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21 February 2022 

 

Ms Joanne Townsend 

Controller of Water Resources 

Department of Environment, Parks and Water Security 

 

By email: water.licensing@nt.gov.au 

 

Dear Ms Townsend, 

 

Australian Ilmenite Resources Pty Ltd – application for a surface water extraction licence - 

comments 

  

We refer to the above surface water extraction licence application for 3300ML per annum 

(Application), lodged by Australian Ilmenite Resources (AIR). 

The Application states that AIR seeks the grant of a surface water extraction licence to extract 

3300ML per annum from the Roper River.  

In ECNT’s view the Application should be rejected due to the significant environmental, social and 

cultural risks associated with the proposal, as well as key deficiencies in the Application. 

Alternatively, you should refuse to consider the Application until it is referred to the NTEPA under 

section 50(2)(a) of the Environment Protection Act 2019 and a decision made on the referral. 

Inadequacies of the previous environmental impact assessment for AIR’s mine 

The 2012 environmental impact assessment for AIR’s mine found considerable risks associated with 

AIR’s plan to extract 1649ML of water per annum from the Roper River, as well as a number of 

deficiencies with respect to the public environment report submitted by AIR. 

ECNT notes the following risks associated with the proposed water extraction by AIR identified by 

the NTEPA in its assessment report:1 

(a) Extraction of water from the Roper River could reduce flows and impact water quality and 

ecological values (p 5); 

(b) there could be adverse impacts on a perennial water hole in the main channel of the Roper 

River, which may be of importance as a dry season refuge for a number of aquatic and terrestrial 

species, particularly when freshwater flows cease along this stretch (p 27); 

 
1 https://ntepa.nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003/290505/AIR-SILL80-Assessment-Report-
FINAL.pdf.  

mailto:water.licensing@nt.gov.au
https://ntepa.nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003/290505/AIR-SILL80-Assessment-Report-FINAL.pdf
https://ntepa.nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003/290505/AIR-SILL80-Assessment-Report-FINAL.pdf
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(c) there could be increased cease-to-flow events in the Roper River as a consequence of the 

extraction (p 27) 

(d) riffle habitats could be impacted by the proposal (p 27). 

The NTEPA also identified a number of deficiencies with respect to AIR’s public environment report, 

which inhibited its ability to appropriately assess the impacts of the proposed water extraction: 

(a) the lack of information presented in the public environment report “hindered comprehensive 

assessment of the risks and increases the risk setting of this Project” (p 6); 

(b) a lack of impact assessment studies undertaken to demonstrate a sustainable trigger (p 26); 

(c) AIR’s analysis did not take into account cumulative abstraction from the Roper River (p 27); 

(d) AIR had not undertaken aquatic fauna surveys, including of threatened species that may be 

resident or migrate through the area (p 27); 

(e) AIR had not undertaken rigorous monitoring programs to establish baseline information, in 

particular on Dry season conditions, at the water extraction site (p 27). 

While the NTEPA recommended that the project proceed notwithstanding the deficiencies outlined 

above, it also states that all information gaps needed to be addressed in order for the project to 

proceed in an environmentally acceptable manner (p 6). ECNT notes that the Mining Management 

Plan is not publicly available (it has not, for instance, been appended to the Application documents), 

and therefore it is not possible for the public to ascertain whether these risks and deficiencies have 

been appropriately addressed. AIR should be required to demonstrate that it has remedied the 

above information gaps identified by the NTEPA before any water extraction licence is considered. 

To grant the licence without the mining management plan being publicly available (including as part 

of the Application documents) breaches common law rules of natural justice. 

ECNT notes that the Application seeks to extract double the water assessed by the NTEPA in AIR’s 

2012 environmental impact assessment. This significantly increases the risks associated with the 

mine’s water extraction, and comprises a significant variation of AIR’s project that necessitates a 

new environmental impact assessment of AIR’s project as a whole. 

In this regard, ECNT refers to the 2018 statement of reasons by the NTEPA regarding AIR’s proposed 

construction of Highway Dam, which would entail the extraction of 1649ML per annum from the 

Roper River at Judy Crossing. Of note, the NTEPA statement of reasons (which gave the rationale for 

not requiring a further environmental impact assessment for the construction of the dam) states:2 

“This Proposal does not include any increase to the current authorised 1.649GL extraction 

from the Roper River. In the event that the Proponent identifies that it requires additional 

 
2 
https://ntepa.nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/643076/decision_statement_reasons_construction_
highway_dam_aust_ilmenite_resources.pdf.  

https://ntepa.nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/643076/decision_statement_reasons_construction_highway_dam_aust_ilmenite_resources.pdf
https://ntepa.nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/643076/decision_statement_reasons_construction_highway_dam_aust_ilmenite_resources.pdf


 

 

3 
 

water to be extracted from the Roper River it must notify the NTEPA of the increased 

extraction under clause 14A of the Environmental Assessment Administrative Procedures, 

and this would likely require further assessment.” 

