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Dear Ms Phelan 

NOTICE UNDER SECTION 39A(3) 
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PROPOSAL: 
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DECISION: 

Drover-01 Exploration Well 
North Perth Basin, Shire of Coorow 
AWE Limited 
Not Assessed - Public Advice Given 

Thank you for your letter referring the above matter to the Environmental 
Protection Authority (EPA). 

This proposal raises a number of environmental issues. However, the EPA 
has decided not to subject this proposal to the environmental impact 
assessment process and the subsequent setting of formal conditions by the 
Minister for Environment under Part IV of the Environmental Protection Act 
1986 (EP Act). Nevertheless, the staff of the Office of the EPA has provided 
the attached advice to you as the proponent, and other relevant authorities on 
the environmental aspects of the proposal. 

The EPA's decision to not assess the proposal is open to appeal. There is a 
14-day period, closing 2 December 2013. Information on the appeals process 
is available through the Office of the Appeals Convenor's website, 
www.appealsconvenor.wa.qov.au. or by telephoning 6467 5190. 

Yours sincerely 

/[ 

Anthony Sutton 
Director 
Assessment and Compliance Division 

18 November 2013 

Encl 
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PUBLIC ADVICE UNDER SECTION 39A (7) 

Environmental Protection Act 1986 

DROVER 01 EXPLORATION WELL (AWE Limited) 

Summary 

The Environmental Protection Authority (EPA) has received a referral from AWE 
Limited for a proposal to carry out test drilling for hydrocarbons near the boundary of 
Lesueur National Park, inland from Jurien Bay. The proposal would be situated on 
farmland adjacent to the National Park and the well would be drilled vertically (no 
deviated or horizontal drilling is proposed) with the surface location of the well 
approximately 200 metres from the National Park boundary and bottom hole location 
approximately 350 metres from the National Park boundary. The drilling would be a 
depth of approximately 2,350 metres below ground level and would include hydraulic 
stimulation ("tracking") and flaring of gas. The proposal does not involve drilling or 
tracking under the National Park. 

The EPA considers that the preliminary environmental factors associated with the 
proposal are: 

• Inland water environmental quality; 
• Hydrological processes; 
• Human health; 
• Flora and vegetation; 
• Terrestrial fauna; and 
• Rehabilitation and closure. 

The EPA acknowledges the 242 public comments received on this proposal. Nearly 
all opposed the proposal and called for the level of assessment to be set at 
Assessment on Proponent Information (API) category B (proposal environmentally 
unacceptable). 

The majority of environmental comments related to concerns about the tracking 
process, including the potential for serious groundwater pollution. 

Other comments raised concerns about the amount of water used in the tracking 
process and that sourcing this from local groundwater may depress groundwater 
levels with deleterious impacts on vegetation and other groundwater users. 

Other commentators expressed concern about possible ongoing contamination of 
groundwater after closure of the well. 

In addition, one commentator contended that the proposal is close to the Beagle 
Fault and that this may provide a pathway for gases or other materials to move up 
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into groundwater. The commentator also called for water quality monitoring to be 
carried out at the Diamond of the Desert Springs. 

A number of commentators expressed concerns about potential health impacts from 
the proposed exploration drilling from contamination of groundwater and potential 
impacts to air quality from flaring of gas associated with the well testing. 

All public comments raised concerns about the proximity of the proposed drilling to 
Lesueur National Park, including the potential for groundwater drawdown or 
contamination to affect the vegetation in the Park, the potential for dieback disease 
to be introduced, and the fire risk. 

A number of commentators raised more general issues including calls for the EPA to 
consider not just the current proposal for exploration drilling but also the wider 
implications if gas is found and a production field were to be developed next to the 
National Park. This included that, if commercial quantities of hydrocarbons are 
found, future drilling may extend under the National Park with potential impacts on 
the important conservation values of the Park. 

Lastly there were calls for any decision on the proposal to be delayed until the 
current Parliamentary Inquiry on tracking is completed. 

The EPA has considered the proposal in accordance with the requirements of the 
Environmental Protection Act 1986 and the Environmental Impact Assessment 
Administrative Procedures 2012. In making its decision on whether to assess the 
proposal, the EPA considered: the values of the environment; the extent of the likely 
impacts; the policies, guidelines, procedures and standards against which a proposal 
can be assessed; the presence of other statutory decision-making processes which 
regulate the mitigation of the potential effects on the environment; and the level of 
public concern (see Section 7 Significance Test, Administrative Procedures 2012). 

