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CASE HISTORY OF A SHOCKER
Judith Wright McKinney
tEdge!
Mongarlowe, NSW, 2622
This story begins with an application by a smell firm named
Mehilo Pty. Ltd,, for a mining and dredging lezse on the Mongarlowe
River, north of Braidwood., Under the Environmental Planning and
Assessment Act, the Tallaganda Shire Council advertised this on
July 25, 1984, as a Notice in “espect of Designzted Development.
The proposal was for an open-cut gold mine and a:dredging lease in
the river itself adjacent to the proposed mine. There was a thirty-
day period for submissions and objéctions;;- ‘
Mehiio Pty..Ltd. provided an EIS which was to say the_léast

uninformed, misidentifying for instance Cesuarina nana as

introduced gorse, misinterpreting the position of mapped areas

aﬁd making other.questionable statements. The dredging deVelopm?nt
would, accordiﬁg to the firm, 'process gravels from the river bottom
to a derth of 10Om.' The mineral was to be hand washed and this
would enable ftgé:rémoval of mercury which was left behind by the

early miners.,' Dams would be constructed for washing the ore

! number of people living along the Mongarlowe lodged
objections, including the land-owners, Rondale Partnership, on
whose land the propesed lease lay. The Tallaganda Shire Council

granted the zpplicaztion for the cpen-cut mine but refused the

- dredging applic-tion. One of their rezscns was the dznger that

dredging mirht, throuvgh resultsnt turbidity end disturbance of
é?ﬂidents vossibly containing the mercury to which the EIS referred,
threateqﬁ the small pdpﬁlation of the rare and endangered Macquarie
Perch; which was of special interest to fisheries authorifies as

a possible source of stockiné other eastern-flowing rivers with

perch as a recreational fish. There are also a number of platypus
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in the Mongarlowe - recently of even more sclentific interest to

zoologists as a result of work on fossil epecimens,” and of the rare
Spiny Crayfish,

Rondale Partnership appealed against the Council's decision to
- grant the open-cut application, to the Land and Environment Court,
The hesring of the Court 1s scheduled for May 1986, but in the
meentime Mehilo Pty, Ltd. is carrylng out a study of the 'squatic
'environment requested by the Tallaganda Shire Council, to support
their application,

To explain ths background of the case: the Mongarlowe River and
its tributary creeks and streams have a long history of gold mining.
The river is a tributary of the ShOalhaven, rising in the coast

runge south of Mt Clyde and running north pa2rallel to the Budawang
A ange to .Join the Shoa1h§veibeyond Cherleyong. As such it is =
source of water for 1iveetock some irrigation and household usesi
to the peorle who live near it. There is a motel &nd s small
township, Aongarlowe, as well as a number of Iarms, but settlement
-has declined since the exhaustion of the alluvial -and deeper gold
dep051ts. A propcsal for a major dam at Welcome Weef, on the
Shoalhaven below its junction with the Mongarlowe to augment Sydney 5
water eu“ply, hns been roetponed several times. An environmental
"impact statement was commissioned over the damgéfeafby the Metropolitan
. Water and Bewerege Board and completed some yeers ago, but there is
still no firm indication of a drte of commencement However, part
of the banks of the Mongarlowe and of some streams 1ikely to be
flooded by the. dam's waters are now designated.Crown recraation
reserve,
Mining in the area was mainly alluvial but there are zlso a
number of old shafts whose tailings heaps scar the landscape,
still unvegated and a number of other rellces of mining such as
gullies, disused roads and tracks, and old sluice dams. ' feanwhile,
subdivision has brought in 2 number of smallholders attracted by
the beauty of the arez znd the comparative cheapnese of lund which

is mostly too poor to cowmand high pricee. .hOWBVer, a number of

properties carry livestock and contribute;tdilocalX@aetoralfproduction.h
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There is some tourism, especially for trout®fishing and gossicking;
Abut the latter is prohibited in wildiife refuge aress and dredging,
though it occurs, is mostly illegal. The application by Mehilo
was unwelcome to & number'ef people who saw thzt a resumption of
mining would threaten their peaceful occuvations and their land.

