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Speech at Lismore Workers’ Club  March 2014 

Dr Wayne Somerville 

 
May our actions in coming months honour the traditional owners and their ancestors who 
have cared for this country for more than 50,000 years.   
 
My talk tonight comes with a health warning.  If we do not know how gas fields injure 
people, we cannot protect ourselves.  But this knowledge comes at a personal cost.   
 
We have to keep our hearts open to the suffering of the people in Tara, to the sad plight of the 
people John Fenton told us about.  But if we take even a part of their suffering into our lives, 
we could be harmed ourselves.   
 
As I speak to you about gas mining health impacts, I want you to keep reminding yourself that 
we will not allow this to happen here.  The best way for us to honour the suffering of others, 
to give meaning to what they are going through, is to bring the gas field madness to an end.   
 
At a meeting I attended in November, Metgasco CEO Peter Henderson told the Kyogle 
Mayor that if they find gas at Bentley they will build a gas field there and a pipeline up Lions 
Rd to Queensland.     
 
A gasfield at Bungabee near Bentley, at the head of the water systems that flow through Rock 
Valley, Kerrong and Lismore would inflict profound harm on our community and threaten the 
health of people who live here for generations to come.   
 
This is an unprecedented, high risk, radical plan by a few extremists who are looking to profit 
at the expense of many.   
 
Metgasco’s plan defies commonsense and violates every decent conservative principle of 
protecting that which already exists and is truly precious. 
 
We are Bob Menzies ‘forgotten people’, the farmers, small business owners, teachers, artisans 
who the Liberal party was formed to protect, and we are being sacrificed in the interests of 
mining companies.   
 
The people most vulnerable to mental health impacts are those who care deeply for our 
country and its people.   
 
Impacts include: Damage to ‘Mother Earth’; loss of ‘Nature's gifts of beauty rich and rare’; 
loss of economic and personal rights, such as control over one’s own property; damage to 
private businesses and livelihood; diminished land values and legacy for children; debased 
lifestyles due to noise and light pollution, traffic’; and, dealing with illness and injury of self, 
family members, friends and animals. 
 
But tonight, I will focus on physical health impacts.   
 
Gas burns cleaner than coal, but this benefit to consumers is paid for many times over by 
Australians who are exposed to dangerous pollution where the gas is mined and processed.   
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Gas mining contaminates air, water and soil with drilling chemicals and muds, flared and 
vented gases, fugitive emissions, contaminants removed by filtration, machinery exhaust, and 
waste water evaporation and disposal.  
 
This pollution exposes communities to a complex mix of persistent, bio-accumulative, toxic, 
carcinogenic, mutagenic, teratogenic and hormone disrupting pollutants.  These can seriously 
injure health even in minute quantities, measured in parts per billion. 
 
Mariann has told you about these dangerous substances. I will talk about a couple. 
 
In gas fields, dust and particulates are especially dangerous because they absorb toxic 
chemicals from the surrounding air.  If inhaled, these particulates take chemicals deep into the 
body.  Particles that fall to the ground can be tracked into the house, where they can be 
inhaled after vacuuming.  In US doctors seeing new forms of disease. 
 
Research in the US tells us that if fracking is used at Bentley dangerous silicate particles will 
be released into the air.  When I met Peter Henderson, I asked if he would tell us when 
fracking was going to take place so people could protect themselves.  Mr Henderson ignored 
my request.  If trucks of sand arrive in Bentley it is important that the people there monitor 
the direction of wind and stay away from windborne particulates. 
 
But gas mining creates an even more profound threat to health by exposing people to massive 
amounts of pollutants that can affect human hormone systems. 

In our bodies, tiny amounts of hormones control basic functions such as digestion, growth, 
emotions, sexual development, reproduction, sleep and the immune response.  

About 100 of the chemicals used in gas mining are known or suspected to be hormone-
disrupting.  Exposure to tiny amounts of these substances can profoundly damage health and 
increase the risk of birth defects, cancer, and neurological and other diseases, especially in 
children. The health effects can span generations.  
 
