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New South Wales you would have ensured that one or 
two top public service jobs went to old mates of the 
union movement or the Labor movement. 

Senator Cameron—Where is Peter Reith now? 

Senator IAN MACDONALD—Have a look at 
Queensland. Goodness me! I am sure the Premier’s 
husband is a very competent and well-qualified person, 
but putting him in charge of a major state government 
public service organisation was going a bit beyond the 
pale, even for the likes of Senator Cameron and others 
in the Labor movement. 

I do not want to be alarmist and I do not want to see 
conspiracies that are not there, but you do have to 
wonder why it is that the Labor governments are get-
ting their sticky claws into every aspect of Australian 
business, government, unions and way of life. This bill 
leaves us all wondering why it is there. What is the 
reason for it? Mr Rudd suggested that where loans had 
been provided in the commercial property sector there 
would be an exodus of foreign lenders. So, on the spur 
of the moment, he had this great idea for the govern-
ment to become involved to protect against that. But 
the Reserve Bank refuted the underlying principle with 
this statement from 6 February 2009: 
Over recent months there has been some speculation that 
many foreign owned banks will withdraw from the Austra-
lian market and that this will create a significant funding 
shortfall for businesses. While there is a risk that some for-
eign lenders will scale back their Australian operations, par-
ticularly if offshore financial markets deteriorate further, at 
this stage there is little sign of this, with most of the large 
foreign-owned banks planning to maintain their lending ac-
tivities … 

So why bother with this? I know why the foreign banks 
would be worried: because of the stupid emissions 
trading scheme that this government wants to intro-
duce, but I will talk about that when I next get the op-
portunity. 

Debate interrupted. 

MATTERS OF PUBLIC INTEREST 

The ACTING DEPUTY PRESIDENT (Senator Tro-
eth)—Order! It being 12.45 pm, I call on matters of 
public interest. 

Mining 
Senator CAMERON (New South Wales) (12.45 

pm)—I rise to speak on a matter of public interest that 
has been causing anger, fear and apprehension in my 
duty electorate of New England. There has been sig-
nificant community concern that subsidence long-wall 
coal mining and gas exploration will damage under-
ground aquifers on the Liverpool Plains, New South 
Wales. That has been a significant environmental and 
agricultural concern since April 2006. In my view, a 
resolution to this matter is long overdue. 

BHP Billiton and the Shenhua Group have been 
granted exploration licences by the New South Wales 
government to investigate the Caroona area in Liver-
pool Plains for coalmining opportunities. These li-
cences were granted prior to a comprehensive study 
being undertaken to gauge the impact such activity 
would have on groundwater and the aquifers that con-
nect to the Murray-Darling Basin. This is where the 
problem lies, and it is a problem that the people of Ca-
roona are demanding be addressed. 

My office has received a considerable number of let-
ters on this matter from the residents of Caroona. These 
residents are eloquent, articulate and very much aware 
of the problems and issues arising out of this situation. 
I congratulate each and every one of them for taking a 
stand. I oppose any developments by big businesses 
that ignore the genuine concerns of the community and 
the environmental implications of the activities, and I 
applaud the people of Caroona for their critical analy-
sis of the potential consequences of any proposed min-
ing activity. 

As I have indicated, I have received numerous 
pieces of correspondence from concerned citizens on 
this issue. I would like to place on record some extracts 
of this correspondence. Margaret Willmott from the 
property ‘Springfield’ wrote: 
As farmers in the Liverpool Plains, we are caretakers of the 
land for many generations to come. As our political represen-
tative you too, share the responsibility as caretaker and 
guardian of this valuable highly productive land. We also 
invite you to visit our region at the earliest possible conven-
ience. We look forward to your reply. 

Mrs Julie Prowse of the property ‘Gwendalan’ wrote: 
We are a community which takes pride in the way we look 
after our land, so it can be passed down to the next genera-
tion, who will continue going on to produce food for the 
families of Australia. Surely this is important to every indi-
vidual who has children and grandchildren. They will be the 
ones affected by food and water shortages if steps are not 
taken to protect the productive agricultural land. 

Mrs Martine Traill of Tuwinga wrote: 
I am writing to you about the grave concern I have from 
Australia’s food security. Less than 6% of Australia’s land is 
arable. Food security is about protecting this land. You only 
have to look at the decline in milk production in the Hunter 
Valley New South Wales to see that mining and agricultural 
don’t go. 

Mrs Coleen Gardner of Carawatha wrote: 
Living in this beautiful area is a God-given privilege, I 
would not like to see any of it destroyed through mining and 
I have nothing left to pass on to future generations of farm-
ers. 

Mr Derek Blomfield of Colorado wrote: 
I believe our food production capability is under threat from 
the increase in minerals exploration and mining activity in 
some of Austria’s most productive food bowls. As you may 
be aware, the Liverpool Plains of New South Wales is one of 
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Australia’s real gems in terms of agricultural production with 
crop yields 40% above the national average. 