- Mehilo may have relied or the dredging oreration to supply a
continuing source of cavital to develovo the oven cut.. Tts balance
sheet as at 30 June 1984 shouea total assets of only $21,000
including fixed aesets and it had no cash at bank. The environmentezl
study it had been'directed to carry out wae far from coﬁelete when
the six-month entry permit to the Rondale Dartnershin s land ended
“in. February 1986, and it applied to the Chief Mining Warden for an
exten51on for another three months. This was granted, against the
oﬁjectidn of the Rondale Partnership, which contended that the firm
had dene very little in the time snd pointed out that the exteénsion
seemed to contravene'frovieions of the Mines Act 1973, Rondale:
Dartnershlp was notified of the extension in a letter from the
Warden dated 6th March 1986.

On that same date, Rondale received from Mehilo Pti, Ltd,
a document showing that on-the 20th of Februsry 1986 the firm had

been glven a8 lease to mine gold and mercury over five areas, totalling

sbout 13 ha, on the Mongarlowe banks. O(_these areas, one is an
old minlng site above a gully running to;the rivef, three are
below old mine workings on gullies to the river, and one is on an
- 0ld mine working in a flood-prone site on the river bank. .
The partnership was’especially alafmed because they‘ﬁad-just
‘receifed information‘on the high toxicity of mercury, This
had reached them fr°m the Department of Zoology, Monash Univereity,'

.whlch they had requested for advice 1n case the mercury mentioned

in. the dredging application would affect their water supply if
disturbed, Dr P.S. Lake wrote in reply:



Unse_History of a Shocker L

'In my opinion, it seems as if the M ngarlowe River hos been
contaminsted by mercury from past dredging. If this is so, then
the last thing that is needed is re-dredging. Such a step would
most probably remobilise the sedimented mercury and create a new
pollution hazsrd. Mehilo Pty. Ltd., if they were allowed to
dredge the Mongarlowe River, wonld be doing a great community
disservice, and threatening a viable population of Macquarie
Perch - a fish whose future survival is the-cauaqbdfcéonsiderable
concern by freshwater biologists.'

The #nndale Pertnership'e concern over the Prig‘nal dredging
application was now repleced by concern over an actuél mining leacse
over their land, which was evidently contaminated by a highly toxic
heavy metal, Mercury contamination was the cause of the tragic
Minamata Bay outbrask some years ago. They had no cause t& velieve
that Mehilo Pty. Ltd, had either the capitel cr the mining expertise
to contain the disturbed mercury in the mining tailings on their
land; they had had no chance to protest or to objegt; and they now
learned for the first time that mercury was present in their land
as well as in the'fiver sediments in their water supply.

§ Merchry wab used extens;vely in amalgéméﬁion p;ocesseé'to
extract gold and silver during early goldmining in New South Wa}es
and Victoria but was superseded by the Australian-invented cyanide
$as process early this century an&-is now seldom uspd. Cyanide,
though a highly poisonous process, is easily converted to harmless
thiocyanate in the human body unless taken in massive doses. Mercury
is much more hazardous, affecting the nerﬁous system and crossing
the placepta to poisén the unborn child. Inorganie mercury in water
is quickly converted to alk&mercurials through microbial action and
enters the food chain, concentrating finally in larger predatory
fish, The recommended 'derived working lefel' in drinking water

is as low as 0,002 mg/1/(l) Note: / and World Health Organisation
standards are even more stringent, requiring no£ more than 0,001

mg/l. 'It should be recognised that the concentration of mercury
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\/ ‘system since the majority would be expected in the semimenté or’
absorbed by aquatic life,' notes the publication. (P, 52)
Dr Lake provided an erticle to the Rondale Partnership on work
. done on mercury contamination of the Lerderderg River in Victoria
from an abandoned gold field which states that -
'significant levels of mercury sre known to be contained
in the tailings from zmalgamztion orerations ..., It has
been egtimsted thst the wight of mercury cunsumed in the
amalgamation procese is of the same orcer =s the weight of
gold recovered, On this basis the potential mercury
contamination from old gold-mining aress can reach major
proportions. Although it is meny years since most Australian
gold mines ceased operations, tailings dumps are still
. prominent features of the local landscape. Meterial from
other dumps has been removed and possibly used for road
surfacing or as filling materdials in creeks and gullies.
- Thus there is potential for a continuing release of mercury