It takes a long time to get a paper published in a peer reviewed journal, but the CSG health 
report I wrote last year is already out of date.   
 
Research documenting the dangerous effects of exposure to gas field hormone disrupting 
substances seems to be arriving every few weeks now.  
 
Recently, Kassotis and associates reported a strong association between unconventional gas 
mining and the presence of moderate to high levels of hormone-disrupting chemicals in the 
Colorado River and aquifer systems used for human consumption.   
 
About a month ago, in a major study in Colorado, McKenzie and colleagues found a 
relationship between heart and neural tube defects in newborn children and the distance that 
their mother lived from gas wells.  
 
As Dr David Brown explained, understanding gas field toxicology is complicated because the 
health effects of many chemicals are unknown, chemicals interact in complex unknown ways, 
and some agents allow chemicals that would not normally do so to enter the brain 
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To understand the CSG health threat, you have to think beyond wells and pipes.  Pollution 
from mining chemicals and substances liberated from coal seams are bad enough, but the true 
horror lies in the pollutants created by the gas mining process.  
 
I will talk about air pollution first.   
 
Arrow Energy estimated that the air pollution from their Dalby gasfield for one year included 
140,000 kg of carbon monoxide, 13,000 kg of formaldehyde, and 30,000 kg of volatile 
organic compounds, plus a lot more. 
 
But these figures are dwarfed by the pollution created by a processing plant like the Kenya 
Compressor Station in Tara. 
 
These stations take CSG from a number of wells, remove water and ‘impurities’, and 
compress the gas.  If Metgasco establishes a gasfield at Bentley, massive compression stations 
will be required to process the gas and pump it to Ipswich.     
 
Thanks to Chris Walker of Cawongla Road I now have two ways to give you a sense of the 
scale of the massive pollution created by CSG compressor plants. 
 
Is Chris Walker in the audience tonight? Does anyone here know Chris Walker? Does ‘Chris 
Walker’ even exist?  
 
Mr Walker’s 20 February letter to the Echo is a good example of the tactics used by the gas 
mining industry  Attack the credibility of scientists and then mislead with dodgy statistics. 
 
Mr Walker wrote:  
 

‘Dr Wayne Somerville.  As a doctor, you are supposed to be a man of science and 
should know the rigours of scientific analysis, procedure and disclosure.   

 
‘I think we are using the same source at npi.gov.au so to put things into perspective, 
hospitals produced 540,000 kg of oxides of nitrogen in 2011-2012.  Agricultural 
machinery 870,000 kg, lawn-mowing 940,000 kg, dairy product manufacture 630,000 
kg, just to name a few.  The internet is a good source of information but it is also a 
brilliant source of disinformation and propaganda.’   

 
Well, yes Mr Chris Walker, it certainly is. 
 
Mr Walker talks about lawnmowers, agricultural equipment and hospitals because he is trying 
to normalise CSG pollution.  He wants you to get the impression that this is nothing out of the 
ordinary.  Not particularly dangerous; nothing to be concerned about.  
 
But Mr Walker does not tell you that the figures he quotes are for the pollution created by all 
hospitals in Australia, every lawnmower in Australia, and all agricultural equipment across 
the country. 
 
In reality, the figures quoted by Mr Walker offer no comfort at all.  
 
How reassured do you feel knowing that a single CSG compressor plant up the valley from 
Lismore will each year produce much more air pollution than all the hospitals in Australia?   
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Can you imagine hospitals as far as the eye can see, from Bentley to Casino, operating at the 
head of Lismore’s watershed? 
 
Do you feel better knowing that a single CSG processing plant in the Bentley gas field would 
each year create similar pollution to that created by all the agricultural machinery in 
Australia? That’s every combine, every tractor, every generator etc.  
 
Where we live, if the wind is in the right direction we can smell it when our neighbour burns 
plastic in his rubbish.  Would you want the exhaust from every lawnmower in Australia 
drifting down onto Lismore? 
 
