
Introduction 

The practice of coal seam gas mining, while long-established in Australia, has exploded into 

the public consciousness during the last 12 months, generating extensive media coverage and 

public discussion as the industry, community and government grapples with the potential 

impacts of this massive industry. The public has raised objections about multiple aspects of 

the industry, including mining practices, interactions with the community and land rights. 

Driving the controversy is a clash of values and an inherent distrust of mining companies. 

Feelings of distrust strongly influence the way coal seam gas extraction is discussed, 

particularly in the media, and add an additional degree of complexity to an already complex 

topic. This essay will describe the „coal seam gas controversy‟ as it exists in Queensland at 

present, analyse why the controversy has developed and present recommendations to assist in 

the resolution of the controversy. 

 

Background 

Coal seam gas has been commercially extracted in Queensland since the 1960s with a sharp 

increase in production during the last decade, as shown in Figure 1 (DEEDI 2011). The gas, 

which is primarily methane, is extracted by drilling wells hundreds of metres into the ground 

and pumping water from underground coal seams. When the water pressure is reduced, gas 

escapes from fractures in the coal. Water and gas are pumped out of the coal seam together 

and later separated for treatment. Hydraulic fracturing is sometimes used to increase the flow 

rate of gas from the wells. This process involves high pressure pumping of a liquid, which is 

primarily made up of water and sand, into the well to fracture the coal seam and help release 

gas. The fracturing fluid is pumped back to the surface and disposed of. (DERM 2011a) 



 

Figure 1: Petroleum wells drilled in Queensland (DEEDI 2011) 

The coal seam gas industry in Queensland is highly developed compared to other Australian 

states. Progression of the industry has been driven, at least in part, by Queensland 

government initiatives such as ClimateSmart 2050 which set mandatory targets for gas-fired 

power generation. Up to 15% of the State‟s power is derived from gas (DEEDI 2011), with 

90% of this gas supplied by coal seam gas (DERM 2010). The rapid increase in coal seam 

gas extraction in Queensland has seen the State Government developing new legislation and 

appointing regulatory bodies, such as the Queensland Water Commission, to manage the 

industry (Queensland Water Commission 2011). Despite efforts by the State to control the 

industry through appropriate legislation and policy, there has been a substantial backlash 

from the public about coal seam gas extraction. 

 

The Controversy 

There are many objections to the coal seam gas industry and they have been put forward by a 

number of different community sectors and stakeholders. Negative sentiment dominates 

media coverage of the topic, although there is some recognition of the positive economic and 

employment benefits provided by the industry. There are two principal objections to the coal 

seam gas extraction industry. The first relates to overlapping tenures between freehold land 

owners (primarily farmers), and the exploration and production tenures granted to mining 



companies. Notions of land ownership, land access rights and the value of the agricultural 

sector are being vigorously debated in locations where coal seam gas extraction and farming 

overlap. This issue, while essentially a legal matter, has prompted community outrage and led 

to the formation of large scale protest groups, such as the Lock the Gate Alliance (Lock the 

Gate Alliance 2011).  

The second major objection to the coal seam gas extraction industry relates to human health 

and the environment. Although the extraction process has been used in Queensland since the 

1960s, the rapid growth of the industry in recent years has led the public to believe the 

extraction process is novel, untested and therefore unsafe. Some of the public‟s major 

concerns are: 

 Gas will leak from the extraction wells and enter the drinking water supply; 

 The groundwater table will be lowered due to removing too much water from the coal 

seam; 

 Highly saline wastewater from the extraction process will increase the salinity of 

agricultural land; and  

 The groundwater system will be contaminated by the chemicals used in hydraulic 

fracturing. (GetUp 2011)  

Despite many public objections to coal seam gas extraction, the industry is supported by the 

State Government and some sections of the community. The industry brings widespread 

economic and employment benefits to the state, particularly in depressed, regional areas 

(APPEA 2010a). Attempting to balance this pursuit of economic development with 

community objections regarding land rights, and human and environmental safety, has 

resulted in the development ofa major controversy. The scientific aspects of this controversy, 

i.e. the concerns related to human and environmental safety, are analysed further below. 