Consistent with the logic and reasoning of the NTEPA’s 2018 statement of reasons, as well as the 

significant risks and deficiencies in the original environmental impact assessment, it is clear that AIR 

must immediately refer the Application for assessment under the Environment Protection Act. The 

Application should either be rejected until this has occurred, or you should refuse to consider the 

Application until it is referred to the NTEPA under section 50(2)(a) of the Environment Protection Act 

2019 and a decision made on the referral. 

Deficiencies in the Application 

ECNT has identified a number of significant deficiencies in the Application, which are outlined below. 

In ECNT’s view, the Application cannot be approved with these shortcomings. 

Erroneous assumptions regarding groundwater and surface water interconnection 

The Roper River is characterised by highly variable flow rates throughout the year (and year to year 

depending on rainfall), and is dependent on groundwater inflows to maintain flows at various times. 

A considerable proportion of these flows come from the Mataranka Tindall Limestone Aquifer.  

The Application proposes significant extraction from the Roper River during the Dry season, when its 

flows are groundwater dependent. However, the Application’s supporting documentation (namely, 

AIR’s Water Extraction Pond Adaptive Management of Pumping Operation (October 2021)) states 

that AIR’s assessment of the sustainability of the Application is based on the assumption that 

“surface water extraction is assessed and licenced independently of groundwater extraction”. 

This assumption is inconsistent with scientific information about the Roper River and the 

interconnectedness of the Roper River and regional groundwater, which require a whole of 

catchment approach to assessing the impact of water extraction licences.  

Technical report 16/2009D highlights this interconnectedness by stating: ‘Dry season discharges 

(baseflow) of the Roper River and its tributary the Wilton River, are sourced from springs 

(groundwater discharges) which lie in their headwaters... These rivers and ecosystems that depend 

on their baseflow are therefore groundwater dependent. To sustainably manage the Roper River 

requires consideration of the whole groundwater catchment supplying water to the river as well as 

the surface water catchment of the Roper River.’3  

 
3 Gulf Water Study Roper River Region (2009). Northern Territory Government Technical 
Report 16/2009D.   
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The Northern Australia Water Futures Assessment describes the role that groundwater plays in 

maintain the health of waterways in the NT – ‘significant groundwater inputs are important in 

maintaining dry season river flows…including the Daly, Roper and Alligator Rivers.’ 4  

Technical report 10/2013D reports on monitoring late dry season stream flows of the Roper River in 

2013, highlighting that: ‘At that time of year all of the stream flow is baseflow derived from the 

Tindall aquifer of the Daly Basin.’5 

Publicly available minutes of the Mataranka Water Advisory Committee state that DEPWS has 

previously advised them that “the estimated sustainable yield (ESY) established by the WAP should 

account for the combined beneficial uses of groundwater extraction from the WAP area and dry 

season surface water extraction from the entire freshwater extent of the Roper River.” 

It is thus clear that AIR’s proposed water extraction in the dry season must be considered as 

extraction from the Mataranka Tindall Limestone Aquifer. 

Failure to consider downstream impacts and climate change impacts 

The Northern Territory Government’s Gulf Water Study (Technical Report 16/2009D) identifies a 

number of serious impacts on the Roper River from extraction from Mataranka Tindall Limestone 

Aquifer during dry climatic periods. This report found that in drier times, the freshwater and 

saltwater interface can move more than 70km upstream, causing the usually freshwater reaches to 

become saline.   

In addition, the study found that:6  

‘Significant groundwater extraction in the Mataranka area during a drier period can:  

• result in less discharge to the river (less spring flow to the river) 

• which results in less flow downstream in the losing section of the river 

• which can cause the river to cease to flow at Roper Bar and further upstream  

• which reduces water availability to users (stations) upstream of Roper Bar 

• and which can cause the salt water interface to migrate upstream in the estuary affecting 
Ngukurr’s water supply and potentially the ecology of the Roper River of which we know little 
about.’ 

ECNT notes that the Gulf Water Study is now over a decade old, and a number of additional 

groundwater extraction licences have been granted with respect to the Mataranka Tindall Limestone 

Aquifer. When assessed cumulatively with those licences, the Application might significantly increase 

 
4 TRaCK Tropical Rivers and Coastal Knowledge, Foodwebs and Biodiversity Fact Sheet 12, 
Northern Australia Aquatic Ecological Assets 
5 Late dry season stream flows and groundwater levels, upper Roper River, October 2013. 
Northern Territory Government Technical Report 10/2013D 
6 Gulf Water Study Roper River Region (2009). Northern Territory Government Technical 
Report 16/2009D.   
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cease-to-flow events downstream, and seriously impact water quality, as well as cultural and 

environmental values. No information is provided in the Application regarding impacts on cultural 

and ecological values from the proposal, including impacts on riffle habitats, wildlife, wetlands, or 

threatened species. 

