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 18 August 2010
GEOTHERMAL ENERGY BILL
Mr SHINE (Toowoomba North—ALP) (12.27 pm):
 I rise to make a contribution to the Geothermal Energy Bill. It certainly is timely that this bill is being introduced and debated today bearing in mind its applicability to an important area of Queensland, namely the west and particularly the south-west and Darling Downs area. This legislation is of great interest to people who live in my electorate in Toowoomba, although no part of my electorate itself is the subject of exploration or mining that I am aware of. 
Nevertheless, Toowoomba is the regional capital of the Darling Downs and South-West Queensland and, as such, the issues that have arisen as a result of the activities in the Surat Basin are very much to the fore for them. The people of Toowoomba are very aware of the issues arising as a result of the growth of the coal seam gas industry and they are particularly concerned about any danger to the Great Artesian Basin. They are concerned about the proposed open-cut mine at Felton and similar mining operations that are proposed west of Toowoomba at Warra. They are also more recently concerned about the gasification process at Kingaroy that was mentioned last night by the member for Nanango. 
These are some of the more prominent concerns that have been raised in my community as well as in the wider Darling Downs and south-west Queensland. Indeed, Mr Deputy Speaker, I have been lobbied by advocates on both sides of that argument, as you would assume I would be. I am aware, therefore, of the concerns of farmers and, to a large extent, I empathise with them and share their concerns. 
Members opposite yesterday were explaining to the House the feelings that landowners had who have been associated with a property for generations, their affection for and love of the land, and their worry about what might be happening. I understand that. Having come from a farm, I am only too pleased that that area is not, and never will be as far as I am aware, the subject of mining interest. But I do genuinely share their concerns. 
Their concerns, as I alluded to before, have a wide and deep level of support in the Toowoomba community. Toowoomba is a community that is a retirement centre for people who have come from country areas, from farms and so on, and therefore one would expect Toowoomba people to have sympathy and a connection with what is happening on the land. However, I am also aware that it is not just farmers or people with that type of connection to the land but it is also scientists, particularly scientists in the plant area, who have raised concerns about the various activities of mining of one sort or another that is happening in that region. 
I had occasion to send to the minister and, indeed, to the Premier, an article in the Toowoomba Chronicle of recent times written by the Catholic Social Justice Commission, which was concerned about moral issues arising out of the use of land for mining purposes and the obligation that we have to protect farming lands for the production of food and so on. I mention these things because many ordinary Toowoomba residents, other than those with a vested interest, have legitimate concerns about what is happening in the south-west region of Queensland. 
It was for that reason that I elected to travel to Roma recently to sit in on the community cabinet to gauge for myself the views of the people more directly affected by what is happening in that industry in that part of Queensland, which was a worthwhile experience from my point of view. The people who have concerns call for such actions as a moratorium, pending the carrying out of research to obtain some certainty before the industry is further developed. 
The value of the primary production in that part of Queensland is almost immeasurable in terms of their production of food and fibre. That certainly applies to the Felton area and to the Warra area. The honourable member for Warrego, who is in the chamber and who represents a lot of that part of Queensland, is well aware of its value as a food production area of Queensland, and likewise, as I said, with Felton. In terms of Felton, the effects on Toowoomba could be quite significant both from an aesthetic point of view and the amenity itself of Toowoomba with respect to the influence of dust from prevailing winds and so on. 
Farmers have come to me from Cecil Plains, in particular, concerned about the effects of coal seam gas on the Great Artesian Basin. They are worried that saline water et cetera could escape into the Great Artesian Basin aquifer from the aquifers where gas is being extracted. They are concerned about the potential for great disaster being caused to that great natural wonder which supports the economy of country Queensland and, indeed, Australia so significantly. These are really genuine concerns that these people have. They are not people who should not be taken seriously. 
Likewise, we had the incident recently at Kingaroy, and I was pleased to hear the member for Nanango acknowledge the efforts of the minister in going up there, listening to the people and taking immediate action to stop proceedings. You can understand, Mr Deputy Speaker, the need in the minds of people for a moratorium so that more research can be undertaken. I do not have it in front of me, but my recollection is that in the past the member for Condamine has called for a moratorium on these sorts of activities. Listening to the honourable member for Callide yesterday, I do not think that was his position. In fact, I think his position was balanced and was supportive of development of this industry providing precautions were taken. I think that is a fair summation of his speech. 
There has to be a balanced view taken here not only being cognisant of the views of what we might call the farming sector. We have to also look at the effects on the resources industry and the welfare, the economic welfare particularly, of that part of Queensland—indeed, all of Queensland and Australia—if we were, for example, to adopt a moratorium instantly without other measures being taken. 
