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Introduction 
 
Friends of the Earth (FoE) is an international federation of grassroots organisations with chapters 
across Australia and more than 50,000 active supporters. Our federation includes other well-known 
grassroots groups, such as School Strike for Climate and Market Forces. FoE welcomes the 
opportunity to contribute to this issues paper. 
 
Please note that the information contained in this submission has been gathered over a lengthy 
period of time from private conversations as well as published scientific and media reports. Private 
interviews have been conducted with politicians, scientists, public servants and employees of 
government bodies and senior people working in the oil and gas industry.  
 
We have endeavoured (below) to address the questions posed in the Issues Paper, but feel that it is 
crucial to initially point out a series of concerns regarding offshore asset decommissioning that have 
not been addressed in your paper.  
 
They are: 
 

1. Inaccurate estimates of the size of the problem 
2. The need for an overall coordination body 
3. A requirement for industry to pay for decommissioning and recycling 
4. The handling and disposal of hundreds of tonnes of radioactive material 
5. The financing of the indefinite monitoring and repair of thousands of abandoned wells 
6. The need for at least one large, heavy-lifting decommissioning and offshore wind ship 

 
1. Inaccurate estimates of the size of the problem 

 
The government and others frequently quote the CODA estimate of US$40b for the size of the 
decommissioning problem in Australia, but CODA is an industry-funded body, and the general 
opinion across industry and government is that the problem is far worse.  
 
In this regard, FoE applauds DISR for engaging the CSIRO to undertake an independent survey. 
However, the CSIRO researchers have already found that a lack of transparency precludes the 
possibility of a fair assessment. Only industry knows the actual size of the problem. The deadline 
DISR has given the CSIRO — namely the end of the year — is unrealistic. Thus, the CSIRO study will 
be of little real consequence.  
 



Recommendation: That the Treasury Department conduct a full and fearless audit of Australia’s 
entire offshore decommissioning liability, or that an inquiry with independent judicial powers be 
held into the size of the decommissioning liability. FoE acknowledges that previous overtures to 
Treasury was followed by and MOU being signed between NOPSEMA and ASIC, but we have little 
confidence that oil and gas companies are necessarily reporting liabilities honestly to their 
shareholders, let alone the government or public.  
 
The need for an overall coordination body 
 
The coordination of the complex systems required for removing oil and gas platforms and pipelines 
and shipping them to cutting edge recycling facilities for processing cannot and should not be left to 
a large and disparate industry. Relying on companies to cooperate to build, equip and run 
decommissioning and recycling yards that may very well be shared with the wind industry would be 
a folly. An industry-led scheme would rapidly grind to a halt and serve to delay decommissioning, the 
development of a new industry and environmental remediation. 
 
Recommendation: A new federal body should be established under DISR. An Offshore 
Decommissioning and Recycling Authority (ODARA) would coordinate the construction of onshore 
recycling yards, the stewardship of an Australian decommissioning ship (see below), and administer 
the processes and systems required for shared facilities for industry.  
 
A requirement for industry to pay for decommissioning and recycling 
 
There is a valid public expectation that the fossil fuel industry should pay to clean up its own mess. 
But given its track record of tragic errors and its lack of transparency, the fossil oil and methane 
industry cannot be trusted to create and maintain a worlds-best-practice decommissioning system 
where all recyclable materials are cleaned without impact to the environment, and then processed. 
The large and varied collection of companies engaging in offshore extraction, with competing 
commercial interests and which has demonstrated a predilection for doing only the minimum, 
should not be charged with this challenge.  
 
Establishing state of the art decommissioning yards that are integrated with surrounding economies 
and which can be shared with the offshore wind industry, as well as the construction and 
deployment of an aircraft-carrier-sized ship, will cost hundreds of millions of dollars for the former 
and more than $1b for the latter. The establishment of an ODARA will also cost millions of dollars. By 
compelling industry to pay for all of this, the fossil fuel industry would be giving back to the 
community through job creation and the wider support of surrounding economies.  
 
Recommendation: There is an existing legislative instrument for collecting funds from the industry 
for the purposes of decommissioning — The Offshore Petroleum (Laminaria and 
Corallina Decommissioning Cost Recovery Levy). FoE strongly urges the government to increase and 
extend this levy indefinitely to pay for this new, nation-building infrastructure.   
 
The handling and disposal of hundreds of tonnes of radioactive material 
 
The size of Australia’s decommissioning radioactive hazardous waste problem is just starting to be 
exposed by FoE. If undertaken safely, it may prove to be the largest and most expensive challenge 
we face in relation to decommissioning activities in coming decades. FoE is somewhat disturbed by 
the fact radioactivity is not mentioned in this issues paper. 
 