This area boasts some of Australia’s prime agricultural 
land. It produces 77 million kilos of chicken, 77 thou-
sand tonnes of pork and 29 million kilos of beef annu-
ally. It supplies much of Australia’s wheat, corn, sun-
flower seed products, canola, barley, chickpeas, leg-
umes and other specialist crops, as well as wool and 
cotton. I am sure I do not need to go into the science of 
why the intermingling of water and coal is not ideal on 
such arable land. Polluted water in shallow aquifers 
can contain up to 30 or 40 times the salt and mineral 
levels of seawater. The sulphur and heavy metal con-
tent of coal mean that contaminated water is no longer 
suitable for the purpose of agriculture once it has 
reached the aquifers deep below the ground. It is unac-
ceptable to put such a vital contributor to Australia’s 
food supply at risk. During this time of economic in-
stability and in the midst of a climate crisis, we cannot 
put our food supply in jeopardy, nor can we ignore the 
important role of agriculture in Australia’s cultural fab-
ric. There must be a proper balance between mineral 
exploration and agricultural endeavours. The protection 
of our nation’s water supply also needs to be a priority. 
The lure of the money involved in mining enterprises 
simply does not justify the destruction of some of Aus-
tralia’s most arable land. 

There is no detailed understanding of the complex 
interconnected network of aquifer systems which make 
this one of Australia’s most productive and precious 
agricultural areas. To proceed to mine this area before 
gaining an understanding of the water aquifers would 
be a massive mistake. An independent, catchment-wide 
study of the water structure of the region needs to hap-
pen, and it needs to happen soon. It is not unreasonable 
for the landowners of Caroona to want to know how 
their properties will be impacted by mining activity. 
This is potentially a 500-million-tonne mining opera-
tion. It is going to be a huge mining operation, and 
there needs to be checks and balances put in place to 
assess the ramifications of such a large venture. 

I understand that the coal reserves in the Gunnedah 
coalfields are estimated to be 300 billion tonnes and 
that they range over an area of 8,000 square kilometres 
extending from Willow Tree to Narrabri. However, this 
resource must be looked at in a critical and balanced 
way. I lived in Muswellbrook for 12 years, and this is 
where my involvement with the coal industry began. It 
was during this time that I came to realise that the min-
ing industry cannot be labelled as simply black or 
white, right or wrong. The mining industry is an impor-
tant source of employment, and coal is a valuable re-
source that will continue to underpin economic activity 
in Australia and overseas for some years to come. Nev-
ertheless, the serious challenge of climate change 
means that we really need to think about our priorities 
in terms of how we treat our environment, and how we 

exploit and use our resources. While we are a long way 
from the end of the coal industry in Australia, we need 
to utilise it in a way that minimises the impact on other 
important resources. 

This is all about balance. Balancing environmental 
imperatives with economic goals is the key political, 
social and environmental challenge for government. 
We cannot forget that this is a situation where we are 
dealing with the livelihoods of many dedicated farmers 
and their families. Farming has been a way of life in 
the Liverpool Plains area for generations. This is not 
simply an environmental issue; it is a social issue, and 
for many of the residents of Caroona it is personal. 
There is a strong sense of community in Caroona. A 
number of properties have been passed down through 
families for several lifetimes. The relevance of this 
cannot be ignored. To carry out mining activity without 
the input and support of this strong, committed com-
munity would be an injustice. We must protect our 
food resources and our farming communities. We need 
to examine very carefully any mining activity that has 
the potential to undermine important agricultural ac-
tivities. We need to focus on more than just economic 
value. The farmers are taking time out of their labour-
intensive schedules to form a blockade against BHP 
coming onto their private properties before an inde-
pendent water study is commissioned. This says a lot 
about the seriousness of this situation. There has not 
been sufficient constructive dialogue between the par-
ties, and this is unacceptable when there is so much at 
stake. 

I would like to make special mention of the Caroona 
Coal Action Group. On a recent trip to New England, I 
met with chairman Doug Ranken, spokesperson Tim 
Duddy and group member Fiona Simson. This group 
has been doing excellent work in promoting an under-
standing of the environmental and social dilemmas 
involved in this issue. They are extremely passionate 
about educating the public on the impact of mining on 
groundwater systems and agriculture. I would like to 
thank them for taking the time to explain their point of 
view to me on this issue, and I would also like to thank 
Tim Duddy for his hospitality and for showing me the 
technological advances used in his farming activities. It 
was also good to see collectivism playing a major role 
in the New South Wales farming community. I have 
never seen a picket line with King’s School uniforms 
yet, but it could be there! I would also like to thank the 
member for New England, Mr Tony Windsor, for his 
help and assistance in organising the meeting. I also 
thank him for assisting me in appreciating the issues 
involved. I do not thank him for taking me through 
those back roads, following his four-wheel drive in a 
cloud of dust for about 45 minutes. I am still trying to 
clean the dust out of the car. 
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This situation that the Caroona residents face is a 
complex one. The mining industry is still very much 
alive in Australia, and is still a vital element of industry 
here. However, the true impact of mining on aquifers 
cannot be determined until the contribution of ground-
water systems to surface water systems is fully under-
stood, and the only way such information can be found 
out is by conducting an independent study before any 
mining commences. In response to the concerns of the 
local residents and the advocacy on their behalf by the 
member for New England, Mr Tony Windsor, the gov-
ernment has announced a contribution of up to $1.5 
million for a joint study to provide scientific informa-
tion on the surface and groundwater resources specifi-
cally in the Namoi catchment, including the Peel and 
Mooki rivers, the Maules and Plan creeks and the Gins 
Leap constriction. This study is intended to advance 
the understanding of the quantity and quality of those 
water resources, benefiting community awareness and 
informing decisions made by governments and stake-
holders. 