And of course Mr Walker doesn’t tell you that the Kenya plant emits five times more Volatile 
Organic Compounds, including BTEX, than all the hospitals in Australia combined.   
 
Let’s look at the scale of the pollution created by the Kenya Plant in Tara in another way.   
 
I’ll give you the drum on this.  1 litre of water weighs 1 kilogram, so when full, this drum 
(holds up 20 litre drum) weighs 20 kg. So, from calculations based on the specific gravity of 
water:  
 
Particulate Matter (5,400 kg)          270 drums            113.4 m high 
Formaldehyde (47,000 kg)         2,350 drums                     987 m 
VOCs incl. BTEX (110,000 kg)     5,500 drums                     2,310 m high 
Carbon monoxide (520,000kg)      26,000 drums       10,920m high 
 
Oxides of Nitrogen (840,000kg), 42,000 drums, 17,640m high  That’s twice the height of Mt 
Everest. 
 
That’s just some of the air pollution from one CSG plant for one year.  QGC plans to have 24 
such plants by the end of this year, and QGC is not the only company in this business.   
 
Metgasco’s Bentley gas field will require a number of such plants, but when I asked Mr 
Henderson why he claimed that the Northern Rivers would not be exposed to pollution similar 
to that in Queensland, he would not answer. 
 
How safe can this be in cropping and grazing areas?  No one knows whether gas field 
pollutants are contaminating the human food chain.  How much CSG pollution settles onto 
pastures with the morning dew?   
 
Regulators don't look because they don't want to know – and our health and agricultural 
industries are put at risk.  
 
Imagine living near a Northern Rivers gas field.  With compressor plants operating in your 
valley, your family’s health will depend on the weather, the direction of the wind and the time 
of day.  Be very concerned on foggy mornings when the damp night air settles in your valley.  
 
No ‘2 km exclusion zone’ is going to protect Lismore from this. 
 
A few weeks ago, an article in the Medical Journal of Australia claimed that CSG wastewater 
posed a risk to health even greater than that created by mining chemicals that contaminate 
aquifers. 
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Disposing of CSG wastewater is a real problem.  Spraying wastewater onto roads is a popular 
option in Queensland.  Or, of course, you can dump it into a river.  Metgasco dumped at least 
6.3 million litres of CSG wastewater into the Richmond River.   
 
Let's hope Metgasco never gets the kind of permit that allowed a Queensland company to 
dump over 80 toxic chemicals into the Condamine River over a period of 18 months.   
 
And we are talking about fair dinkum waste here  there's nothing airy fairy about dumping 
20,000 kg of Chlorobenzenes, 8,800 kg of Toluene, 6,500 kg of Xylene, 3,300 kg of 
Ethylbenzine, 876 kg of Cyanide, 219 kg of Uranium and much more into a river. 
 
Even if the Condamine flowed like the mighty Mississippi, this is a very, very, bad idea.  And 
this is one permit for one company.  We can't let them do this to our creeks and rivers.  
 
In Queensland, they add treated CSG wastewater to Chinchilla’s drinking water, even though 
reverse osmosis filtration cannot remove substances like chloroform, naphthalene and 
cadmium.   
 
But here in the Northern Rivers, according to Metgasco’s CEO Peter Henderson, we are truly 
blessed.   
 
Our CSG wastewater is not a problem  It's a product. 
 
According to Mr Henderson, Metgasco’s waste water is good to go straight out of the ground 
 suitable, with no treatment at all, for livestock use, and fit for agriculture and human 
consumption if salt levels are reduced.     
 
When I asked Peter Henderson for the scientific evidence that supported his extraordinary 
claim, he did not come up with any local chemical analyses, but instead pointed me to AGL’s 
Camden operation. 
 
Well, you would not want to drink the CSG wastewater in Camden, treated or not. 
 
