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Executive Summary 
The primary aim of the NSW State Environmental Planning Policy (Mining, Petroleum Production and 
Extractive Industries) 2007 (Mining SEPP) is “to provide for the proper management and development of 
mineral, petroleum and extractive material resources for the purpose of promoting the social and economic 
welfare of the State ---“ (Clause 2(a)). 
 
The Resource Significance amendment was inserted in 2013: “to promote the development of 
significant mineral resources ---“, where “significant” had regard to the “economic benefits, both to 
the State and the region in which the development is proposed to be carried out, of developing the resource, --
-“.  Further, “In determining whether to grant consent to the proposed development, the significance of the 
resource is to be the consent authority’s principal consideration under this Part.” 
 
The 2013 amendment was unbalanced, incomplete and contradicted the primary aim of the policy: “ -- 
to promote the social and economic welfare of the State.”  By making economic benefits, which 
exclude the external costs of using fossil-fuels, the primary consideration in determining 
what is significant, the amendment ignored the economic and social risks of the development 
which should carry equal, if not greater, weight.  Hence the primary aim of the Mining SEPP 
since 2013 has been negated. 
 
The principal risk being ignored is climate change, and the need to rapidly reduce carbon emissions.  
This is evident from the numerous high-emission coal projects which have been either approved or 
encouraged since 2013.  For example the Rio Tinto Warkworth coal mine extension, new coal 
developments, such as Maules Creek, Boggabri, Doyles Creek and most recently the Shenhua 
Watermark mine on the Liverpool Plains, along with a variety of coal seam gas projects.  
 
Coal developments, either as coal mines per se, or as coal seam gas projects, are now exposing the 
NSW community to potentially catastrophic risks from the accelerating impact of climate change, coal 
and gas combustion being major causes. Some operational risks, such as noise, air quality and acquifer 
interference, are addressed in the SEPP, all of which are important.  However they pale into 
insignificance compared to the catastrophic climatic risks which now confront us.  
 
To the point that every new fossil-fuel project, particularly coal, represents 
death and destruction for communities somewhere in the world, including 
Australia.  
 
The rationale for these views is set out in detail below.  Extreme weather events, now escalating 
around the world, are evidence of major changes to our climate, which inevitably will lead to a 
fundamental re-design of our democratic, economic, business and social systems, with long-term 
survival as the prime objective. Hurricane Sandy, Queensland and NSW floods, Typhoon Haiyan, heat 
extremes, drought and bushfires around Australia and in North America, are only the most recent of 
these extreme events, and we can expect more of them.  Whether business or politics like it or not, 
climate change and resource scarcity are going to be the key drivers of policy from now on.  
 
The risk implications of the critical climate science have been, and are being, officially ignored. As a 
result, Australia is ill-prepared to handle escalating weather extremes.  Policy is focused almost 
exclusively on emergency response and recovery, with minimal effort to proactively anticipate, 
mitigate and manage the risks of catastrophic events which are now increasing rapidly.  Much of this 
failure is due to an ideological and wilful refusal to acknowledge the extent and speed of 
anthropogenic global warming as a driver of extreme events, while we pretend that we can grow our 
high-carbon economy indefinitely. 
 
This is obvious in the NSW Government’s current contradictory policies, 
claiming, on the one hand, to be taking serious action to address climate change, 
whilst on the other hand vigorously promoting the very coal and gas projects 
which cause it. 
 
Current climate policies, if unchanged, will lead to a major reduction in world population from 7 
billion today to around 1 billion people, with severe impact on Australia.  For a 50% chance of staying 
below 2oC, the world can only burn around 20% of existing proven fossil-fuel reserves; for a more 
realistic 90% chance, there is no carbon budget left today. If catastrophic climate change 
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is to be avoided, there is no justification for continued exploration for, and development of, fossil-fuel 
resources. 
 
Notwithstanding, by 2025 the Australian coal industry is planning to more than double coal exports, 
and the gas industry to quadruple gas exports, which will make us one of the top five global emitters, 
exports included.  
 
Meanwhile the Chinese, Indians and other trade partners are in the process of rapidly abandoning a 
high carbon future.  If our current expansion policies are implemented, it will leave Australia within a 
decade, with a stack of stranded assets in mines, ports and railways, wasting funds which NSW 
urgently needs to commit to developing zero-carbon energy solutions.    
  
