto:shar.molloy@ecnt.org
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Yours faithfully, 

 

 

Shar Molloy 

Director 
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Appendix A: Pepper Report recommendations identified as relevant to SREBA and source i.e. SREBA Framework, 

ECNT submission, or combination of both 

Source SREBA & ECNT ECNT SREBA 

Recommendation Description Status

7.4
7.4: That the Government develops specific guidelines for human health and environmental risk assessments for all onshore shale gas developments consistent with the National 

Chemicals Risk Assessment framework, including the national guidance manual for human and environmental risk assessment for chemicals associated with CSG extraction. UNCLEAR

7.5

7.5: That before any further production approvals are granted, a regional water assessment be conducted as part of a SREBA for any prospective shale gas basin, commencing 

with the Beetaloo Sub-basin. The regional assessment should focus on surface and  groundwater quality and quantity (recharge and flow), characterisation of surface and 

groundwater-dependent ecosystems, and the development of a regional groundwater model to assess the effects of proposed water extraction of the onshore shale gas industry 

on the dynamics and yield of the regional aquifer system.

UNCLEAR

7.8

7.8: That the following measures be mandated to ensure that any onshore shale gas development does not cause unacceptable local drawdown of aquifers:

• that prior to the grant of any further exploration approvals, the extraction of water from water bores to supply water for hydraulic fracturing be prohibited within at least 1 

km of existing or proposed groundwater bores (that are used for domestic or stock use) unless hydrogeological investigations and groundwater modelling, including the SREBA, 

indicate that a different distance is appropriate, or if the landholder agrees to a variation of this distance;

• that relevant WAPs include provisions that adequately control both the rate and volume of water extraction by the gas companies;

• that gas companies be required, at their expense, to monitor drawdown in local water supply bores; and

• that gas companies be required to immediately ‘make good’ and rectify any problems if the drawdown is found to be excessive.

NO ACTION

7.13
7.13: Upon a gas company undertaking any exploration activity or production activity, monitoring of the groundwater must be implemented around each well pad to detect 

any groundwater contamination, adopting the monitoring outlined in Recommendation 7.11. If contamination is detected, remediation must commence immediately. UNCLEAR

7.20
7.20: That the Beetaloo Sub-basin SREBA must identify and characterise all subterranean aquatic ecosystems, with particular emphasis on the Roper River region.

NO ACTION

8.1

8.1: strategic regional terrestrial biodiversity assessments be conducted as part of a SREBA prior to the granting of any further production approvals;

• any onshore shale gas development be excluded from areas considered to be of high conservation value; and

• the results of the SREBA must inform any decision to release land for exploration permits as specified in Recommendation 14.2 and, upon completion, must be considered by 

the decision-maker in the granting of any future exploration approvals.

SOME ACTION

8.2
8.2: That a baseline weed assessment be conducted over all areas that will be accessed by a gas company on an exploration permit prior to any exploration activities being 

carried out on that area and that ongoing weed monitoring be undertaken to inform any weed management measures necessary to ensure no incursions or spread of weeds. UNCLEAR

8.6

8.6: That as part of a SREBA, a study be undertaken to determine if any threatened species are likely to be affected by the cumulative effects of vegetation and habitat loss, and if 

so, that there be ongoing monitoring of the populations of these species. If monitoring reveals a decline in populations (compared with pre-development baselines), 

management plans aimed at mitigating these declines must be developed and implemented.
SOME ACTION

8.10
8.10: That gas companies be required to identify critical habitats during corridor construction and select an appropriate mechanism to avoid any impact on them.

NO ACTION

9.1*

9.1: That to reduce the risk of upstream methane emissions from any onshore shale gas wells, the Government implement the US EPA New Source Performance Standards of 

2012 and 2016.  

[The application of these standards will also serve to achieve possible reductions in CO2 emissions at the upstream stage. Additional strategies to reduce the level of methane 

emissions are considered in Section 9.5. It is important that the issues of methane emissions and risk, as given in this section, be considered in the broader context of GHG 

emissions.]

NO ACTION

9.2*

9.2: That prior to the grant of any further exploration approvals, a code of practice be developed and implemented for the ongoing monitoring, detection and reporting of 

methane emissions from any onshore shale gasfields and wells. SOME ACTION

9.3
9.3: That baseline monitoring of methane concentrations be undertaken for at least six months prior to the grant of any further exploration approvals. In areas where hydraulic 

fracturing has already occurred, the baseline monitoring should be undertaken at least a year prior to the grant of any production approvals. SOME ACTION

9.4
9.4: That baseline and ongoing monitoring be the responsibility of the regulator and funded by the gas industry.

