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Petroleum Operations Unit 

PO Box 3675 

Darwin NT 0801 

 

By email: imperial.ep167+@nt.gov.au 
 
To Whom it May Concern, 

Imperial Oil and Gas – EP167/168 Work Programme NT Exploration Permit (EP) 167/168 

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

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

about environmental issues, holding government to account over environmental governance, and 

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

opportunity to provide a comment on the draft revised EMP of Imperial Oil and Gas A Limited for 

assessment under the Petroleum (Environment) Regulations 2016 (Imperial EMP). 

The Imperial EMP proposes the construction of up to six wells within Exploration Permits 168 and 167, 

directly west of Larrimah within the Carpentaria and McArthur Basin. Imperial proposes to clear 252.2 

hectares and will include: 

• 377km of seismic surveys 

• 94km of access tracks 

• 90km of wastewater pipelines 

• 24 water storages 

• 6 fracked gas wells 

• 48 water bores 
 
ECNT submits that the Imperial EMP should be rejected because it does not comply with the Petroleum Act 
or Petroleum Environment Regulations. ECNT’s arguments are below. 
 
Wastewater flowlines 
  

The Imperial EMP proposes 90km of “wastewater flowlines”, for various reasons including “to provide the 
capability for recycling and reuse of fluids between well sites”. 
 
In ECNT’s views, the construction of wastewater flowlines are very risky and untested in a Northern 
Territory context. Further, it is clear to ECNT that this petroleum activity is not actually covered by the 
Code of Practice. In ECNT’s view,  references to “pipelines” in the Code of Practice relate to gas pipelines, 
with have standards and risks that are specific to this infrastructure (for example, addressing methane 
leaks). Imperial has sought to rely on a standard for coal seam gas, but this standard may not be 
appropriate for Northern Territory conditions, and in any case is not incorporated into the Code of Practice 
which is, by definition, intended to cover all petroleum activities. In ECNT’s view, constructing and 
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operating wastewater flowlines as proposed in the Imperial EMP does not comply with the Code of 
Practice, and to authorise the EMP would breach s58(ab) of the Petroleum Act. 
 
There are considerable risks associated with the wastewater flowlines, including potential contamination 
of surface and groundwater (including the Tindall aquifer and the Roper River) if they crack, split or leak. 
The proposed flowlines cross numerous waterways, and traverse what ECNT’s understands to be a 
floodout zone (associated with Birdum Creek) and black soil plain – this means there could be significant 
risk of erosion where the pipelines are buried, as well as movement that could affect their integrity.  
 
There is little to no information about decommissioning of the wastewater flowlines in the Imperial EMP, 
which may pose a significant environmental and operational risk for pastoralists. 
 
There are serious questions about the composition of the flowback/wastewater and the risk it poses to the 
environment in the event of a fracture or leak. In this regard, Imperial has not complied with 
recommendation 7.10 of the Pepper Inquiry, which requires the composition of flowback water for its 
existing fracking wells to be publicly disclosed. There are significant questions about the composition and 
therefore risk profile of any wastewater or produced water at the new site, including its potential for 
reuse.  The construction of wastewater flowlines should not be approved without knowledge and 
disclosure of the composition of Imperial’s wastewater and its safety, consistent with the 
recommendations of the Pepper Inquiry. 
 
Biodiversity Values 
 
ECNT understands that there is a private Territory Conservation Agreement on Cow Creek Station. Recent 
research indicates that tropical savannas meet the criteria of “collapsing”.1 Of note, only 0.7% of the Sturt 
Plateau Bioregion is protected in the national reserve system, which is inconsistent with the targets in the 
International Convention on Biological Diversity, to which Australia is a signatory. Private conservation 
agreements are crucial to maintain biological diversity in this bioregion given the high proportion of 
pastoral leases (and of increasingly significance nationally.2 The Imperial EMP may impact land of 
considerable biodiversity significance on a local and bioregional scale, and should be rejected on this basis.  
 
Greenhouse gas emissions 
 
According to the Imperial EMP, the cumulative greenhouse gas emissions for Imperial’s fracking operations 
from its combined petroleum activities in the Beetaloo Basin are very significant, in the vicinity of 1million 
tonnes over a three year period.  Imperial’s annual emissions thus exceed the industrial threshold in the 
new Northern Territory Greenhouse Gas Emissions Management for New and Expanding Large Emitters 
Policy, but this policy does not appear to have been applied (for example, there is no Greenhouse Gas 
Abatement Plan exhibited with the Imperial EMP). The Imperial EMP should be rejected on this basis.   
 
Further, Imperial should be required to offset these emissions, consistent with recommendation 9.8 of the 
Pepper Inquiry. 
 
Sacred sites and cultural heritage 

 
Imperial has not applied for or obtained an authority certificate from the Aboriginal Areas Protection 
Authority, which is a necessary precondition for approval of an EMP. 

 

 
1 https://theconversation.com/existential-threat-to-our-survival-see-the-19-australian-ecosystems-
already-collapsing-154077. 
2 https://theconversation.com/national-parks-are-not-enough-we-need-landholders-to-protect-
threatened-species-on-their-property-176012.  
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The archaeological survey commissioned for the EMP found 12 different archaeological sites from aerial 
surveying, but no detail is provided as to how Imperial will ensure either these known sites or potential 
additional sites will be protected from its activities. 
 
Imperial does not refer to any on-country or other in-person meetings with Traditional Owners about the 
risks to sacred sites or cultural heritage. 
 
Groundwater and surface water impacts 
 
Imperial proposes to drill 48 new water bores and extract 380ML groundwater. Imperial has not obtained a 
groundwater extraction licence, nor does it identify which aquifers it will be extracting water from.  
According to the findings of Minister Fyles in ECNT’s successful challenge of a groundwater extraction 
licence in neighbouring Larrimah (attached), the groundwater resource in this region is fully allocated.  In 
ECNT’s view, the Imperial EMP must be rejected because there is no groundwater available to sustain its 
operations in this region. 
 
Imperial doesn’t even mention the possibility of the corrosion of its wells or underground pipes (used to 
transport toxic wastewater), let alone propose measures to protect against this risk.  
 
The Well Operations Management Plan, the key regulatory document governing standards to be applied 
with respect to well drilling and operations, is not available to the public. It is not possible for the public to 
comment or be satisfied as to the measures to be implemented to protect groundwater and surface water 
without access to the Well Operations Management Plan. The failure to publish the Well Operations 
Management Plan breaches procedural fairness rules.  
 

Yours faithfully, 

 

 

Kirsty Howey 

Co-Director 

 

 

Shar Molloy  

Co-Director 

 

 

 

  