The first priority of responsible government is to address major threats to national security.  Climate 
change and the inter-related issues of peak oil, water and food security are arguably the greatest 
threats to national security Australia will face in the next decades.  The legitimacy of any State, 
Federal Government, or Opposition, now depends on its preparedness to acknowledge these realities 
and take the serious action required 
 
The refusal of current leaders to accept the climate science and its risks is condemning the Australian 
community to a catastrophic future. Given that our leaders are well aware of the extreme risks we 
now run, in maintaining this attitude they are wilfully perpetuating nothing less than a crime against 
humanity, and against the Australian community in particular. The same leaders lack the imagination 
to see the great opportunities these risks present, let alone guide us to them.  In the process, they 
are throwing away the real future of Australia. 
 
Our children and grandchildren will have to survive in an extremely difficult world, but this does not 
appear to be a consideration to current leaders. Their actions today are making that future infinitely 
worse, by perpetuating the system which created the problem. Australia has enormous ingenuity, 
low-carbon resources and opportunities, but only if we are honest about the real challenge and 
initiate our own emergency action, which must include new approaches to risk management.  

Recommendations 
The NSW Mining SEPP is in urgent need of amendment.  Clause 12AA, Resource 
Significance, must be repealed, so that economic considerations rank equally 
with environmental and social concerns, to achieve a balanced assessment.  
However the SEPP must be further amended to include a full risk assessment of 
any development and the potential risk exposures it brings to the NSW 
community, encompassing natural disaster, environmental, economic and social 
implications.  
 
This risk assessment must cover important micro risks, such as the impact of noise, water supply 
disruption and air quality already in the SEPP, but particularly other macro risks such as climate 
change impact and resource scarcity, given that they have now reached catastrophic levels.  
Notably the full implications of greenhouse gas emissions from the end-use 
combustion of the fossil-fuel, whether domestic or export. It is no longer acceptable to 
leave such macro risk management primarily as a Federal Government concern. 
 
The primary objective of the SEPP should be to encourage economically and environmentally-sound 
mining development, but to avoid any development which contributes to the catastrophic risk 
exposure of the people of NSW.  In the event that a development proponent, or government, 
considers such risks are acceptable, they should be required to articulate their assessment of those 
risks and the justification for accepting them. A suggested forward-looking Catastrophic Risk 
Management framework is set out below. 
 
Mining will undoubtedly continue to be a major contributor to the State’s economy, as it should.  
Coal use will not cease overnight. However major coal or coal seam gas expansion cannot continue.  
Sensible risk management indicates that the cost to the NSW economy of such expansion, in terms of 
natural disasters, death and destruction, stranded assets, with the attendant social upheaval and job 
losses, will far outweigh any incremental gain in coal industry revenue and employment.  
Realistic management of catastrophic climate change risk should also be incorporated into the wider 
decision-making of the NSW Government.  
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The Global Context - Climate Science, Evidence and Implications 
Much new scientific material on climate change has been published in the last year, ranging from the 
complete IPCC 5th Assessment Reports, to major reviews by various Academies of Science, the 
military in various countries, as well as specific scientific papers.  Some of these reports are 
documented in the Appendix.    
 
The IPCC Report itself, whilst very important, and the basis for much global policy, is an inherently 
conservative document, subject to political oversight.  Given that it is only produced every 5-6 years 
through a global scientific consensus process, inevitably it does not always include the latest scientific 
perspectives.  In particular, it mentions, but does not quantify, the so-called “fat-tail” risks of the 
climate warming probability distribution, understandably so due to lack of scientific information, and 
to their complexity.  
 
The evidence strongly suggests that we are seeing these “fat-tail” risks beginning to materialize, 
specifically non-linear positive feedback responses of the climate system that experts have been 
concerned about for many years.  For example, extremely high sea surface temperatures in the Pacific 
Ocean, rapid Arctic sea ice and permafrost melt, accelerating ice mass loss on the Greenland and 
Antarctic ice sheets, break up of Antarctic glaciers, extreme drought and water shortages in many 
areas (California, East Mediterranean), increasing extreme weather, accelerating sea level rise etc. 
 
Once these processes take hold, they are probably irreversible and their impact may occur much 
faster than expected.  We are currently pumping greenhouse gases into the atmosphere at a rate ten 
times faster than occurred during the Paleocene Eocene Thermal Maximum (PETM) extinction event 
55 million years ago.  Accordingly we risk very rapid climate disruption if this continues. 
 