UNCLEAR

9.5
9.5: That all monitoring results must be made publicly available online on a continuous basis in real time.

NO ACTION

9.6*
9.6: That once emission concentration limits are exceeded, as soon as reasonably practicable the regulator must be notified, an investigation must be undertaken by the gas 

company to identify the source or sources of the emissions, and make-good provisions be carried out by the gas industry. NO ACTION

9.7*

9.7: That the action framework outlined in Table 9.10 be implemented to lower fugitive methane emissions; which are: 

Ensure that world leading practice regulations are implemented that are known to achieve lower methane emissions. 

Prescription-based regulation only, while achieving desirable outcomes, may restrict new technologies. There is a need to allow appropriate flexibility in the formulation of 

performance-based regulations. 

Ensure that there are appropriate incentives for compliance and penalties for non-compliance. 

Ensure that there are appropriate requirements for monitoring regulatory compliance and that there are adequate resources. 

Ensure that there are appropriate requirements for monitoring emissions. 

Ensure that there are adequate resources to undertake monitoring and that this monitoring is undertaken by an independent organisation with the necessary expertise. 

Plant or equipment failure events can be mitigated by ensuring compliance with appropriate regulations, including undertaking rigorous risk assessment and ensuring that a 

formal leak detection and repair program is undertaken regularly. 

UNCLEAR

9.8
9.8: That the NT and Australian governments seek to ensure that there is no net increase in the life cycle GHG emissions emitted in Australia from any onshore shale gas produced 

in the NT. NO ACTION

10.1

10.1: That formal site or regional-specific Human Health Risk Analysis (HHRA) reports be prepared and approved by the regulator prior to the grant of any production approvals. 

Such HHRA reports must address the potential human exposures and health risks associated with the exploration for, and the production of, any shale gas development, off-site 

transport, and the decommissioning of wells, as recommended in NCRA guidance. The HHRA reports must include risk estimate assessments for exposure pathways that are 

deemed to be incomplete.

NO ACTION

11.8

11.8: That a comprehensive assessment of the cultural impacts of any onshore shale gas industry must be completed prior to the grant of any production approvals. The cultural 

assessment must:

• be designed in consultation with Land Councils and AAPA;

• engage traditional Aboriginal owners, native title holders and the affected Aboriginal communities, and be conducted in accordance with world-leading practice; and

• be resourced by the gas industry.

UNCLEAR

12.1
12.1: That a strategic SIA (Social Impact Assessment), separate from an EIS, must be conducted for any onshore shale gas development prior to any production approvals being 

granted. UNCLEAR

12.2
12.2: That the strategic SIA be funded by the gas industry.

NO ACTION

12.3
12.3: That the strategic SIA must be conducted comprehensively and in such a manner that it will anticipate any expected impacts on infrastructure and services and to mitigate 

potential negative impacts. NO ACTION

12.4

12.4: That early engagement and communication of the findings of the strategic SIA be systematically undertaken with all potentially affected communities, all levels of 

government and potentially affected stakeholders, including Land Councils, to ensure that unintended consequences are limited, and that shared understanding of roles and 

responsibilities, including financial responsibilities, can be developed. 
NO ACTION

12.5
12.5: That ongoing monitoring and measurement of social and cumulative impacts be undertaken, with the results being made publicly available online as soon as they are 

available. NO ACTION

 

 

 



17 

 

 

Appendix A cont: Pepper Report recommendations identified as relevant to SREBA and source i.e. SREBA 

Framework, ECNT submission, or combination of both. 

SREBA & ECNT ECNT SREBA 

Recommendation Description Status

12.6
12.6: That a strategic SIA be conducted as part of any SREBA to obtain essential baseline data.

UNCLEAR

12.7

12.7: That in order to operationalise an SIA framework in the NT, the Government must:

• give the regulator power to request information from, and to facilitate the collaboration between, individual gas companies, government agencies (including local 

government), Land Councils, communities and potentially affected landholders;

• establish a long-term participatory regional monitoring framework, overseen by the regulator, with secure funding from the gas industry and able to endure multiple election 

cycles; and

• establish periodic and standardised reporting to communities on the social, cultural, economic and environmental performance of the industry through either the regulator 