In AGL’s CSG waste water, arsenic, barium, benzene and Total Petroleum Hydocarbons 
exceeded Australian Drinking Water standards 10 or more times.   
 
Strontium, nickel, lead, bromine, iodine, fluoride, methane, naphthalene, benzofluoranthene, 
and benzopyrene also exceeded drinking water guidelines. 
 
The Camden CSG waste water is treated at an industrial waste disposal plant.  No one could 
tell me what happens to the waste that is removed, but they use the treated water for making 
bricks.  Don't lick the bricks in Sydney.  
 
Of course, mining companies claim that ‘dilution is the solution’.  The Richmond River flows 
with so much water  the atmosphere above us is so huge  that any amount of pollution the 
gas miners create cannot make much difference.  
 
Well, it will.  Our atmosphere and rivers are not bottomless waste dumps. 
 
It is enough to make people sick. And it does. 
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Children are more vulnerable to gasfield pollutants than adults, and they are often the first to 
become ill.  Relative to adults, children are closer to the ground and are more likely to be 
active outside.   
 
Children drink more water, breathe more air and eat more food per kilo of body weight then 
do adults.  Children have a longer ‘shelf-life’, and their living longer than adults puts them at 
greater risk from illnesses such as cancer that take years to develop.   
 
As was the case with thalidomide, a child is particularly sensitive to gasfield pollutants during 
critical stages of development.  
 
In Australia, the residents of estates near Tara have become subjects in a terrible, de facto 
experiment on CSG health impacts.  Gas mining began in 2006, and since 2008 residents have 
suffered from exposure to pollutants.   
 
Toluene has been found in the air around Tara homes, and in 2013 a high level of a toluene 
metabolite was found in the blood of a young boy who lived in the Tara estates.   
 
Recent testing in Tara found the toluene metabolite and phenol, cresol, Poly aromatic 
hydrocarbons and methyl ethyl ketone in urine samples taken from a number of people.  
 
In 2013, Dr Geralyn McCarron interviewed 65 adults and 48 children in the Tara area.  Dr 
McCarron’s research gives us a glimpse of what life would be like if the Northern Rivers is 
turned into gasfields. 
 
Especially alarming are children's symptoms that suggest nervous system damage.   
 
About a third of the children reported symptoms of paraesthesia – that is, abnormal skin 
sensations usually associated with peripheral nerve damage.   
 
Almost all the children suffered from headaches, and for over half of the children the 
headaches were severe.  For many kids it is now normal to wake up with headaches.   
 
Eye problems and skin irritation, sometimes so severe that children want to rip their skin, are 
constant complaints.  Some children rub their fingers and complain of ants in their hands.   
 
Nearly a third of the children often bleed from the nose.  What peace of mind is possible for 
parents in a place where children come in from playing outside with nosebleeds if the wind 
blows from a particular direction, or where an adolescent suffers nosebleeds every day for 3 
months?   
 
Even more distressing was the finding that about a third of the littlies, aged 0 to 5 years, 
exhibited symptoms of twitching and unusual movements, poor colour and blueness of the 
mouth or limbs, sensations of numbness and sensory disturbance, clumsiness and lethargy.   
 
As Dr McCarron noted, these are not typical symptoms for children in rural areas. 
 
The Tara tragedy draws together all aspects of the CSG health issue.   
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The research of Dr Isaac Santos and Dr Damien Maher from Lismore’s Southern Cross 
University tells us that Tara is blanketed by fugitive CSG emissions.  The level of methane in 
Tara's air exceeded the previous world record set in a Siberian gas field. 
 
The research by Dr Mariann Lloyd Smith and the National toxics network informs us about 
the dangerous pollutants in gas fields.   
 
With the work of Dr Geralyn McCarron, we now have compelling scientific evidence that 
there is a high risk that operating gas fields in populated areas will cause catastrophic health 
impacts.   
 
I fear that SE Queensland’s gas fields will become toxic landscapes unfit for human 
habitation. 
 
CSG is the poison.  We are the antidote. 
 