We are on track, with current global policies, for a temperature increase in excess of 4oC before 
2100, implying a global population reduction from 7 billion to around 1 billion.  Even with immediate 
action, it is inevitable we will overshoot the official target of keeping temperature increase to less 
than 20C above pre-industrial levels, with serious consequences for both society and business.  20C 
warming will itself halt population growth forcing fundamental change on the economic system. 
  
The conclusions of these reports, along with any objective assessment of the science and empirical 
evidence, support the following view: 
 
• Human carbon emissions are the major factor causing accelerating global 

warming 
 

• Climate Change is occurring faster and more extensively that previously 
expected.  Dangerous climate change is already happening at the 1.0oC 
temperature increase we are experiencing now, relative to pre-industrial 
levels. 
 

• The “official” limit of 2oC represents the boundary between dangerous and 
extremely dangerous climate change.  Accordingly the 2oC target is too high – 
we must aim for around 1.5oC after overshooting, which implies very rapid 
emission reductions and drawdown of carbon already in the atmosphere, as 
soon as possible 

  
• The much-discussed carbon budget of around 20% of fossil-fuel reserves 

which can be consumed to stay below even the 2oC target, reduces to zero if 
the probability of success is increased from an unrealistic 50%, which the 20% 
of reserves represents, to say, 90%, which is itself not good odds for the 
survival of much of humanity.  In short, we have no carbon budget left today.  

 
• To avoid catastrophic outcomes we must take emergency action now to halt 

new fossil-fuel investment, and rapidly wean ourselves off established fossil-
fuel use. 
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This view is typically dismissed as unwarranted alarmism and extremism by the political and business 
incumbencies.  Unfortunately, the evidence is piling up, along with the economic cost of extreme 
weather events, to the point where continued denialism is simply economic illiteracy.   
 
Supporting rationale is given in the following reports, and others in the Appendix: 
 
“Dangerous Climate Warming: Myth, Reality and Risk Management”, D.Spratt & IT Dunlop, October 
2014: http://www.climatecodered.org/p/myth-and-reality.html 
 
“Carbon Tracker Initiative”, multiple reports 2013-15: http://www.carbontracker.org/our-work/  
 
“Unburnable Carbon: Why We Need to Leave Fossil Fuels in the Ground”, Climate Council, April 
2015: https://www.climatecouncil.org.au/unburnable-carbon-why-we-need-to-leave-fossil-fuels-in-the-ground 

 
“RECO2UNT; It’s time to do the maths again”, D. Spratt, April 2015: 
http://www.climatecodered.org/2015/04/its-time-to-do-math-again.html 
 
 
 
Catastrophic Risk Management     
Addressing climate change is risk management on a global scale.  The existential threat outlined above 
implies that we have to adopt risk management techniques totally different from those to which 
business and government are accustomed.  This is the management of catastrophic risk at a global 
level, unlike anything currently applied in commercial operations, financial markets or even high-risk 
ventures such as deepwater oil exploration.  
 
The components would include: 
 

• Normative Policy. “Politically realistic”, incremental change from “business-as-usual” is not 
tenable. This must be replaced with a normative view of limits which must be adhered to  if 
catastrophic consequences are to be avoided, based on the latest science.  Action is then 
determined by the imperative to stay within the limits, not by incremental, art-of-the-
possible, change from business-as-usual.  This will involve both mitigation – avoiding the 
unmanageable, and adaptation – managing the unavoidable. 

 
• Change Mindsets, to now regard the climate change challenge as a genuine global 

emergency, to be addressed with an emergency global response.  
 

• Genuine Global Leadership.  Current responses reflect the dominance of 
managerialism – an emphasis on optimising the conventional political and corporate 
paradigms by incremental change, rather than adopting the fundamentally different 
normative leadership needed to contend with the potential for catastrophic failure.  

 
• Integrated Policy. Climate change, though difficult, is only one of a number of critical, 

inter-related, issues now confronting the global community, which threaten the 
sustainability of humanity as we know it.  The immediate pressure point is the convergence 
of climate change with the peaking of global oil supply, water and food shortages and the 
financial crisis.  Rather than viewing these issues separately in individual “silos” as at 
present, integrated policy is essential if realistic solutions are to be implemented.  

 
• Honesty. There needs to be an honest articulation of the catastrophic risks and the 

integrated sustainability challenge we now face, with extensive community education to 
develop the platform for commitment to the major changes ahead.  