As a result the EPA considers that this small scale, "proof of concept", exploration 
drilling proposal is unlikely to have a significant effect on the environment. Further, 
the EPA considers that the potential impacts associated with the proposal can be 
adequately evaluated, regulated and mitigated by the Department of Mines and 
Petroleum (DMP) and the Department of Water (DoW) to meet the EPA's objectives 
for the environmental factors identified for the proposal. 

Hydrological processes 

The DoW has advised that the principal aquifer in the area is the Lesueur aquifer 
and that the nearest licensed groundwater user (Water Corporation) is four 
kilometres away. The DoW has received an application for a groundwater licence of 
10,000 kilolitres per annum for the proposed drilling and hydraulic fracturing. The 
application will be assessed by the DoW but, in view of the relatively small amount of 
water requested, the DoW is of the view that it is most unlikely that the proposed 
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groundwater abstraction would result in any significant impact on the environment or 
on other groundwater users. The EPA concurs with this view. 

Inland water environmental quality 

In relation to the risk of groundwater contamination, it is important to note that, in 
contrast to coal seam gas tracking operations in eastern Australia, the targets for 
tracking in the current proposal are significantly deeper and therefore further from 
groundwater aquifers. The DoW has advised that the targets for hydraulic fracture 
stimulation are deep, with the shallowest being approximately 1600 metres below 
ground level. The vertical separation and the presence of an aquitard between the 
overlying aquifer and the target zone, is expected to be sufficient protect the water 
resource from potential contamination by chemicals or hydrocarbons. 

In relation to the issue of well integrity and leakage, EPA Bulletin No. 15 Hydraulic 
fracturing of gas reserves notes the importance of ensuring that cement casings 
meet best practice industry standards and of maintaining well integrity in order to 
reduce the risk of blow outs and potential impacts to groundwater and surface water 
systems. The Bulletin further notes that adequate contingency plans are important in 
this regard. 

The DMP has advised that it has yet to receive and assess the drilling application for 
the Drover-01 proposal. The DMP further advises that drilling applications must 
meet the requirements of the schedule of Onshore Petroleum Exploration and 
Production Requirements 1991 (Onshore Schedule) and cite recognised 
international standards applicable to the material and equipment used to construct a 
well, and that DMP will only approve drilling applications that meet this standard. 

The DMP has further advised that a contingency plan for the clean-up of 
contamination in the event of well leakage has yet to be submitted as part of the 
Environment Plan (EP). The DMP has requested that this be addressed in a revised 
version of the EP and will not provide approval until the DMP is satisfied that an 
adequate contingency plan is in place. 

The DoW has confirmed that it considers the main risk of impact to water resources 
would be from surface spillage, such as from spillage of diesel fuel or overflow of the 
evaporation pond in case of an exceptional rainfall event. For this reason, the 
operation needs to be fully bunded to prevent overland surface flow and the DoW 
has advised that it would recommend that the proponent be required to carry out 
monitoring in the vicinity of the drill pad to detect and monitor any contamination from 
surface sources. In the event any contamination is detected which is attributable to 
the proponent's operations (i.e. contamination above background levels) the 
proponent should be required to carry out remediation. This contingency will ensure 
that any contamination is identified and remediated such that it is unlikely to have a 
significant impact on the environment. 
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In response to the point raised about the proximity of the proposal to the Beagle 
Fault, the DoW has advised that the presence of the fault does not increase the risk 
of groundwater contamination as the proposal is located approximately four 
kilometres from the fault. The DoW has further advised that it does not consider 
water monitoring in the Diamond of the Desert Spring to be warranted as the spring 
is located over 6.9 kilometres to the southwest on the opposite side of the National 
Park. Instead (as noted above) the DoW has advised that it would recommend 
monitoring in the vicinity of the drill pad. 

Having considered the above, the EPA is of the view that any risks of groundwater 
contamination associated with this relatively small scale exploration drilling proposal 
can be adequately regulated and mitigated by the DMP to ensure that any impacts to 
the environment are not significant. The EPA recommends that, as part of the 
evaluation process, DMP should consult with DoW as to requirements for water 
quality monitoring and, where relevant, impose conditions requiring the proponent to 
carry out such monitoring and remediation in the event of spillage or contamination. 