The people of the Northern Rivers are not going to cop shattered communities and ruined 
country.   
 
In all great campaigns, there has to be a place where the tide turns.  The Northern Rivers is 
where the gas miners will be defeated for the first time. 
   
To succeed, Metgasco has to build a gasfield with hundreds of wells, connecting pipes and 
roads, compressor stations, and a pipeline with the local population resisting them every step 
of the way. 
 
Metgasco can only win if we give up and go away.  But we live here, and we are here to stay. 
 
We have to persevere until Minister Anthony Roberts and Premier Barry O'Farrell come to 
their senses and cancel Metgasco’s licences.  
 
This campaign is likely to be lengthy and gruelling, but we will win.  We need to cultivate 
patience, persistence and resilience.  We need to take a very determined, long-term view on 
this. Our task is to not only to survive, but to thrive and grow stronger as we go on. 
 
We need to manage our emotions wisely.  Anxiety warns us of danger. Anger and adrenaline 
give us the energy to fight off a threat.   
 
When you can't get your hands on the real cause of a danger, the anger and adrenaline can 
work against us.  Anger turned inward feeds depression.  Anger directed outward can harm 
innocent people – family, neighbours or other activists.  
 
Pressure is building and the stakes are high.  Many of us feel tired, irritable and ready for a 
fight.  But we must use our anger constructively and only direct the energy at the politicians 
and executives who are responsible for this mess. 
 
The police are an obvious, but inappropriate, target for anger.  The police also have an 
important part to play in this story.  
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A senior policeman told me that most of the police do not want gas fields here, where their 
families live.  Despite great provocation and hardship, at Doubtful Creek I witnessed many 
acts of respect and consideration between police and the community.   
 
We need to remember that the local police are our neighbours, treat them with respect and do 
everything we can to bring them along with us as we make history. 
 
Because we are making history and it is important that we stay true to our non-violent 
principles.  We are on the right side in this. We are acting for all the right reasons  for love 
of country and community.  This distinguishes us from the miners who do not care about the 
damage they do.  If we were to give in to hatred and violence, we would become like them. 
 
When people do a job well, we tend to sit back and let them keep on doing it.  But we now 
need new campaigners, new activists, and new people to step up.   
 
Think about what you can do and how you can help.  If you have never written to politician, 
now is the time.  Join an anti-gas group, spread the word.  Keep waking people up to the truth.   
 
To protect yourself during this demanding campaign, focus on victory, not horror.  The 
sadness that you felt when you heard John Fenton speak is real sadness.  If you imagine 
something frightening, the fear you experience is real fear.  There are so many sad stories and 
it is easy to feel overwhelmed with disturbing thoughts and images  but this can burn you 
out.   
 
Think about all of the good that will come from our victory.  Use these positive thoughts and 
images to motivate yourself.  We have every reason to be optimistic.  Be determined and 
support your friends and neighbours.  If you see a fellow campaigner struggling, help them to 
a safe place and reassure them that we will win this. 
 
A great good is coming out of all this effort and travail.  Annie Kia talks about the community 
having an immune response to the mining infection.  This experience is making our 
community stronger and better able to deal with the challenges that lie ahead. 
 
We are learning about unity in diversity.  Would it have been possible just a few years ago to 
imagine the way that this community has come together?   
 
People now think beyond the superficial.  It doesn't matter who you are, if you love this 
country, you are a mate.  
 
I feel privileged to be a part of this great movement.  We are making history and shaping the 
future.  
 
During this campaign I have met so many wonderful people and witnessed many acts of 
courage, determination and compassion. None of us can do this by ourselves.  We are all in it 
together, reliant on each other.  
 
I want to take this opportunity, on behalf of Susan and myself and all my family, to thank 
each and every one of you, and all the wonderful people who are in this with us, but not here 
tonight.   
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Please join me in thanking all the people around you for their contribution to this great 
campaign?   
 
Thank you one and all. 
 
 