NO ACTION

12.8

12.8: That as part of any strategic SIA and prior to any significant increase in traffic as a result of any onshore shale gas industry, consultation must be undertaken on road use 

and related infrastructure requirements that results in road upgrades and work schedules to the appropriate Austroad standards and commensurate with the anticipated 

vehicle type required for any onshore shale gas industry.
NO ACTION

12.11
12.11: That gas companies be required to work closely with all levels of government, Land Councils and local communities early in any onshore shale gas development project 

to quantify the potential impacts on health and educational services and ensure steps to mitigate adverse impacts are implemented. NO ACTION

12.12
12.12: That any strategic SIA anticipate the long-term impacts and requirements for housing (not just through the construction phase) to adequately mitigate the risk of inflated 

real estate prices and shortages within a community. NO ACTION

12.16
12.6: That gas companies must establish a relationship with communities to determine how to best facilitate community cohesion on an individual and collective level. This 

should be done in consultation with all landholders, Land Councils and local government, to ensure that the needs of all stakeholders are accommodated. NO ACTION

12.17
12.17: That a representative community advisory group be established to act as a conduit for ongoing monitoring of community cohesion.

NO ACTION

12.18

12.18: That gas companies must develop and implement a social impact management plan for communities, detailing how they will optimise the relationship with a 

community prior to the grant of any production approvals. This plan should be developed in consultation with all landholders, Land Councils and local government to ensure 

that it meets community needs. The regulator must consent to the plan prior to the grant of any production approvals.
NO ACTION

12.19

12.19: That gas companies be required to develop a social impact management plan that outlines how they intend to develop, obtain and maintain their SLO within 

communities. This must be developed

in conjunction with any SIA, and should be implemented prior to the grant of any further production approvals, to ensure that any potential changes can be identified in 

advance to allow communities time to adapt and prepare for the changes.

NO ACTION

12.20
12.20: That as part of the SREBA for the Beetaloo Sub-basin, a strategic SIA be conducted to obtain essential baseline data prior to the granting of any further production 

approvals. UNCLEAR

14.1
14.1: That prior to the granting of any further production approvals, the Government designs and implements a full cost-recovery system for the regulation of any onshore shale 

gas industry. NO ACTION

14.2

14.2: That the Minister must immediately notify the public of any proposed land release for any onshore shale gas exploration. That the Minister must consult with the public 

and stakeholders and consider any comments received in relation to any proposed land release. That the Minister be required to take into account the following matters when 

deciding whether or not to release land for exploration:

● the prospectivity of the land for petroleum;

● the possibility of co-existence between the onshore gas industry and any existing or

proposed industries in the area; and

● whether the land is an area of intensive agriculture, high ecological value, high scenic value, culturally significant or strategic significance.

That the Minister publish a statement of reasons why the land has been released and why coexistence is deemed to be possible.

NO ACTION

14.4

14.4: That prior to the grant of any further exploration approvals, the following areas must be declared reserved blocks under s 9 of the Petroleum Act, each with an appropriate 

buffer zone:

• areas of high tourism value;

• towns and residential areas (including areas that have assets of strategic importance to

nearby residential areas);

• national parks;

• conservation reserves;

• areas of high ecological value;

• areas of cultural significance; and

●Indigenous Protected Areas.

NO ACTION

14.8

14.8: That prior to the grant of any further exploration permits or production approvals, the Government enacts a minimum mandatory compensation scheme payable to 

Pastoral Lessees for all onshore shale gas production on their Pastoral Lease. Compensation should be calculated by reference

to the impact that the development will have on the Pastoral Lease and the Pastoral Lessee, for example, the number of wells drilled, the value of the land (both before and 

after), and the area of land cleared and rendered unavailable for pastoral activities.
UNCLEAR

14.21
14.21: That as part of the environmental assessment and approval process for all exploration and production approvals, the Minister be required to consider the cumulative 

impacts of any proposed onshore shale gas activity UNCLEAR

14.22
14.22: That prior to the granting of any further production approvals, the Government considers developing and implementing regional or area-based assessment for the 

regulation of any onshore shale gas industry in the NT. UNCLEAR

15.1
15.1: That a strategic regional environmental and baseline assessment (SREBA) be undertaken prior to the granting of any further production approvals.

SOME ACTION

15.2
15.2: That the regulator oversees the auditing and the data-collection processes and provides a central repository for all data informing any SREBA.

UNCLEAR

15.3

15.3: That a SREBA:

• should be completed within five years from the first grant of exploration approvals; and

• must be completed prior to the grant of any production approvals.
UNCLEAR
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Appendix B: Draft SREBA assessed using Dover & Hussey (2013) policy framework 

 SREBA assessed  