BHP and the Shenhua Group need to make a deci-
sion to financially support the joint study into surface 
and groundwater resources. The sooner this study 
commences the better. It must be comprehensive and it 
needs to be sufficiently funded. It needs to identify the 
proximity between coal and water resources, and needs 
to confirm that there will be no lasting damage to aqui-
fers. I note that the mining activities in the Hunter and 
the Illawarra regions have had a significant impact on 
aquifers, dependent environments and water security. It 
is therefore important that each mining approval be 
examined and that the cumulative and off-site impacts 
are rigorously addressed. I strongly believe there will 
be a continuing role for coalmining, both domestically 
and internationally, in the medium to long term. Given 
the government’s initiatives to promote research on 
carbon capture and storage, the CO2 emissions and 
carbon footprint of the coal industry may decline. I 
therefore believe that the process to mine coal must be 
environmentally rigorous. I would be pleased to assist 
the Caroona residents and the mining companies to 
reach a satisfactory conclusion to this problem as soon 
as is practicable. 

Federal Magistrates Court 
Senator BRANDIS (Queensland) (12.59 pm)—Last 

August, the government received a report entitled Fu-
ture governance options for federal family law courts 
in Australia, prepared by Mr Des Semple. The terms of 
reference of the Semple review included consideration 
of ‘governance options to achieve a more integrated 
family law system’, ‘structures and management proc-
esses necessary to improve the efficiency, effectiveness 
and integration of service delivery across the family 
law jurisdiction’, and ‘potential changes in judicial 
structures’. The principal recommendation of the Sem-

ple Review was the abolition of the Federal Magis-
trates Court; the absorption of most of the federal mag-
istrates into the Family Court, where they would con-
stitute a second, lower tier of that court; and the as-
signment of the remaining federal magistrates to the 
Federal Court. 

Last Tuesday, the Attorney-General announced that 
the government had decided to accept the recommen-
dations of the Semple report, and last night’s federal 
budget reflected the proposed abolition of the Federal 
Magistrates Court and its integration into the structures 
of the Family Court and the Federal Court. The opposi-
tion believes that this decision is a grave mistake. In 
our view, if the Rudd government proceeds with its 
plan to abolish the Federal Magistrates Court and drive 
all family law cases into the more expensive Family 
Court, the result will be increased costs, longer delays 
and less accessible justice. 

The Federal Magistrates Court was established by 
the Howard government in 1999. Its purpose was to 
take the pressure off the other two Commonwealth trial 
courts—the Federal Court and the Family Court—by 
creating a lower-level court to deal with smaller cases, 
while freeing the hands of those courts to concentrate 
on larger and more complex cases. That has been the 
experience of the FMC, which is today the busiest of 
the federal courts, with 61 judicial officers. In the years 
since its creation, the FMC has won an enviable repu-
tation for its no-nonsense, pragmatic, efficient ap-
proach to dispute resolution, which, in the manner 
typical of lower courts, has avoided undue technicality 
while delivering accessible justice to the parties who 
have come before it. 

Inevitably, because the family law jurisdiction is the 
busiest Commonwealth jurisdiction—in other words, 
there are more family law cases commenced in federal 
courts than any other type of case—most of the work 
of the FMC has been family law work. According to 
the Semple report, 79 per cent of family law cases are 
now dealt with by the FMC rather than by the Family 
Court. The main reason for that is that the FMC has 
earned a good reputation for more efficient, less costly, 
swifter dispute resolution. 

As all honourable senators are acutely aware, many 
of the most difficult and vexed constituent inquiries we 
receive are from people who are involved in marriage 
breakdowns and are seeking remedies from the family 
law system. The issues arising from family break-
down—in particular, those concerning access to and 
custody of children—are always distressing. They de-
mand prompt, accessible, sympathetic resolution. It has 
been my experience from talking to people in those 
circumstances—and I know from my colleagues both 
in this chamber and in the other place that is has been 
their experience as well—that they would much sooner 
have their matters dealt with by the Federal Magis-