Human Health 

In relation to concerns raised about possible human health impacts, the DMP 
advised that under the Western Australian regulatory arrangements for fracking, 
companies are required to declare all chemicals used, and the proponent has 
committed to reduce air emissions by implementing management measures to 
minimise and monitor the flaring of test well gas. 

Flow back fluid would be retained in a double-lined pond, which would be fenced to 
prevent access. The proponent will also monitor air quality for volatile organic 
chemicals (VOCs) around the retention pond as well as water quality within the pond 
and monitoring bores. Previous air quality monitoring by the proponent at a similar 
nearby project (Woodada 01 fracking deep well) detected only low levels of VOCs. 

The EPA is of the view that it is unlikely that there would be any significant impacts 
to public health from chemicals to be used or from air emissions. Consistent with 
best practice, the EPA recommends that the DMP ensure that a suitable air and 
water quality monitoring program is in place as part of the Environmental 
Management Plan. The program should include monitoring of any residues from 
incomplete combustion from flaring. The DoW and the Department of Environment 
Regulation should be consulted as to the design of the air and water monitoring 
program, which should include specified trigger levels where contingency and/or 
remediation measures are required. 

Flora and vegetation 

Clearing 

Native vegetation at the site has previously been substantially cleared by the 
landowner. There is currently some scattered regrowth on the site. A vegetation 
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survey commissioned by the proponent found no native flora species of particular 
conservation significance within the project footprint. 

No native vegetation clearing permit is required for this proposal because onshore 
petroleum exploration proposals are exempt from the requirement to obtain a 
vegetation clearing permit under the Environmental Protection (Clearing of Native 
Vegetation) Regulations 2004 (regulation 5, item 24) unless in a listed 
Environmentally Sensitive Area. 

Given that the area has previously been cleared and that there is only scattered 
regrowth on the site, the EPA is of the view that the clearing required for the 
proposal would not be environmentally significant. 

Dieback 

The EPA notes that the Lesueur National Park is an acknowledged biodiversity 
hotspot. 

The EPA also notes the advice of the Department of Parks and Wildlife (DPaW) that 
the proposal area has sandy soils and is substantially cleared of native vegetation 
and therefore would not be considered highly susceptible to dieback. On that basis 
the DPaW is satisfied that the risk of dieback is capable of being managed, provided 
that rigorous hygiene standards are applied. The DPaW has recommended that the 
proponent should be required to prepare and implement a more detailed site-specific 
Hygiene Management Plan (HMP) in consultation with the DPaW. In addition, the 
EPA notes in particular that it will be essential to ensure that gravel and other 
materials to be brought onto the site for pad construction, etc. are from certified 
dieback free sources. 

The DMP has advised that it has the regulatory capacity to require such a site 
specific Hygiene Management Plan and that this would be approved and audited in 
consultation with the DPaW. 

The EPA is satisfied that the proposal can be adequately evaluated, regulated and 
mitigated by the DMP to ensure that the potential impacts are unlikely to have a 
significant effect on the environment. 

Weeds 

Strict weed hygiene is required in order to prevent introduction of any new declared 
or environmental weed species which may subsequently move into the adjacent 
National Park. A particular concern is weed species with wind-borne seeds. The 
DMP has confirmed that it has the regulatory capacity to require appropriate weed 
hygiene procedures. This would form part of the Hygiene Management Plan 
discussed above which would be required by the DMP and would be prepared and 
audited in consultation with the DPaW. 
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Fire risk 

The EPA notes the DPaW has recommended that, since the proposed activities will 
occur directly adjacent to Lesueur National Park, adequate fire management and 
communication protocols for general operational activities and flaring should be 
developed and implemented with relevant agencies, including the DPaW. The EPA 
supports the DPaW's recommendation and notes that the proponent will have 
suitable fire fighting equipment and qualified personnel on site. 

In addition, the EPA is of the view that, given the proximity of the proposed drill site, 
campsite and access track to the National Park, it would be prudent for the DMP to 
require that any operations requiring hot work or flaring should be prohibited during 
periods of high bushfire risk. 

Terrestrial fauna 

The EPA notes advice from the DPaW that fracturing fluid (mostly water with some 
sand and chemicals) will be discharged to a plastic lined retention pond via the clay 
lined flare pit for evaporation and that native fauna (including birds) may be attracted 
to the standing water in the retention pond. The DPaW noted that management 
mechanisms should be implemented to reduce potential impacts to native fauna, 
including fauna exclusion fencing, as well as monitoring water quality in the flare pit 
and retention pond and either covering or removing the discharged fracturing fluid 
should it become a potential hazard to native fauna. 