 

Analysis 

In recent years, the coal seam gas controversy has mostly played out in the public sphere and 

not within the scientific community. Although some parts of the extraction process are the 

subject of ongoing research, most of the scientific community agrees that the process is 

relatively benign when carried out under existing guidelines (DERM 2011b). If this premise 



of an accepted body of scientific knowledge is accepted, two distinct aspects of the scientific 

controversy can be identified: 

1. The public accepts the scientific knowledge but rejects the ethical basis used to apply 

the knowledge; or  

2. The public rejects the scientific knowledge, despite consensus within the scientific 

community. 

In the first case, the community might accept the fact that a certain amount of dangerous 

chemicals are released into the groundwater system as part of the extraction process but not 

be willing to take on the same level of risk as the mining industry or government regulators. 

Senator Larissa Waters articulated public sentiment during her maiden speech to federal 

parliament on this topic,  

“We simply do not know enough about our underground water resources to 

understand what new connections gas well drilling and hydraulic fracturing might 

create. We need a moratorium on new approvals until we fully understand the risks—

the precautionary principle demands it and the community demands it.”(The Greens 

2011) 

Senator Waters is not rejecting the scientific knowledge per se, rather she is suggesting that 

the risks associated with groundwater contamination are so serious that the current body of 

scientific knowledge is insufficient. Due to the perceived seriousness of this outcome, 

Senator Waters believes the community and industry must pursue the action which results in 

the least worse outcome. In example of groundwater contamination, the action with the least 

worse outcome would be cessation or prevention of mining. Decision making theory 

classifies this type of reasoning as precautionary or maximising the minimum (maximin) 

(Clarke 2008). Contrast this reasoning to that of Rick Wilkinson, a coal seam gas miner, 

“So what are the risks? The major one is that the gas industry's growth is curtailed; 

that our plans to reduce greenhouse gas emissions hit a major snag; and the CSG-

driven rejuvenation of regional communities stalls. Without it, regional centres will 

forego thousands of jobs. Governments will forego hundreds of millions in annual tax 

receipts, meaning investment in roads, hospitals, and schools will be lost and the 

decline of many towns will continue.” (Sydney Morning Herald 2011) 



Wilkinson‟s statement indicates that the mining industry applies a different decision making 

process to Senator Waters and is prepared to risk groundwater contamination in order to 

generate high profits. This type of reasoning, known as the regret rule or minimising the 

maximum (minimax), aims to minimise the loss of opportunity (Clarke 2008). In this case, 

the mining industry does not want to waste the opportunity to mine and sell coal seam gas. 

Contrasting the decision making rationale for each party highlights the starkly different 

values which are being applied to the same situation. It is likely that the issue of coal seam 

gas extraction will remain controversial as long as the barrier of opposing decision making 

processes remains. A different, yet perhaps more dominant barrier to the resolution of this 

controversy, is the community‟s rejection of scientific findings, as communicated by the 

mining industry and government agencies. 

The coal seam gas extraction industry and the State Government insist that there is sufficient 

scientific information available to appropriately assess the risks associated with the extraction 

process, and that the science is sound (DERM 2011b; APPEA 2010b). Despite this insistence, 

large sections of the community believe that the extraction process is unsafe and will cause 

negative consequences to human health and the environment. The conflict in this situation is 

the dispute over the validity of scientific information used to inform State Government policy 

and legislation. This dispute appears to be driven by a lack of trust in the scientists, as 

evidenced by the below quotations recorded as part of a Four Corners program on coal seam 

gas (ABC 2011), 

 “They can't be trusted. They're on the gold rush for coal seam gas.” (unknown 

speaker) 

“There‟s no rights at all. Basically the, you know, the Government owns the resources 

and they're encouraging these, you know, companies to come in and get that resource 

out on behalf of them.” (Katie Lloyd) 

“It's the Government in their short-term pursuit of the almighty dollar have elected to 

suck it and see.”  (Lee McNicol) 

Further, the community do not trust the application of the science, particularly regarding 

monitoring of coal seam gas extraction wells. The below question, asked at a community 

information session provided by Arrow Energy (2011), is repeated in similar forms at most 

community sessions, 



“Assuming you test the water, where do you send that test sample?  Do you do it 

yourself, through a university or government?” (unknown speaker)   

Peters (2008), advises that the trust normally afforded to scientists is quickly eroded if the 

public believes the scientists are advocating for particular technologies. This issue is 

highlighted by Lee McNicol in the above quote: the community does not trust coal seam gas 

science because the industry and government both have financial interests in the process. 