 
Implicit in the above is far greater consideration of moral and ethical aspects than is evident in current 
debate, particularly the intergenerational implications which were totally ignored in the Federal 
Government’s recent Intergenerational Report. As in the Pope’s recent Encyclical “Laudato Si: On the 
Care of Our Common Home” (see Appendix) 
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Current Business Attitudes 
Despite protestations by many companies that they are taking climate change risk seriously, none of 
the major global fossil-fuel producers, the source of most human carbon emissions, have moved 
beyond the incremental change paradigm.   
 
The responses and public commentary recently from organisations such as BHP Billiton i ii iii, Exxon iv 
v, Shell vi and Peabody vii, along with their industry bodies, such as the Minerals Council of Australia viii, 
suggest a coordinated global campaign to justify the continued expansion of fossil-fuel use built around 
the following rationale: 
 

• Global population will inevitably grow from 7 billion to 9-10 billion by 2050 
• Progression of emerging countries up the Energy Ladder ix requires major expansion of fossil 

fuel use, as “forecast” by the IEA (International Energy Agency, OECD) & EIA (Energy 
Information Administration, USA). 

• Poverty alleviation makes this essential as no other energy source is capable of meeting this 
demand 

• Climate change impact can be satisfactorily handled by clean coal technologies, Carbon 
Capture and Storage (CCS) etc. 

• Companies cannot act until governments set the policy framework for transition to a low-
carbon paradigm and that is unlikely to happen quickly, say within a decade or so.  Therefore 
continued investment in fossil-fuels is justifiable given market norms, as the risk of stranded 
assets over that period is low. 

• Historically, changes to the energy market structure have taken decades to achieve, hence 
we should not expect rapid adjustment x   

 
There are multiple flaws with this rationale: 
 

• It confirms that these companies either do not understand, or do not want to understand, 
the climate science or the evidence, which is extremely concerning given that they will be, or 
should be, receiving the best possible advice.  This is in direct conflict with the fiduciary 
responsibilities of their directors to assess risks to which they are exposed, and to manage 
them accordingly.  
 

•  Global population growth is dependent upon a viable environment.  In many parts of the 
world this is increasingly in doubt, even today (eg Eastern Mediterranean & the Sahel). Even a 
2oC temperature increase will almost certainly reverse population growth. 
 

• The IEA & EIA provide scenarios, not forecasts, of energy futures which set out the 
implications of alternative assumptions on population, energy demand etc. As the IEA have 
pointed out repeatedly, following a “business-as-usual” path of energy development would be 
catastrophic in terms of climate impact. Top executives from the fossil-fuel companies 
continually use these scenarios as “forecasts” to justify fossil-fuel expansion.  At the same 
time, they sit on IEA advisory committees and are well aware that it is totally misleading to 
misrepresent scenarios in this way.  

 
If the world follows the IEA BAU scenarios quoted by most fossil-fuel 

proponents, more than 70% of all fossil-fuels consumed since the Industrial 
Revolution will be burnt over the next 25 years. 

 
In a world which today has no further carbon budget, this is simply 

suicidal.  If allowed to happen it would represent a crime against 
humanity. 

 
• The official solutions such as clean coal and CCS will no doubt contribute to reducing 

emissions, but it is patently obvious that they will never provide either the extent or the 
speed of emission reductions now required.  The fact that companies, particularly in 
Australia, have stopped supporting CCS research, confirms the risk of moral hazard in 
continuing fossil fuel investment,as raised in The Economist in 2009 xi.  Companies and 
governments blithely continue fossil-fuel investment in the vain hope that CCS will prove to 
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be the silver bullet to fix emissions.  This is breaches the obligation of corporate directors,  
to act at all times in good faith, in the best interests of the organization, and of government 
to act in the best interests of their people. 

   
• History demonstrates that governments are highly unlikely to lead in setting policy on an 

issue this complex, notwithstanding company preferences to the contrary. It is now up to 
companies, and investors, in the interests of their stakeholders and themselves, to show the 
genuine leadership to which they supposedly aspire.  Given the risk of negative market 
reaction if they act in isolation, the creation of innovative coalitions of progressive companies 
and investors is paramount.  This requires preparedness, on the part of directors, to think 
outside the conventional governance box, and focus on cooperation as opposed to 
competition in confronting catastrophic risk. 