According to an APEA funded CSIRO study published in 2020 (NORM inventory forecast for Australian 
offshore oil and gas decommissioned assets and radioactive waste disposal pathways - Scott McKay, 
Stuart A. Higgins and Peter Baker), the problem is enormous. 
 

“The total NORM disposal burden is estimated to be in the range of 223–1674 tonnes for 
decommissioning activity to 2060, with over 68% of this material generated between 2018 
and 2025. Due to the sparsity of public domain data this forecast is deemed to be uncertain 
and excludes the NORM contamination anticipated to be present in subsea export pipelines, 
trunklines and well production tubing.” 

 
As has been discussed, industry-funded reports are to be treated with suspicion, and these estimates 
are derived simply by comparison to similar experiences in Norway. It is likely that far more 
radioactive waste will be encountered. 
 
FoE notes that, although this waste is euphemistically called ‘Naturally Occurring Radioactive 
Material’, it is only naturally occurring when naturally trapped deep beneath Earth’s crust. When it is 
removed from that situation by humans, and when it is pushed to the surface and piped to shore, it 
is hardly ‘naturally occurring.’ 
 
Australia does not have the capacity to safely remove, process or store such large volumes of 
hazardous radioactive material.  
 
Recommendations:  
 
- That an independent public inquiry with judicial powers be established to investigate the extent of 
radioactive waste present in offshore and onshore oil and methane extraction and processing assets.  
- That the government begin a stakeholder consultation process about how best to deal with the 
radioactive waste. 
 
The financing of the indefinite monitoring and repair of thousands of abandoned wells 
 
FoE is similarly concerned about the lack of questions in this issues paper relating to the 
decommissioning of the around 2500 plugged and abandoned wells in Commonwealth waters. Wells 
that were plugged and abandoned before 2012 do not fall under the jurisdiction of NOPSEMA, and 
there is no formal ongoing monitoring of their integrity. FoE established, with the help of Nine 
Newspapers, that one Santos well has been leaking methane for a decade. The company has not 
been sanctioned; nothing has been done to stop the well from leaking. Thanks to highly placed and 
reliable sources, FoE understands that other wells are leaking as well, but due to (again) the secrecy 
of the industry, and, in this case, NOPSEMA, we have been unable to prove it. 
 
Wells are plugged with concrete and grout, and often the steel ‘trees’ at the wellhead are left in situ. 
All of these materials corrode. It is inevitable that many, if not all, of these wells will start to leak 
methane over time. All wells need to be continually monitored, the results made public, with 
industry held responsible for their maintenance in perpetuity. Now that these wells have been sunk, 
we have the responsibility to ensure they don’t leak over the coming centuries. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Recommendations: 
 

- That the department fosters an internal conversation about well management in perpetuity.  
- That an ODARA or similar body, funded by the decommissioning levy, be charged with ongoing 

well maintenance and monitoring. 
- That NOPSEMA be granted retrospective jurisdiction over all offshore abandoned assets 

 
 
The need for at least one large, heavy-lifting decommissioning and offshore wind ship 
 
Australia has no ships of the size and capability required both for decommissioning and for the 
construction of offshore wind farms. As FoE has mentioned, the fossil fuel industry is incapable of 
banding together to build and run such a vessel. At the moment, ships have to be rented and sailed 
to Australia from Europe, which is an expensive, carbon-producing alternative. The Australian 
government is in the process of attempting to build a civilian fleet, and a heavy-lifting ship could be 
an important component. So, FoE recommends that a ship be constructed and administered by 
government, but, again, paid for by industry. 
 
Recommendations: 
 

- That the temporary offshore decommissinong levy be increased and extended indefinitely to 
pay for the construction and operation (by an ODARA) of at least one 
decommissioning/offshore wind ship. 

 
Your questions 
 
Please see below FoE’s answers to the questions that the issues paper poses: 
 
1. How can Australia best capture value from the decommissioning of offshore oil and gas 
infrastructure? 
 

- By ensuring that the oil and gas industry pays not only for the full removal of offshore assets, 
but for the establishment of dedicated, worlds-best-practice decommissioning and recycling 
yards that act as shared facilities. Funds for the establishment of these shared recycling 
yards should be raised through the extension and/or raising of the existing temporary 
decommissioning levy. 

- By commissioning the building of a large heavy-lifting ship to facilitate both decommissioning 
of offshore oil and gas assets and the building of windfarms. The building of such a ship 
would negate delays caused by having to bring ships from Europe to undertake 
decommissioning work. The new ship should be paid for by industry by extending and/or 
raising the temporary decommissioning levy. 

