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Subject Draft Mineral Regulatory Guideline MG39 (June 2026) 

Executive summary 

Cement Concrete & Aggregates Australia (CCAA) supports the Department for Energy and Mining's 
objective of improving the quality, consistency and efficiency of groundwater impact assessments. 
Clear guidance can reduce rework, improve environmental outcomes and give proponents greater 
certainty about the information needed for an application or operational program. 

CCAA's principal concern is that the draft guideline is largely framed around the risks, data needs and 
modelling practices of major mines, but is also intended to apply to extractive mineral quarries. 
Without a clearer tiered pathway, its broad language could result in low-risk quarry proposals being 
required to undertake disproportionate baseline investigations, install monitoring wells or obtain 
specialist modelling even where operations remain demonstrably above groundwater and there is no 
credible Source-Pathway-Receptor connection. 

CCAA's recommended outcome  Retain MG39 as non-mandatory guidance, but revise it to include 
a quarry-specific, risk-based screening pathway that permits a documented desktop assessment 
and early exit where groundwater interaction is not reasonably foreseeable. 

 

Priority recommendations 

1. Insert an explicit proportionality principle stating that the nature and level of assessment must be 
commensurate with the scale, setting, groundwater interaction and credible risk of the proposed 
operation. 

2. Create a quarry-specific screening pathway, aligned with TOR 003 and MG38, with clear low-, 
medium- and high-risk assessment requirements. 

3. Replace the universal two-metre trigger with a site-specific, evidence-based buffer assessment 
that considers uncertainty, geology, seasonal variability, excavation method and receptor 
sensitivity. 

4. Distinguish environmental risk from data uncertainty. A lack of regional or site-specific data 
should prompt proportionate gap analysis, not automatically convert a low-risk proposal into a 
high-risk proposal. 

5. Clarify that detailed baseline characterisation, monitoring wells, analytical modelling and 
numerical modelling are required only where justified by a credible Source-Pathway-Receptor 
connection and the consequences of impact. 

6. Separate mandatory statutory or Terms of Reference requirements from recommended better 
practice by consistently using 'must', 'should' and 'may'. 
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7. Provide service standards and documented outcomes for scoping and progressive regulator 
consultation, including expected response times and an agreed written scope that can be relied 
upon unless material new information emerges. 

8. Clarify how MG39 interacts with the Landscape South Australia Act 2019, water allocation plans, 
EPA requirements and Department for Environment and Water processes so proponents are not 
required to duplicate assessments. 

9. Acknowledge the limitations of SARIG, WaterConnect and the GDE Atlas and permit proponents to 
rely reasonably on government data, subject to stated limitations and proportionate verification. 

10. Include transitional arrangements and confirm that the guideline will not retrospectively expand 
approved PEPR, MOP or monitoring obligations without a material change in risk. 

1. About CCAA and the quarry sector 

Cement Concrete & Aggregates Australia is the voice of the heavy construction materials industry in 
Australia. CCAA members produce the majority of Australia's cement, concrete, and aggregates, 
which are crucial to Australia's building and construction sectors. These materials support the 
development of our nation's transport, energy, water, housing, defence, and social infrastructure. 

Oxford Economics estimates the cement, concrete and aggregates industry contributes $0.95 billion 
to South Australia’s Gross State Product and supports 4,479 jobs in FY2024–25 

South Australian quarries range from small, shallow operations to large and long-life sites. Their 
groundwater risk profiles vary materially. Many extractive operations do not involve dewatering, 
tailings storage facilities, waste rock dumps, chemical processing or groundwater supply wellfields. 
The regulatory pathway must recognise these differences and avoid importing major-mine 
assumptions into routine quarry assessments. 

2. General position 

CCAA supports the draft guideline's emphasis on conceptual hydrogeology, the Source-Pathway-
Receptor approach, early identification of relevant objectives and the selection of fit-for-purpose 
assessment tools. CCAA also supports the statements that not every mining operation has the 
potential to affect groundwater, that an environmental outcome is not required where no Source-
Pathway-Receptor connection exists, and that simple analytical approaches can be more transparent 
and cost-effective than complex numerical models. 