 
• As the Shell response referenced above demonstrates, changes to energy market structure 

do take decades to implement, which is why those change processes cannot be relied upon 
in present circumstances. To achieve the speed of change now required, emergency action 
will be needed, akin to a wartime situation.  In the lead-up to WW11, the US, UK and 
German economies were transformed from consumer-orientated to wartime–orientated 
service in a matter of a year or so, once the challenge had crystallised. Today’s situation is far 
more complex, but it is nonetheless the type of change required. 
 

• Poverty, rather than being alleviated by escalating fossil-fuel consumption, is far more likely 
to be created, as climatic impacts hit the poorer parts of the global economy 
disproportionately    

 
 
Current State and Federal Government Attitudes 
The above outline gives the global context against which any sensible policy must be tested.  On that 
basis, reviewing the wide range of initiatives taken by the Federal Government in the climate and 
energy arena since it was elected, inter alia the Carbon Tax Repeal process, the Energy White Paper, 
Direct Action policy, the appointment of numerous anti-science and anti-climate change advisors, 
consequent funding cuts, and the destruction of the renewable energy market, it is clear that the 
Federal Government, far from admitting the truth of the science and accepting the evidence, is intent 
upon dismantling any serious attempt to reduce emissions and address climate change.   
 
The dominant themes of the government appear to be that: 
 

• Strong conventional economic growth is the objective to which all other issues must be 
subservient 

• Our high-carbon export model, particularly coal and gas, can continue ad infinitum on the 
back of Chinese and Indian demand 

• There is no linkage between extreme weather events occurring around the country and 
climate change.  

• Australia has no need to take leadership on reducing emissions.  It might follow if the rest 
of the world acts, but even that is by no means clear.  

• Market forces alone will deliver solutions to any scarcities which may arise. 
• Climate policy, energy policy and agricultural policy can be developed independently, in 

separate silos without the need for integrated, systems-based solutions. 
 
These themes are, in essence, a continuation of our 20th Century high-carbon, dig-it-up and ship-it-out 
economic model, reflecting primarily the demands of the fossil-fuel industries.  They fail to recognize 
that the 21st Century requires fundamentally different thinking and strategic direction, recognizing that 
the biophysical constraints now confronting us demand an emergency response.    
 
Similarily it is time to discard blind adherence to free-market economics.  Markets are important, but 
they must operate within rules and fit the global context.  That context has now changed markedly as 
energy, climate, water and food constraints become real, requiring new rules and market frameworks. 
As former UK Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher put it: “They (free markets) would defeat their objective 
if, by their output, they did more damage to the quality of life through pollution than the well-being they 
achieved by the production of goods and services”.  
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That is exactly the point we have now reached.  Economic growth in the conventional 20th Century 
sense, with improved quality of life, is no longer possible given the biophysical constraints which now 
confront us.  New models of growth have to be designed to allow genuinely sustainable progress.   
 
Current policies only reinforces the old, unsustainable, model and are designed to give the impression 
of action whilst doing nothing of substance to address the real climate challenge.  
  

---------- 
“They go on in strange paradox, decided only to be undecided, resolved to be irresolute, adamant for drift, 
solid for fluidity, all-powerful to be impotent……Owing to past neglect, in the face of the plainest warnings, 
we have now entered upon a period of great danger…..  The era of procrastination, of half-measures, of 
soothing and baffling expedients, of delays, is coming to a close.  In it’s place we are entering a period of 
consequences….. We cannot avoid this period, we are in it now….. 

      Winston S. Churchill - 12th November 1936 
   

----------- 
 
The National Dilemma 
The Australian community have benefited greatly from our 20th Century economic model, particularly 
from the China boom of the last few years.  However the full costs of that economic expansion have 
only recently begun to materialize.   
 
The high dollar generated by expanding mining and fossil fuels exports has led to cost inflation within 
the economy generally, forcing much manufacturing to the wall and putting great cost pressure on 
other sectors such as agriculture.  Those same, subsidized, fossil-fuel exports are contributing to 
accelerating warming and climatic change which, science can demonstrate, is now seriously damaging 
our water availability and agricultural productivity, adding to both drought and, less frequently, 
damaging flooding.  Other aspects of fossil-fuel development, particularly coal seam gas, further 
damage that productivity.   
 