from these tailings into adjzcent zqustic environments,!
/ (2) Note:/ ,

This.certainly applies to the old diggings along the Mongaflowe._

The Fondale Partnership believes that the Department of Mineral .
Resources hnet have known 1h advance of the presexce of mercury in
the afeas'dﬂ‘or_belOw ol@ mine workings, YétAthey grantgd_(without
EIS or previous 'ngtificat‘i’on tor'the public) the lease for gold and
mercury to Mehilo, thus pre-empting the result of the récqmmended aquatic
environméntal study and of the decis;on of-the_Land and Envirogment
Court on the action in progress, Moreover,.though the holding of an
actual leése must confer the-right'fb entry on ite holder, the Warden
has extended theltérm of the 'permit to énter' granted to Mehilo @ and
has done so while thé le=se has apparently actually#come into force -
‘a lease which extends to %he'end\o{ 1995, fiﬁe years after the date
to which conétruction'of‘the We%cqgé Reef dam has apparentiy-beeg

postponed. S . : :
A1l these apparently contradicbdbyy and secretive actions by

the Department of Mineral Resources have given much cause for concern
to dwellers albng'fhe Mongarlowe , . We hope to hold a public meeting
" in Braiwwood ho question'thé whole issue‘;"and its possible bearing on



-

Czsc History of a S¥¥cker &5

the dives and future of others beside the people on the old

£ . .
gold diggings near the Mongarlowe, Come to that meeting, It
will be advertised in loczl papers and the Canberra Times. aud

w® b Aeoad O T L\a,Qﬁéj oo M&b&-@"%&aﬁ.ﬁ_h
C/Q‘UQ) o '7, ’yc',(f)b,;\, & A QﬁTﬁ ’qal'\q

Notes:
(1) .Compilstion of Australian Wster Suslity Criteris s Barry T, Hart
- fustrclisn Water Resources Commission, Technical Paper No, 7
A.G.P,S. Canberra 1974,

(2) Mercury Contamination of ths Lerderderg River, Victoria,
Auptralia, from a&n Absndoned Gold Field, B.M. Bycroft,

' B.A.W. Coller, G.B. Deacon, D.J. Coleman, & P.S, Lake,

Environ., Pollut, Ser. A. 0143-1471/82/0028-0135{802.75
Applied Science Publishers Ltd. England, 1982, Printed in
Great Britain, ' .
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Newsbulletin December 1986
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59% 1. The Land and Environment Court upheld the appeal against
% 8?% Mongarlowe River gold and mercury mining.
E%}% As a result of the long series of hearings of the Land
g 20 and Environment Court, the appeal by Ron Broomham and Dale
2. [0 Owen against the Tallaganda Shire Council and Mehilo Pty Ltd
zZa% has been upheld.
202
5 5%

m

)

The attached copy of the judgement by Mr Justice P L Stein
of the Land and Environment Court of New South Wales is fairly
self-explanatory. The result is that:

(1)

The original consent given by the Tallaganda Shire Council

to the development application is void.

(ii) Despite the mining lease granted by the Department of
Mineral Resources, Mehilo cannot mine without a new
development application to council, a new environmental

impact statement and the usual public appeal process. Unlike

the original, a new environmental impact statement would
need to address the question of mining for mercury on the

land area and its likely effects on the Mongarlowe River.
Any new development application will be advertised in the

Tallaganda Times by council and a further newsbulletin will
be issued to keep this group up to date.
2. Mineral Resources Report

The Department of Mineral Resources has produced a 100 page

report entitled "Water Pollution Hazard - Mongarlowe River" (Report
GS 1986/071). It is perhaps indicative of the Department's

intentions towards the Mongarlowe area that effort has been
expended on such an exercise.
include:

Ron Broomham and Dale Owen and Dr P S Iake from Monash
University have examined this report and found many flaws. These
(1)

Too little time was taken for an adequate field study and
too few samples were taken for reliable results.
(ii)

Mercury, having a high specific gravity, will sink with
time. Despite this and the fact that the mining lease
permitted work to 30 metres, samples of soil were taken
only from the top 1.5 metres.

(iv)

(iii) The technique used to dry stream sediment samples is unusual
when testing for mercury and could result in considerable
mercury loss before the test is performed on samples.
The report uses an old, overseas reference to imply that
little or no mercury was used in the Mongarlowe area, yet
the Department of Mineral Resources itself had granted a
lease including mercury extraction.

Copies of the report can be obtained from The Publications
Officer, Department of Mineral Resources, G.P.O. Box 5288,
Sydney, N.S.W., 2C0l for $14.50 plus $5.00 handling.

' Anyone interested in photocopied extracts from the report
and copies of the critiques of Broomham/Owen and Lake should
contact Ron Broomham and Dale Owen on 048.422357 or at P.0. Box 13,
Braidwood, N.S.W., 2622