- By capitalizing on the availability of hundreds of thousands of tonnes of effectively free steel. 
- By using Australia’s new decommissioning ship and dedicated recycling yards to service Asia’s 

massive decommissioning needs into the future. 
 
2. What parts of a decommissioning industry already exist in Australia? 
a) Are there capabilities in Australia that could be deployed for decommissioning? 
b) Do these existing capabilities have sufficient scale to support offshore decommissioning 
activities? 

- Australia has a large and technologically advanced recycling industry that could be expanded 
to accommodate decommissioning requirements. 



- Scrap steel could be smelted at one of the several electric-powered processing smelters, such 
as in Laverton in Melbourne’s west. 

- As mentioned previously, dedicated (and shared) decommissioning yards that prevent any 
toxins entering the environment need to be developed. 

 
3. What parts of the decommissioning value chain could be developed in Australia? 

a) What parts of the value chain are most challenging to conduct in Australia? 
- Decommissioning recycling yards (as above) in VIC/TAS, WA and NT. 
- Shipbuilding  
- The recycling of steel and other recovered materials.  
- The smelting of scrap steel to produce wind turbine towers and bases 
- Ongoing well monitoring in perpetuity. 
- The safe removal and storage of radioactive materials 

 
4. What key gaps or missing capabilities are there in Australia for decommissioning support 
services or maritime capabilities, such as, for example, offshore vessels and ports access? 

a) How could these gaps be addressed? 
- See above 

b) How can industry help to address these gaps and maximise Australian industry 
participation? 

- By ensuring shared recycling facilities and shipping are administered through a new ODARA, 
which will be funded by industry through an extension and increasing of the temporary levy. 
- Only government can administer such shared facilities and shipping between companies, as 
well as coordinate cooperation with the offshore wind industry. 

 
c) How can governments (federal, state, territory and local) help to address these gaps and 
maximise Australian industry participation? 

- See above: coordinating shared recycling facilities, shipping and managing the nexus with the 
offshore wind industry through a new ODARA funded by industry but independent from it.  

 
5. Under current arrangements, how is the industry planning to access the necessary 
infrastructure and expertise for decommissioning? 

- Unknown by FoE 
 
6. What are the barriers to offshore decommissioning projects working cooperatively, including 
through sharing vessels, equipment and contracting strategies? 

- Competing interests and commercial imperatives will hinder an industry-led approach, which 
would no doubt become so bogged down as to be ineffective.  

 
7. Are there additional ports or common use facilities required to support both decommissioning 
activities and adjacent industries? 

- Yes, although there are many ports around Australia that are geographically suited to host 
decommissioning yards, many will need at least some improvements to berthing and 
onshoring facilities. For instance, Esso has scoped a site in the Port of Geelong for 
decommissioning, as well as a possible site in Bell Bay in Tasmania. Both of these sites require 
substantial improvements. 
- The fact Bass Strait decommissioning is underway in the same location as Australia’s first 
offshore wind farms illustrates the possibility of synergies between wind power and gas and 
oil decommissioning. For instance, the steel from Esso’s Bass Strait facilities could be taken to 
the electric smelter in Laverton to be re-purposed into turbine towers and bases. A dedicated 



heavy-lifting ship (outlined above) could be used to establish wind farms as well. And the 
recycling yard facilities could also be utilised by companies wanting to assemble wind towers. 

 
8. Where could port infrastructure be located to be support a decommissioning industry, and how 
could industry best provide that infrastructure? 

- There is a clear need for shared recycling facilities and shipping in VIC/TAS; WA and NT. See 
above. It all needs to be coordinated through government through a new authority, paid for 
by an extension and increase of the existing temporary levy.  

 
a) How could government (federal, state or territory) best support its establishment? 

- See above 
 
9. What opportunities could foster improved cooperation between offshore decommissioning and 
adjacent industries, including offshore renewables and onshore decommissioning of old energy 
infrastructure? 

- A new, industry funded Decommissioning and Recycling Authority 
a) What would be the best way to improve cooperation to encourage a more sustainable 
industry? 

- See above 
 
10. How can Australia best attract additional overseas investment into the decommissioning 
sector? 

- No international investment is required, unless international firms successfully tender for 
decommissioning work through an ODARA. 

 
11. What are the opportunities for an Australian decommissioning industry to undertake 
decommissioning activities in overseas jurisdictions? 

- The opportunities are enormous, given Southeast Asia’s requirement to remove more than 
7m tonnes of high-quality steel. 

