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and Minister for Science and Innovation
Email: environment@ministerial.qld.gov.au

19 November 2024

Dear Premier Crisafulli and Minister Powell,
RE: Protecting Queensland’s koalas from destructive new coal mines and expansions

We, the Queensland Conservation Council, Environmental Advocacy in Central Queensland,
Mackay Conservation Group, Capricorn Conservation Council, and the Environment Council of
Central Queensland, are part of a national network of organisations dedicated to protecting
the Queensland environment and species such as the koala, which are threatened by the
ongoing expansion of coal mining.

We congratulate you on your recent election victory and look forward to collaborating with
your government to protect Queensland’s unique environment. This letter addresses two
critical threats to the survival of the koala, as outlined in the National Recovery Plan for the
Koala®: land clearing and climate change. The Recovery Plan specifically warns that the most
western populations of koalas, including those in the Brigalow Belt, are at risk of extinction
within the next 50 years due to climate change.

We are particularly alarmed by the ongoing destruction of koala habitat from new and
expanding coal mines in the Bowen Basin. In addition to clearing vital habitat, these mines
contribute to greenhouse gas emissions, exacerbating the very climate change that threatens
koala survival. We would like to bring to your attention two recent reports that examine the
impacts of coal mining on koala populations:

1. Mapping Koala Habitat Disturbance in the Bowen Basin?, prepared by CQ University
academics, uses geographic information systems (GIS) analysis to highlight the rapid
decline of koala habitat due to mining-related activities. The report found that of the

1 National Recovery Plan for the Koala Phascolarctos cinereus (combined populations of Queensland, New South
Wales and the Australian Capital Territory) - DCCEEW
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estimated 8 million hectares of koala habitat in the Bowen Basin before European
settlement, only 1.1 million hectares of high-suitability habitat remains. Additionally,
proposed mines awaiting approval (as of June 2023) would impact approximately
42,500 hectares of remaining koala habitat.

2. Koalas or Coal Mines: How the Federal Government Can Help Save Australia’s Most
Iconic Species® identifies that just 19 of the proposed new coal mines in Queensland
will, if approved, destroy nearly 12,000 hectares of koala habitat while contributing
significantly to greenhouse gas emissions. The report underscores that the habitat loss
and carbon pollution caused by these mines pose a direct threat to koalas and the
broader environment.

While land clearing for various purposes contributes to habitat loss, open-cut coal mining has
unique, long-lasting impacts. Not only does it destroy vast areas of habitat, but coal dust
pollution further degrades adjacent environments. Additionally, the permanent scars left by
mining can never fully restore the complex ecosystems koalas need to thrive, even after
rehabilitation efforts, which are typically geared toward low-level grazing.

Both reports also underscore the devastating impacts of climate change on koalas. Extreme
heat events, prolonged drought, and increased frequency of bushfires, such as those in 2019-
2020, directly affect koalas. In addition to heat stress, koalas face diminished food sources as
the nutritional quality and water content of eucalyptus leaves decline under higher
temperatures.

The 19 proposed coal mines in Queensland, if approved, would add over seven billion tonnes
of carbon emissions to the atmosphere, exacerbating climate change and threatening koala
survival. Moreover, there are many additional mine expansions in the Bowen Basin that have
not been referred for federal approval, which will further contribute to carbon emissions.

In addition to habitat destruction and climate change, coal mining also exacerbates indirect
threats to koalas. A recent report from the Central Queensland Koala Research team?
highlighted that in 2023 alone, 145 koalas were killed on a 51-kilometre stretch of the Peak
Downs Highway, a minor portion of the network of roads and rail lines serving Bowen Basin
mines. As habitat is cleared, koalas are forced to travel further in search of food and water,
increasing the likelihood of road and rail fatalities.

We understand the importance of coal mining to the regional economy, particularly in Central
Queensland, but we must also recognise that global demand for thermal and metallurgical
coal is already declining. According to the International Energy Agency?, the transition to a
net-zero emissions economy by 2050 can be supported by existing mines without the need
for new projects. Expanding coal production at this stage presents a high risk of stranded
assets, which could have severe economic consequences for workers and local communities.

3 https://assets.nationbuilder.com/queenslandconservation/pages/6165/attachments/original/1724113705/Koalas-
or-coal-mines-report-web.pdf

4 https://www.csiro.au/en/news/All/Articles/2024/November/Death-hotspot-koalas-Queensland

5 https://iea.blob.core.windows.net/assets/deebef5d-0c34-4539-9d0c-10b13d840027/NetZeroby2050-A
RoadmapfortheGlobalEnergySector CORR.pdf
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In light of these significant threats to koalas and the broader environment, we urge your
government to take immediate and decisive action:

1. Reject the approval of new and expanded coal mines, including:

o Whitehaven Coal’s Blackwater South coal project, which could clear up to 7000
hectares of koala habitat and release 1.6 billion tonnes of carbon pollution.

o Whitehaven Coal’s Blackwater Mine Northern Extension, which could clear 27
hectares of koala habitat and release 433 million tonnes of carbon pollution.

o BMA’s Peak Downs Mine continuation project, which could clear 1,200
hectares of koala habitat and release 2.8 billion tonnes of carbon emissions.

o Glencore’s Hail Creek Eastern Margin Extension, which could clear nearly 600
hectares of koala habitat (without specified carbon emissions).

o BHP/BMA'’s Saraji East project, which would clear over 1,160 hectares of koala
habitat and produce 442 million tonnes of carbon emissions.

o Baralaba Coal Company’s Baralaba South project, which could clear 27
hectares of koala habitat and release 98 million tonnes of carbon pollution.

2. Develop a comprehensive economic and employment transition plan for Central
Queensland’s coal mining workforce, which can support a sustainable economy
beyond coal extraction, positioning Queensland to benefit from global
decarbonisation trends.

3. Commit to no new coal mines and no further expansions of existing mines, as there
are already sufficient approved coal mines to meet both domestic and international
needs.

4. Extend the South East Queensland Koala Protection Strategy® to encompass all koala
populations across Queensland, ensuring coordinated action to protect our state’s
wildlife.

5. End the reliance on biodiversity offsets that allow for the destruction of critical koala
habitat without providing effective or immediate alternatives.

These actions will not only help save Queensland’s koalas but also protect other threatened
species and ecosystems that depend on the same habitats. Reducing carbon emissions will
improve the long-term wellbeing of Queenslanders, particularly in regional areas already
facing the impacts of climate change, such as increased insurance premiums, rising food costs,
and the escalating health risks of extreme weather events.

We would appreciate the opportunity to meet with you to discuss the opportunities for the
new Queensland government to act to save Queensland’s koalas from extinction, as well as
promoting healthy and sustainable regional economies.

6 South East Queensland Koala Conservation Strategy 2020-2025
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Kind regards,

Dr Coral Rowston
Director
Environmental Advocacy in Central Queensland

Dave Copeman
Director
Queensland Conservation Council

Christine Carlisle Imogen Lindenberg
President Climate Campaigner
Environment Council of Central Queensland Mackay Conservation Group

Sophie George
Coordinator
Capricorn Conservation Council