However, those principles are not carried consistently through the document. Several provisions could 
be read as establishing default investigations or regulatory triggers irrespective of the operation's scale 
and actual risk. This creates uncertainty for proponents and increases the prospect that guidance will 
be applied as a de facto mandatory standard. 

3. Detailed concerns and proposed amendments 

3.1 Scope and proportionality for extractive mineral quarries 

The draft acknowledges that the relevant local area may be much larger for a major mine or wellfield 
than for a small quarry (page 8), and it gives quarry-specific examples on pages 10 and 11. 
Nevertheless, most of the discussion is directed to open-pit and underground mines, dewatering, 
depressurisation, tailings, waste rock, mine water balances and numerical models. 

This framing risks setting an assessment benchmark that is inappropriate for a quarry that is shallow, 
dry, does not process material using contaminants, and is remote from sensitive groundwater 
receptors. The nature and level of groundwater assessment should be proportionate to the credible 

https://www.ccaa.com.au/CCAA/Public_Content/RESOURCES/Economic_Contribution_of_the_CCA_Industry_in_Australia_Report.aspx
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groundwater risk presented by the proposed operation. Not all quarries have the same potential to 
interact with or affect groundwater, and the guideline should provide a clear pathway that 
distinguishes low-risk extractive operations from projects involving significant groundwater 
interaction. 

CCAA recommends that MG39 include a dedicated extractive-minerals section or decision tree. As a 
first step, proponents should be able to undertake a desktop screening assessment using existing and 
reasonably available information, including SARIG, WaterConnect, available bore records, geological 
and hydrogeological information, groundwater-dependent ecosystem mapping and other relevant 
government-held or published data.  

New field investigations, monitoring wells or specialist studies should only be required where the 
desktop assessment identifies a credible groundwater interaction or a decision-relevant information 
gap that cannot reasonably be addressed using existing information, conservative assumptions or 
appropriate operational controls. 

Whether an operation is located within a prescribed wells area should also be a relevant consideration 
in determining the appropriate level of groundwater assessment.  

A low-risk quarry should be able to demonstrate, using available geological and groundwater 
information, that: 

• the proposed maximum excavation level is demonstrably above the seasonally high groundwater 
level, allowing for reasonable uncertainty; 

• there is no proposed groundwater abstraction or dewatering; 
• there is no credible contaminant source or hydraulic pathway; 
• there are no confirmed sensitive groundwater-dependent ecosystems or affected third-party bores 

within a risk-based area of influence; and 
• standard operational controls will maintain the separation from groundwater. 

Where those matters are demonstrated, the guideline should provide for an early exit from further 
groundwater assessment, subject to a suitable unexpected-groundwater-intersection management 
response. 

3.2 The two-metre trigger is too prescriptive 

Part 2 states that where mining is proposed beneath, or within two metres of, the seasonally high 
water table, groundwater users and groundwater-dependent ecosystems must be addressed. 
Elsewhere, the draft uses a quarry example involving a two-metre separation and indicates that the 
risk is sufficiently low that no outcome is required (pages 10-11). The practical status of the two-metre 
distance is therefore unclear. 

A fixed two-metre threshold may be a useful initial screening indicator, but it should not operate as a 
universal regulatory trigger or safe-harbour. Its adequacy depends on matters including the reliability 
and age of groundwater data, seasonal range, fractured or karstic geology, perched water, excavation 
depth tolerances, blasting, pit drainage, climate variability and receptor sensitivity. 

CCAA recommends that the guideline describe two metres as an indicative screening distance only. 
The required separation should be supported by site-specific evidence and a proportionate 
uncertainty allowance. A proponent should be able to justify a smaller or larger buffer based on the 
site's risk profile. 

3.3 Uncertainty should not automatically equal high risk 

The screening table on page 9 appears to classify a hydrogeological setting that is not well understood 
or supported by adequate data as 'high' risk. Page 6 also states that, where the Source-Pathway-
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Receptor connection remains uncertain because of outdated well information or a lack of regional 
data, an outcome, controls and a draft measurement criterion must be proposed. 