The Federal Government currently proposes that growth is to be driven, in particular, by 
infrastructure development in facilities such as roads, freeways, ports and airports which assume the 
ready availability of fossil-fuels. Such policy completely ignores the looming environmental and 
resource constraints outlined above which are steadily destroying the efficacy of these facilities.  
 
If this 20th Century development pattern continues, it is likely that manufacturing will largely 
disappear, rural Australia will be decimated and the vast investment in fossil-fuel expansion and 
related infrastructure will become stranded assets within a decade as consumers, particularly China 
and India move away from fossil-fuels due to the severe pollution and adverse climatic impact they are 
already causing.   
 
The continuing refusal of political and corporate leaders to “join the dots”, recognizing that climate 
change is already having a major negative impact on the country, and that our high-carbon exports are 
a significant contributor to it, in the process destroying manufacturing and agriculture, guarantees that 
Australia will become an economic and social “basket-case” unless we change direction rapidly. 
 
On the other hand, we have the potential to genuinely prosper in a low-carbon world, provided we 
have the vision to recognize the opportunities within our grasp.  These encompass: 
 

• enormous potential to improve energy conservation and efficiency.   
• abundant renewable energy sources such as wind, solar, tidal, geothermal, biotech. 
• Uranium resources on which to establish new-generation nuclear energy 
• Growth potential in the revegetation of the landscape and changed agricultural practices. 
• Increased agricultural productivity, provided global warming is contained 
• Creation of new, sustainable, manufacturing industries built around the above.          

   
It is time the State and Federal government broke away from the 20th Century model and allowed 
these new opportunities to flourish.   
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Amendment of the Mining SEPP 
State and Federal government climate policies lack any of the above strategic context.  As such they 
are wholly inadequate responses to the real challenge of climate change, to protecting our national 
security and providing the Australian community with a sustainable future.  
 
The primary aim of the NSW State Environmental Planning Policy (Mining, Petroleum Production and 
Extractive Industries) 2007 (Mining SEPP) is “to provide for the proper management and development of 
mineral, petroleum and extractive material resources for the purpose of promoting the social and economic 
welfare of the State ---“ (Clause 2(a)). 
 
The Resource Significance amendment was inserted in 2013: “to promote the development of 
significant mineral resources ---“, where “significant” had regard to the “economic benefits, both to 
the State and the region in which the development is proposed to be carried out, of developing the resource, --
-“.  Further, “In determining whether to grant consent to the proposed development, the significance of the 
resource is to be the consent authority’s principal consideration under this Part.” 
 
The 2013 amendment was unbalanced, incomplete and contradicted the primary aim of the policy: “ -- 
to promote the social and economic welfare of the State.”  By making economic benefits, which 
exclude the external costs of using fossil-fuels, the primary consideration in determining 
what is significant, the amendment ignored the economic and social risks of the development 
which should carry equal, if not greater, weight.  Hence the primary aim of the Mining SEPP 
since 2013 has been negated. 
 
The principal risk being ignored is climate change, and the need to rapidly reduce carbon emissions.  
This is evident from the numerous high-emission coal projects which have been either approved or 
encouraged since 2013.  For example the Rio Tinto Warkworth coal mine extension, new coal 
developments, such as Maules Creek, Boggabri, Doyles Creek and most recently the Shenhua 
Watermark mine on the Liverpool Plains, along with a variety of coal seam gas projects.  
 
Coal developments, either as coal mines per se, or as coal seam gas projects, are now exposing the 
NSW community to potentially catastrophic risks from the accelerating impact of climate change, coal 
and gas combustion being major causes. Some operational risks, such as noise, air quality and acquifer 
interference, are addressed in the SEPP, all of which are important.  However they pale into 
insignificance compared to the catastrophic climatic risks which now confront us.  
 
To the point that every new fossil-fuel project, particularly coal, represents 
death and destruction for communities somewhere in the world, including 
Australia.  
 
The rationale for these views is set out in detail above.  Extreme weather events, now escalating 
around the world, are evidence of major changes to our climate, which inevitably will lead to a 
fundamental re-design of our democratic, economic, business and social systems, with long-term 
survival as the prime objective. Hurricane Sandy, Queensland and NSW floods, Typhoon Haiyan, heat 
extremes, drought and bushfires around Australia and in North America, are only the most recent of 
these extreme events, and we can expect more of them.  Whether business or politics like it or not, 
climate change and resource scarcity are going to be the key drivers of policy from now on.  
 