The EPA concurs with the DPaW's assessment of this issue and is of the view that 
the matter can be regulated effectively through conditions of approval imposed by 
the DMP, in consultation with the DPaW. 

Other commentators expressed concern about the potential for noise from project 
operations to negatively affect native fauna. However, in view of the relatively short-
term nature of the proposed exploration drilling project, the EPA is of the view that 
any impacts of noise on native fauna are unlikely to be significant. 

Rehabilitation and closure 

The DMP has advised that onshore petroleum wells must be plugged in accordance 
with clause 529 of the Onshore Petroleum Exploration and Production Requirements 
1991. The Requirements include (but are not limited to) isolating hydrocarbon 
reservoirs with cement plugs and filling the well with inhibiting fluid (biocides and 
corrosion inhibitors) to preserve integrity. Plugging a well in accordance with the 
Onshore Schedule mitigates the potential for well integrity failure post-closure. The 
DMP has advised that the well plugging and abandonment procedures required in 
Western Australia are world's best practice. 
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As stated previously, it is also important to note that, in contrast to coal seam gas 
fracking operations in eastern Australia, the targets for fracking in the current 
proposal are significantly deeper and therefore further from groundwater aquifers. 
This greater vertical separation significantly reduces any risk of groundwater 
contamination from exploration drilling and fracking. 

In light of the above, the EPA is of the view that the well closure procedures required 
in Western Australia will adequately mitigate the potential for failure of well integrity 
post closure. 

Other issues raised in public comments 

Call for the EPA to consider impacts of future production 

A number of commentators called for the EPA to consider not just the current 
proposal for exploration drilling but also the wider implications if gas is found and a 
production field were to be developed next to the National Park. 

Under the Environmental Protection Act 1986, the EPA is obliged to consider a 
proposal as referred. Any future proposal for a production operation would be 
considered on its individual merits and any environmental assessment undertaken 
by the EPA would consider the environmental acceptability of the proposal. 

Potential for future drilling under the National Park 

The DPaW has advised that the National Park boundary as originally gazetted 
extends indefinitely downwards ("to the centre of the earth") and any petroleum 
exploration or development activity requiring entry to the Park would require the 
consent of the Minister for Mines and Petroleum and the recommendations of the 
'responsible Minister' for the Park (the Minister for Environment) on conditions 
pursuant to Section 15A (3) of the Petroleum and Geothermal Resources Act 1967. 
Under the terms of the Memorandum of Understanding between the DMP and the 
EPA on referral of Mining, Petroleum or Geothermal proposals, any such proposal 
requiring entry to a National Park would require referral to the EPA. 

Cumulative impacts of fracking 

An interagency working group has been formed to ensure a "whole-of-government" 
approach is taken to best practice regulation of the emerging unconventional gas 
industry. The DMP in consultation with other State agencies is currently preparing a 
document outlining a framework for development of the unconventional gas industry 
in Western Australia. The framework aims to provide the community, non
government organisations and industry with an understanding of unconventional gas, 
its resource potential, the technologies used to develop these resources and the 
regulatory processes that are currently in place to effectively manage the 
development of the industry. The Office of the EPA is involved in the preparation of 
this framework to ensure environmental matters are given proper consideration. 
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The EPA has also prepared Bulletin No. 15 Hydraulic fracturing of gas reserves 
which outlines the likely environmental issues that are relevant to this industry and 
how they can be considered. This Bulletin can be accessed on the EPA's website 
www.epa.wa.gov.au. 

Delaying a decision pending outcome of the Parliamentary inquiry on tracking 

The EPA acknowledges that the State Legislative Council's Environment and Public 
Affairs Committee has commenced an inquiry into the "Implications for Western 
Australia of Hydraulic Fracturing for Unconventional Gas". The EPA is, however, 
obliged to consider proposals as they are submitted and in a timely manner. 

The EPA has considered the proposal in accordance with the requirements of the 
Environmental Protection Act 1986 and the Environmental Impact Assessment 
Administrative Procedures 2012. In making its decision on whether to assess the 
proposal, the EPA considered: the values of the environment; the extent of the likely 
impacts; the policies, guidelines, procedures and standards against which a proposal 
can be assessed; the presence of other statutory decision-making processes which 
regulate the mitigation of the potential effects on the environment; and the level of 
public concern. 
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