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Briefing Paper on the Impacts of Land Acquisition By Mining in the Namoi Region  

“The change occurs both on the actual footprint of the mine as well as sites acquired by the mining 
company to mitigate off-site amenity impacts and biodiversity offset requirements. 

Land ownership changes will result in locals moving out of the area which in turn will impact on the 
local community.  The mining population that may be present in the local community during mine 
construction, operation and rehabilitation will provide some interaction with the local community; 
however, it is expected to be different to the displaced occupants. 

Insufficient information has been provided and insufficient consideration given to the impact on the 
community in terms of the displacement of landowners as a result of Whitehaven’s purchase of land 
in the locality as a result of the proposed development.  Consideration should extend to include 
spending (FIFO/DIDO), loss of local businesses, reduction in demand for local products/services, 
reductions in school enrolments and loss of volunteers, including emergency services” 

Narrabri Shire Council submission to Independent Planning Commission in regards to Vickery 
Extension project. 

Through a policy called the “Voluntary Land Acquisition and Mitigation Policy” (VLAMP), rural 
families in NSW are being given an impossible choice: sell up and tear apart a community, or live 
with unliveable noise and dust impacts from a coal mine next door. 

The cumulative impact of this Policy creates a hollowing out of once tight knit communities and a 
depopulation of large tracks of farming land as is presently occurring in North West NSW. 

Background: what is the VLAMP?  

The premise of the VLAMP is that state and national thresholds for air and noise pollution are not 
thresholds for the purpose of determining whether a mining project should proceed. Rather, they 
simply determine the threshold for “voluntary” acquisition under the policy.  

The Policy expressly states that “Not all exceedances of the relevant assessment criteria equate to 
unacceptable impacts” and “Consent authorities may decide it is in the public interest to allow the 
development to proceed, even though there would be exceedances of the relevant assessment 
criteria, because of the broader social and economic benefits of the development.” 

Environmental criteria for air pollution, noise and blast vibrations, the policy assumes, do not need 
to be met. Rather, they are guides for who is to be granted the unquestioned opportunity to move 
away, because the Government has allowed a mining operation to have environmental impacts on 
the surrounding community that breach national standards. 

The policy encourages “negotiated agreements” between mines and nearby landholders on a case-
by-case basis prior to development consent for the mine being determined. The policy allows such 
agreements to include conditions that landholders “not object” to the mine project, allows 
agreements to be reached that subject landholders to pollution levels worse than national standards 
and does not allow a consent authority to apply the statutory pollution criteria to a property if an 
agreement is in place that allows exceedance to occur.  

The policy requires mining companies to model the air and noise pollution that will be caused by its 
proposed mine, and offer acquisition to properties where the dwelling, or more than 25% of the land 
area is expected to experience air or noise pollution above national or state assessment criteria. In 
the case of air pollution, for short-term exceedances the criteria only apply if the mine project in 
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question alone causes this exceedance, not if the exceedance will occur cumulatively as a result of 
multiple nearby mines. 

The policy clearly outlines a requirement that mining proponents “clearly demonstrate that all viable 
project alternatives have been considered, and all reasonable and feasible avoidance and mitigation 
measures have been incorporated into the project design to minimise environmental and social 
impacts and comply with the relevant assessment criteria.” But this requirement is never tested by 
the Department of Planning. Mining companies are rarely if ever asked to consider not operating 
equipment like coal crushers for 24 hours a day or ensuring there is a minimum set-back distance for 
noisy machinery from neighbours homes or other places where peace is necessary for wellbeing. 

The VLAMP depends for its operation on air and noise pollution modelling conducted for and by the 
mine proponent prior to consent being granted. This is a fundamentally flawed process given the 
imprecision of modelling and its dependence on parameters selected by the mining companies 
themselves. 

It is worth noting that there is nothing voluntary about this policy, it is a compulsory acquisition 
process. 