The risk implications of the critical climate science have been, and are being, officially ignored. As a 
result, Australia is ill-prepared to handle escalating weather extremes.  Policy is focused almost 
exclusively on emergency response and recovery, with minimal effort to proactively anticipate, 
mitigate and manage the risks of catastrophic events which are now increasing rapidly.  Much of this 
failure is due to an ideological and wilful refusal to acknowledge the extent and speed of 
anthropogenic global warming as a driver of extreme events, while we pretend that we can grow our 
high-carbon economy indefinitely. 
 
This is obvious in the NSW Government’s current contradictory policies, 
claiming, on the one hand, to be taking serious action to address climate change, 
whilst on the other hand vigorously promoting the very coal and gas projects 
which cause it. 
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Current climate policies, if unchanged, will lead to a major reduction in world population from 7 
billion today to around 1 billion people, with severe impact on Australia.  For a 50% chance of staying 
below 2oC, the world can only burn around 20% of existing proven fossil-fuel reserves; for a more 
realistic 90% chance, there is no carbon budget left today.  If catastrophic climate 
change is to be avoided, there is no justification for continued exploration for, and development of, 
fossil-fuel resources. 
 
Notwithstanding, by 2025 the Australian coal industry is planning to more than double coal exports, 
and the gas industry to quadruple gas exports, which will make us one of the top five global emitters, 
exports included.  
 
Meanwhile the Chinese, Indians and other trade partners are in the process of rapidly abandoning a 
high carbon future.  If our current expansion policies are implemented, it will leave Australia within a 
decade, with a stack of stranded assets in mines, ports and railways, wasting funds which NSW 
urgently needs to commit to developing zero-carbon energy solutions.    
  
The first priority of responsible government is to address major threats to national security.  Climate 
change and the inter-related issues of peak oil, water and food security are arguably the greatest 
threats to national security Australia will face in the next decades.  The legitimacy of any State, 
Federal Government, or Opposition, now depends on its preparedness to acknowledge these realities 
and take the serious action required 
 
The refusal of current leaders to accept the climate science and its risks is condemning the Australian 
community to a catastrophic future. Given that our leaders are well aware of the extreme risks we 
now run, in maintaining this attitude they are wilfully perpetuating nothing less than a crime against 
humanity, and against the Australian community in particular. The same leaders lack the imagination 
to see the great opportunities these risks present, let alone guide us to them.  In the process, they 
are throwing away the real future of Australia. 
 
Our children and grandchildren will have to survive in an extremely difficult world, but this does not 
appear to be a consideration to current leaders. Their actions today are making that future infinitely 
worse, by perpetuating the system which created the problem. Australia has enormous ingenuity, 
low-carbon resources and opportunities, but only if we are honest about the real challenge and 
initiate our own emergency action, which must include new approaches to risk management.  
 
Recommendations 
The NSW Mining SEPP is in urgent need of amendment.  Clause 12AA, Resource 
Significance, must be repealed, so that economic considerations rank equally 
with environmental and social concerns, to achieve a balanced assessment.  
However the SEPP must be further amended to include a full risk assessment of 
any development and the potential risk exposures it brings to the NSW 
community, encompassing natural disaster, environmental, economic and social 
implications.  
 
This risk assessment must cover important micro risks, such as the impact of noise, water supply 
disruption and air quality already in the SEPP, but particularly other macro risks such as climate 
change impact and resource scarcity, given that they have now reached catastrophic levels.  
Specifically the full implications of greenhouse gas emissions from the end-use 
combustion of the fossil-fuel, whether domestic or export. It is no longer acceptable to 
leave such macro risk management primarily as a Federal Government concern. 
 
The primary objective of the SEPP should be to encourage economically and environmentally-sound 
mining development, but to avoid any development which contributes to the catastrophic risk 
exposure of the people of NSW.  In the event that a development proponent, or government, 
considers such risks are acceptable, they should be required to articulate their assessment of those 
risks and the justification for accepting them. A suggested forward-looking Catastrophic Risk 
Management framework is set out above. 
 
Mining will undoubtedly continue to be a major contributor to the State’s economy, as it should.  
Coal use will not cease overnight. However major coal or coal seam gas expansion cannot continue.  
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Sensible risk management indicates that the cost to the NSW economy of such expansion, in terms of 
natural disasters, death and destruction, stranded assets, with the attendant social upheaval and job 
losses, will far outweigh any incremental gain in coal industry revenue and employment.  
 