- Australian decommissioning yards, administered by government but paid for by industry, 
could make a large profit from the recycling of free and available steel recovered from 
decommissioned Asian assets. The recovery and recycling of this steel would also contribute 
to Australia’s efforts to become net zero. 

- An Australian owned, Australian flagged heavy-lifting vessel could make great profits being 
hired out to other countries if the work in Australia ever slows down. 

 
12. What is the best to way maximise Australian jobs to support decommissioning activities? 

- By ensuring Australia is the first and only country in the region with worlds-best-practice 
decommissioning and recycling yards. 
- By building our own decommissioning ship/s 

 
Questions 13 – 18  

- Please refer to the submission of the Maritime Union of Australia 
 
19. How can industry and other stakeholders best engage with First Nations peoples in the growing 
opportunity of decommissioning of offshore oil and gas infrastructure? 

- It must be acknowledged that, as most offshore oil and gas extraction takes place on the 
continental shelf, the sea country and songlines of Traditional Owners (TOs) have already been 
disturbed and polluted. As sovereignty over the land and sea we call Australia has never been 
ceded, TOs are still the sovereigns of these areas, and as such should be consulted on every 
step of the process. This consultation needs to be genuine, with TO concerns included in plans.  



- TOs should be compensated for the disturbance to their sea country, and, in the case of 
recycling yards being built, the disturbance of places on land. As the industry had no intention 
of even calculating the value of the steel they initially wanted to dump at sea, they should 
have no claim to the scrap steel. Friends of the Earth calls for all money made from the scrap 
steel to be given to TOs through self-determined appropriate channels.  

 
20. What are the barriers to growing the decommissioning workforce and boosting the 
participation of First Nations peoples? 

- A demonstrable history of poor corporate culture regarding TOs. TO participation should be 
administered by government through the new authority.  

 
21. How can a decommissioning industry build long-term partnerships and best support business 
opportunities with First Nations businesses across Australia? 

- Positive discrimination for TOs in both the workforce and in the tendering process. 
 
22. How can a decommissioning industry maximise its contribution to a circular economy in 
Australia? 

- See above 
 
23. What are the barriers to recycling material from offshore in Australia, including steel? 

- Radiation (see above). 
 
24. What are the gaps in managing the waste streams associated with decommissioning offshore 
infrastructure? 
         - No known barriers 
 
25. How can companies protect worker safety and ensure their activities are nature-positive while 
undertaking decommissioning activities? 

- An industry-financed ODARA should be guided  and answerable to a board made up of 
environmental stakeholders, TOs and unions. 

 
26. How are companies planning for offshore decommissioning activities within the current 
regulatory regime? 

  - Unknown BY FoE 
  

27. Do our regulatory frameworks for decommissioning provide sufficient safeguards for our 
marine environment? 

  - No. Please see the Maritime Union of Australia submission 
 - Recent court orders have demonstrated deficiencies by NOPSEMA 
 - There is no monitoring of the 2500 plugged and abandoned wells in Australian 

Commonwealth waters. We have no idea how many of them are leaking methane into the 
ocean and atmosphere.  

 -  NOPSEMA has no jurisdiction over assets created before 2012.  
  

28. Are there opportunities to enhance the efficiency of our existing regulatory frameworks to 
facilitate decommissioning activity in Australia? 

- Yes, NOPSEMA and other authorities should be guided by a board made up of environmental 
stakeholders, unions and TOs.  

- Yes, the industry regulator should be moved away from Perth, as its politicians and their 
electorates have been captured by the oil and gas industry. It is apparent that the culture of 
Perth is not conducive to independent thought when it comes to extractive industries. Perth 



is too small and the industry too incestuous. Relationships between people working in 
authorities and in the industry are too difficult to avoid. 

- The staffing of NOPSEMA and their previous relationships with oil and gas companies should 
be audited, published, and their employment reviewed. 

- The federal government should pass legislation banning former politicians from taking up jobs 
with industries they have previously been charged with supervising. 

 
29. Is there any duplication between regulatory requirements for decommissioning level between 
Commonwealth regulators and/or between Commonwealth, state, and territory requirements? 
 - Please see the Maritime Union of Australia submission 
 
30. Are there examples from overseas decommissioning regulatory frameworks that might be 
applicable in Australia? 

- The Norwegian system should be duplicated and then adjusted for Australian requirements. 
 
31. Are there regulatory barriers that prevent a decommissioning industry working with adjacent 
industries, including offshore renewables or the reuse of oil and gas infrastructure? 
  - Please see the Maritime Union of Australia submission 
 
Very many thanks for your kindly considering FoE’s submission 
 
Jeff Waters 
Offshore Fossil Gas Campaigner 
Friends of the Earth 
October 2023 