For those not granted acquisition rights under the VLAMP policy and under a mine’s development 
consent, acquisition can and does still occur. There is no process in the policy for landholders to 
make an application once the mine begins operation because they are experiencing greater than 
predicted noise or air pollution so landholders are left to complain and negotiate alone.  

Given the reliance on modelled impacts in determining which neighbours must be voluntarily 
acquired, it is not unusual that once operational, the noise, dust and blasting impacts exceed the 
modelled impacts. In these situations, neighbours can spend years gathering the evidence, compiling 
a case and paying for legal advice to prove they are impacted. This is a protracted, painful and 
expensive process that ultimately only ever has one outcome, the mine buys out the impacted 
neighbour.   

These purchases of land are spread out in time, ahead of and then far beyond the assessment 
process stretching several years after mining operations begin. This allows mines to delay the costs 
of starting the mine over many years and present inaccurate economic assumptions about the 
project to decision makers, investors and the community. 

How is VLAMP sucking the life out of rural communities? 

“All … survey respondents stated that, before leaving the region, they had predominantly shopped at 
local establishments and used local health and education services where needed. The question of 
how local businesses would be able to sustain themselves in a diminishing community structure was 
raised…. and was tied to the transient nature of the incoming FIFO mining workforce.”   

Gemma Viney Report on the Cumulative Social Impacts of Mining and the Voluntary Land Acquisition 
and Mitigation Policy on Boggabri Community 

The damage the VLAMP inflicts is two-fold. Firstly, many people are denied acquisition rights under 
the policy. They are essentially trapped with air and noise impacts that are intolerable, but they are 
unable to leave. Even if the pollution effects are tolerable, the displacement of neighbours tears at 
the fabric of the community and leaves people isolated. Small communities are left unable to muster 
rural fire service crews or the critical mass of people needed to maintain other social services, like 
running local halls or supporting neighbours in need. Shops close because of lost customer base. 
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People find themselves stranded, unable to sell to anyone, with their sole asset worthless and their 
social and community infrastructure vanished.  

On the other hand, those with acquisition rights are faced with a dreadful choice: their health and 
children’s health on the one hand, and the community and property into which they have invested 
their lives on the other. The process of making this choice is isolating. The decision to trigger 
acquisition rights initiates a process that must be seen through at the end of which is an ultimatum. 
All of the trouble of dealing with the mining project’s exceedance of air and noise pollution criteria is 
shifted from the mining company and imposed on the surrounding community and individual 
landholders. This onus must be reversed. 

How big is the problem in the Namoi Valley? 

The large-scale ownership of rural land by coal companies has reached unsustainable proportions. 
According to Lock the Gate’s analysis of the Namoi region, Whitehaven coal owns more than 61,050 
ha over 471 freehold titles – a land area approaching the size of Singapore. This area does not 
include the land owned by other coal companies in the Namoi, notably Boggabri Coal.   

Our mapping indicates a vast tract of land that is held by Whitehaven Coal.  A bird could fly for 
60km, without leaving Whitehaven airspace. At least 90 family farms have been bought out, with 
many leaving the region permanently. The map below shows the country currently owned by 
Whitehaven across the region. 

The Vickery Coal project currently seeking approval in the Namoi Valley and will further hollow out 
the community and depopulate the region.  It has identified one new property for Voluntary 
Acquisition.  However, it should be noted that the experience in the region is that land acquisition is 
not limited to those that are identified for acquisition in the EIS process and that other neighbours 
are bought out as well.  

Vickery Extension project 

Only one additional property is expected to experience air or noise pollution in excess of national 
standards according to modelling undertaken for the Vickery coal mine. As Map 2 indicates, this is 
partly because Whitehaven already has extensive landholding in the area where the mine is 
proposed. The experience of landholders at nearby Maules Creek indicates that further acquisition 
of property will not be limited to those listed in the consent in accordance with the VLAMP.  

Overpage: 

Map One overpage outlines the current footprint of land already owned by Whitehaven.  NB:  These 
maps do not include land owned by neighbouring coal mine, Boggabri Coal.   

Map Two overpage outlines the increased footprint of land should Vickery be approved.   
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