Realistic management of catastrophic climate change risk should also be incorporated into the wider 
decision-making of the NSW Government. 

 
 

------------------------- 
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Appendix 1. Major Climate Change Reports 2014 -15 
 

• IPCC AR5: 
• WG1  Physical Science Basis – September 2013                       
• WG2  Impacts, Adaptation & Vulnerability – April 2014 
• WG3  Mitigation of Climate Change – April 2014 
• Complete Synthesis Report – March 2015 

http://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar5/ 
 

• Climate Change: Evidence & Causes  
• UK Royal Society & US National Academy of Sciences – February 2014 

https://royalsociety.org/policy/projects/climate-evidence-causes/ 
 

• What We Know 
• American Association for the Advancement of Science – April 2014 

http://whatweknow.aaas.org 
 

• US National Climate Assessment 
• US Global Change Research Program – May 2014 

http://www.globalchange.gov/what-we-do/assessment 
 

• US Quadrennial Defense Review  
• Pentagon – May 2014 

http://www.defense.gov/home/features/2014/0314_sdr/qdr.aspx 
  

• National Security and the Accelerating Risks of Climate Change 
• CNA Military Advisory Board – May 2014 

http://www.defense.gov/home/features/2014/0314_sdr/qdr.aspx 
 

• Catastrophe Risk Modelling and Climate Change 
• Lloyds Insurance - May 2014 

http://www.lloyds.com/news-and-insight/news-and-features/emerging-risk/emerging-
risk-2014/keying-climate-change-into-catastrophe-models 
 

• World Energy Investment Outlook 2014 
• International Energy Agency – June 2014 

http://www.worldenergyoutlook.org/investment/ 
 

• Energy Technology Perspectives 2014 
• International Energy Agency – May 2014 

http://www.iea.org/etp/ 
 

• Risky Business: The Economic Risks of Climate Change in the US 
• Paulson, Bloomberg, Steyer et al – September 2014 

http://riskybusiness.org/index.php?p=reports/national-report/executive-summary 
 

• World Energy Outlook 2014 
• International Energy Agency  - November 2014 

http://www.worldenergyoutlook.org/publications/weo-2014/ 
 

• The Science of Climate Change.  
• Australian Academy of Science – February 2015 

https://www.science.org.au/climatechange  
 

• Energy & Climate Change.  
• International Energy Agency –  2015 & 2014 

https://www.iea.org/publications/freepublications/publication/weo-2015-special-
report-energy-climate-change.html 
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• Unburnable Carbon: Why We Need To Leave Fossil-Fuels in the Ground.  
• Climate Council –  April 2015 

https://www.climatecouncil.org.au/unburnable-carbon-why-we-need-to-leave-fossil-
fuels-in-the-ground 
 

• Structured Experts Dialogue Report on 2013-15 IPCC AR5.  
• UNFCCC –  May 2015 

http://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2015/sb/eng/inf01.pdf  
 

• The Pope’s Encyclical: Laudato Si: On the Care of Our Common Home.  
• UNFCCC –  May 2015 

http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-
francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.pdf  
 

• Carbon Tracker – Unburnable Carbon, Stranded Assets etc.  
• Carbon Tracker –  Numerous reports 2013 - 2015 

http://www.carbontracker.org 
  

• State of the Climate 2014.  
• US National Oceanic & Atmospheric Administration –  June 2015 

http://www.ncdc.noaa.gov/sotc/  
  

• A Global Apollo Programme To Combat Climate Change.  
•  Centre for Economic Performance, London School of Economics –  June 2015 

http://cep.lse.ac.uk/pubs/download/special/Global_Apollo_Programme_Report.pdf  
 

• Australia’s Financial System & Climate Risk.  
•  Climate Institute –  July 2015 

http://climateinstitute.org.au/articles/publications/australias-financial-system-and-
climate-risk.html  
 

• Climate Change – A Risk Assessment.  
•  Centre for Science & Policy, University of Cambridge –  July 2015 

http://www.csap.cam.ac.uk/projects/climate-change-risk-assessment/  
 

• Ice Melt, Sea Level Rise and Superstorms: Evidence that 2oC is Highly 
Dangerous.  

•  James Hansen et al, Columbia University –  July 2015 

http://www.nationalobserver.com/2015/07/20/news/two-degree-target-may-still-
cause-catastrophic-sea-level-rise-james-hansen-warns  
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