There is a perception that research conducted by industry scientists or the government is 

biased and is not sufficient to assess the true risk to human health and the environment. 

The perception of bias is not necessarily inaccurate. Goldman (2001) argues that scientists 

with a financial interest in the research area are likely to provide a biased opinion, even when 

they attempt to be sincere, citing a study which found a statistically significant link between 

the source of funding and qualitative conclusions in pharmaceutical trials. What is less certain 

is why the public perceives there to be a particularly high level of bias in the area of coal 

seam gas science. 

Poor communication between the mining industry and the public may be one contributing 

factor to the observed high level of bias. Dr Tapan Sarker, an expert in community issues in 

the Australian mining industry, determined that there is a severe lack of stakeholder 

engagement on coal seam gas projects (Berry 2011). This poor communication has been 

keenly felt by the public and may have lead to a sense of disempowerment and a loss of faith 

in the coal seam gas extraction process. Similarly, public concerns over non-science aspects 

of the coal seam gas controversy, such as land access rights, may have caused the community 

to believe that the industry is untrustworthy in general. The public is reluctant to accept 

science from a source it does not trust (Goldman 2001). 

Feelings of distrust can also be provoked and exacerbated by the media, as evidenced on the 

program Insight (SBS 2011), 

“Chris is there a need for more independent research because I notice that your 

institute is funded by the coal seam gas companies?” (Jenny Brockie, interviewer) 



Professor Chris Moran
1
 of the Sustainable Minerals Institute University of Queensland was 

forced to defend the independence of his research institution and hence the validity of 

information provided by the institute, 

 “Less than 1% of my institute's research is funded by coal seam gas and that is in the 

area of community relations, so we need to be clear with the information and the 

source.” 

Despite Moran‟s clarification of this issue, it is likely that the damage had been done and 

viewers were left doubting the trustworthiness of his prior statements on the program. 

Although the interviewer may have felt they were „exposing the truth‟ or „telling the full 

story‟,  a statement questioning trustworthiness, even if later disproven, can have a strong 

influence on public sentiment and the development of the controversy. 

 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

This essay identified two distinct aspects to the scientific controversy surrounding the 

extraction of coal seam gas. The first identified that the public and industry rely on different 

decision processes which are formed by different values. Resolution of this issue will not be 

easy. For any serious headway to be made it will be necessary to demonstrate that the 

likelihood of various outcomes are different to the likelihoods which are currently perceived. 

For instance, if the demand for coal seam gas were to decrease, the industry would have to 

reconsider whether the risk of losing a financial opportunity (through cancellation or delay of 

projects) remains high. Conversely, the industry may be able to demonstrate that the risk of 

groundwater contamination is much lower than the public currently perceives it to be. 

However, such a demonstration may be hampered by the second identified aspect of the 

scientific controversy: the lack of trust that the public has in science provided by the industry. 

It is important to consider why trust is necessary and why the industry should be concerned 

whether the coal seam gas extraction process is controversial. At the simplest level, the 

mining industry only requires the consent of the government, not the community. However, 

ignoring public sentiment creates enormous tension within the community, as highlighted 

below in the quote from the Four Corners program (2011), 

                                                           
1
 For the sake of transparency, it must be stated that Chris Moran is a former employer of the author. 



“The companies have got no idea on the on the buttons they're pushing on people. 

They just think because the Government says they can they can. Well have some 

bloody decency.” (Dayne Pratzky) 

Achieving community acceptance may require the industry to go above and beyond 

legislative requirements, to achieve what is known as „social licence to operate‟. Without this 

social licence, the industry may suffer financially, particularly if the community tries to block 

projects through protests, legal action or refusing to work for the company (MCA 2004). It is 

therefore essential that the industry works with the community and key stakeholders to build 

trust and develop a working relationship. 

Improvements to the community engagement process may prove to be a key step in 

progression of the coal seam gas controversy. The industry must be prepared to genuinely 

connect with the community to understand the needs and expectations of the community, 

without ulterior motives. Engagement should not be approached as a box-ticking exercise but 

instead should be viewed as a vital step of the development process. Well planned and 

genuine engagement can help to re-establish trust between the community and the industry 

and may lead to greater acceptance of the science (Australian Government 2006). 
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