In addition, climate change is projected to have significant impacts on flows of Northern Territory 

rivers.  ECNT notes that recent CSIRO research indicates very high rates of evapotranspiration under 

current scenario modelling, which might significantly impact streamflow of major Northern Territory 

rivers.7  Moreover, the Water Resources Review Panel recently found that the Acting Water 

Controller should have considered the impacts of climate change in relation to a licence granted to 

NT Land Corporation to extract groundwater from the Mataranka Tindall Limestone Aquifer.  

Consistent with those findings, the Application should contain modelling for climate change impacts 

(including low flow or dry years). It is not possible to ascertain the impacts of the Application without 

such modelling. 

There is a lack of information on the effects on nearby community water supplies caused by 

extractions from the Roper River from the project. ECNT notes that Ngukurr, from time to time, 

relies on the Roper River as an alternative drinking water supply. Further, there is a risk of saline 

intrusion at Nukurr (50km downstream of Roper Bar) when mean tidal level in the river drops. 

Decreases in river flow due to upstream abstractions may exacerbate cease to flow events at Roper 

Bar and upstream, and increase the risk of saline intrusion at Ngukurr. The Application should not be 

approved without modelling of impacts of the Application (and other water abstraction proposals in 

the Roper catchment) on drinking water quality and supply at Ngukurr.  

Reliance on Water Allocation Planning Framework 

The Application relies on the Water Allocation Planning Framework to justify its position that the 

extraction will be sustainable. ECNT notes that the Water Allocation Planning Framework is only 

intended to be a policy of last resort, when “all available scientific research directly related to 

environmental and other public benefit requirements for the water resource will be applied in 

setting water allocations for non-consumptive use as the first priority.” 

ECNT notes that the Mataranka Water Advisory Committee has consistently been advised that the 

80:20 rule (adopted as a default policy in the Water Allocation Planning Framework) may not be 

appropriate for determining an estimated sustainable yield for the water resource, and that a more 

“conservative” approach should be applied. 

Further, the Application and its supporting documentation does not appear to refer to or 

incorporate the latest scientific research regarding the Roper catchment (including the Tindall 

Aquifer), including: 

 
7 https://depws.nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0011/944831/state-of-the-science-
and-climate-change-impacts-final-report.pdf.  

https://depws.nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0011/944831/state-of-the-science-and-climate-change-impacts-final-report.pdf
https://depws.nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0011/944831/state-of-the-science-and-climate-change-impacts-final-report.pdf


 

 

6 
 

(a) It does not appear to refer to or incorporate Anthony Knapton’s new Roper Model referred 

to in the Tindall Mataranka to Daly Waters Water Advisory Committee minutes of October 

2019;8   

(b) It does not refer to or incorporate research recently undertaken in relation to the 

hydrogeology of the Tindall aquifer which shows a high degree of connectivity between the 

different parts of the Tindall aquifer;9 

(c) It should incorporate recent research identifying the sources of groundwater that discharge 

into Mataranka Hot Springs.10 

The Application should not be assessed in the absence of modelling incorporating the most recent 

and up to date research regarding the Roper catchment, and interconnected groundwater and 

surface water systems. 

More than ever we need to listen to communities, to apply the precautionary principle to decision-

making and put in place-long term safeguards that ensure the health of the Roper River. The 

Application should be rejected due to the considerable risks posed to the Roper River, as well as a 

number of key deficiencies in the Application and its supporting documentation. Alternatively, you 

should refuse to consider the Application until it is referred to the NTEPA under section 50(2)(a) of 

the Environment Protection Act 2019 and a decision made on the referral. 

Yours faithfully, 

 

 
Kirsty Howey 

Co-Director 

Environment Centre NT 

 

 
Shar Molloy 

Co-Director  

Environment Centre NT  

 
8 https://depws.nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/814586/tmdwwac-minutes-
2019-10-24.pdf 
9 https://www.bioregionalassessments.gov.au/assessments/geological-and-
bioregional-assessment-program/beetaloo-sub-basin/beetaloo-gba-region-stage-two-
report.  
10 https://ecos.csiro.au/tracing-the-source-of-the-mataranka-springs/.  

https://depws.nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/814586/tmdwwac-minutes-2019-10-24.pdf
https://depws.nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/814586/tmdwwac-minutes-2019-10-24.pdf
https://www.bioregionalassessments.gov.au/assessments/geological-and-bioregional-assessment-program/beetaloo-sub-basin/beetaloo-gba-region-stage-two-report
https://www.bioregionalassessments.gov.au/assessments/geological-and-bioregional-assessment-program/beetaloo-sub-basin/beetaloo-gba-region-stage-two-report
https://www.bioregionalassessments.gov.au/assessments/geological-and-bioregional-assessment-program/beetaloo-sub-basin/beetaloo-gba-region-stage-two-report
https://ecos.csiro.au/tracing-the-source-of-the-mataranka-springs/
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