Bearing in mind the nature of this bill, some members have advocated that we should concentrate almost entirely on geothermal production of energy or electricity from this source. As I understand it, that would really be a very expensive way to provide electricity to our consumers who at the moment are already, understandably, not happy with the cost of electricity as it is. If we were to do away with coal produced energy, in Queensland, as I understand it, the cost of production of electricity would go through the roof literally. So I do not think that is a realistic alternative either. 
On that recent trip to Roma I noticed—it was obvious—the economic effects of the resources industry, the coal seam gas industry particularly at Roma, in terms of the economic activity in the town, the nature of the vehicles on the road and the number of vehicles on the road, many of which were involved with the mining industry. Ten years ago it might have been the cattle industry. Now it is cattle but to a large extent mining—people staying in motels, getting off airplanes and so on. The effect of the mining industry there is enormous, but so too is the effect in a place like Toowoomba. Many of the aspects of the mining industry are supported by locations in Toowoomba. Be they administration, manufacturing, construction or transport, these headquarters are often in Toowoomba. People live in Toowoomba and travel from there. Many of the small businesses in Toowoomba are associated with supplying the needs of the mining and resources industry. Many new people have come to Toowoomba. Their children go to Toowoomba schools and they attend health facilities in Toowoomba. All those aspects of living that flow from new people coming to an area are happening in Toowoomba, to a large extent because of the opening up of the Surat Basin. 
Toowoomba is greatly affected and influenced by the oil, gas and coal industries in that region of Queensland to which I have referred. I had an opportunity yesterday to obtain a bit of a briefing in relation to the worth, if you like, of the resources sector in Queensland. The figures I received were these. In 2008-09, the resources sector directly and indirectly contributed 20 per cent of the Queensland economy, 12 per cent of the total full-time equivalent employment, $3.4 billion in royalties to the state government, $4.2 billion in company tax to the federal government and had the highest average weekly earnings of all industries of $2,034. It can be seen that this is already a significant industry not just throughout south-west Queensland but throughout the whole of Queensland. 
Xstrata is proposing to proceed with major works at Wandoan. The Wandoan coal project has indicative capital expenditure of $6 billion. The start-up date is 2014. It would involve 3,000 construction workers and 1,500 permanent workers. Likewise, that company is involved in the Surat Basin rail project with QR and ATEC. That is a billion dollar project and has an indicative start-up date of 2013-14. Some 750 people will be involved in construction. These are potentially huge investments for the south-west of Queensland. Therefore, those interests have to be balanced and taken into account carefully. 
I am pleased that, in my view, the government recognises the contribution of the rural sector, recognises the need to manage the interaction between the resources and agricultural industries and has the aim to ensure the viability of both sectors and ensure a balance between the needs of both sectors. The range of initiatives being progressed by the government and industry to achieve the right balance between resource development, agricultural production and environmental management have been arrived at. The focus on how to proceed really involves minimising the impacts of resource development on strategic cropping land for a start—and a discussion paper has been issued with respect to that—controlling access to private land and ensuring appropriate compensation, which is primarily the subject of this bill, addressing the impacts on the interests of relevant parties with respect to groundwater and addressing the effective and safe disposal of extracted salt. 
These are matters that are not covered by this bill, as I understand it, but they are matters that the government has taken action on or is about to take action on. I refer to things like the evaporation ponds. The transitional arrangements for evaporation ponds will be developed in consultation with industry. With respect to groundwater the government is putting in place a new policy regime under the water legislation which will include the establishment of trigger thresholds for changes to water levels in springs and bores, the application of ‘make good’ provisions to include the impacts on springs and bores built after the granting of environmental authorities and, finally, the development of a groundwater monitoring regime to be funded by way of an industry levy on CSG producers to be oversighted by an independent body. Some of those matters are not relevant to this legislation but they do touch on the overall general problem. 
In my view, there is a degree of scepticism and mistrust between one sector and the other. It may well be that an independent body could be looked at to do the research properly. The University of Southern Queensland exists. As I understand, it is ready, willing and able to carry out the necessary research. It has a good standing in the community, particularly in the rural industries of south-west Queensland. I would encourage the minister to make some overtures to the University of Southern Queensland in the hope that it could perhaps provide a valuable service in investigating and ultimately giving the assurances that will be necessary. Obviously, government has a vested interest and the resource industry has a vested interest whereas a body like USQ could be regarded as an independent broker in determining the issues that are alive in that part of Queensland. 
I commend the minister for the legislation before the House. It is another great step towards addressing these issues which are of real concern to my constituents and people living on the Darling Downs and in south-west Queensland.
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