This conflates uncertainty with environmental risk. Data gaps are relevant, but they do not of 
themselves establish a credible pathway or a material consequence. In areas with sparse government 
data, this approach could require monitoring infrastructure or environmental outcomes for otherwise 
low-risk quarries solely because regional information is unavailable. 

CCAA recommends a two-axis assessment: first, the likelihood and consequence of groundwater 
impact; and second, confidence in the available information. The response to low confidence should 
be proportionate to the underlying risk. Options should include conservative assumptions, targeted 
field verification, staged excavation controls or a hold point before approaching an identified 
groundwater level, rather than default installation of monitoring wells. 

3.4 Baseline data requirements require qualification 

Page 8 lists detailed baseline information, including aquifer hydraulic properties, recharge and 
discharge mechanisms, connectivity, potentiometric maps, hydrographs for all wells in the regional 
setting, groundwater dependent ecosystem (GDE) condition and value, and surveys of local 
groundwater use. These may be appropriate for a major mine with a predicted zone of influence, but 
they should not be treated as a minimum dataset for every quarry. 

The phrase 'all wells within the regional hydrogeological setting' is particularly broad. It could extend 
well beyond any plausible impact zone and create substantial data validation and land-access 
burdens. 

CCAA recommends qualifying each data item with 'where relevant and proportionate to the credible 
impact pathway'. The assessment area should be based on a preliminary conceptual model and 
plausible area of influence, with expansion only where screening identifies a need. 

3.5 Status of guidance and use of mandatory language 

The draft states that it is not intended to prescribe the methods proponents should use, but it 
repeatedly uses mandatory terms such as 'must' and 'required'. Some requirements derive from the 
Mining Act 1971, Mining Regulations 2020 or applicable Terms of Reference; others appear to be 
departmental expectations or recommended practice. 

CCAA recommends a drafting convention that clearly distinguishes: 

• 'must' - a legislative or applicable Terms of Reference requirement, with the source identified; 
• 'should' - the Department's recommended approach, from which a proponent may depart with 

reasons; and 
• 'may' - an optional method or example. 

MG39 should also state that it does not create additional statutory obligations, and that an alternative 
approach will be accepted where the proponent demonstrates that it is fit for purpose. 

3.6 Scoping and consultation need dependable regulatory outcomes 

CCAA supports early scoping. However, the draft recommends frequent consultations and multiple 
draft reports where numerical modelling is used, while also stating that consultation is not the forum 
in which final agreement is reached (page 17). Proponents may therefore incur substantial cost 
without certainty that the agreed approach will be accepted. 

The guideline should provide that scoping outcomes are recorded in writing, identify the agreed 
objectives, data requirements, method and review stages, and can be relied upon unless there is a 
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material change in the project, risk or information. DEM should also publish indicative timeframes for 
feedback and identify a single coordinating regulatory contact. 

3.7 Government data, Groundwater Dependent Ecosystem (GDE) mapping and 

verification 

The practical SARIG instructions are useful, but the guideline should more clearly acknowledge 
limitations in bore locations, construction details, reference elevations, monitoring periods, seasonal 
coverage and the currency of records. The draft appropriately notes that most GDE Atlas entries are 
potential GDEs whose status should be confirmed (page 19). 

Confirmation effort should be proportionate. A mapped potential GDE should not automatically be 
treated as a confirmed receptor. Desktop review, vegetation or ecological information and 
hydrogeological plausibility should be used to determine whether field investigation is warranted. 
Where a proponent has reasonably relied on government-held information and disclosed its 
limitations, the absence or poor quality of that information should not itself be treated as non-
compliance. 

3.8 Cumulative impacts and access to third-party information 

The screening table asks whether cumulative groundwater impacts from other mines and water users 
are likely. CCAA supports consideration of credible cumulative impacts, but proponents may not have 
access to pumping rates, operating plans, water-use data or models held by other parties. 

The guideline should limit the obligation to information that is publicly available or reasonably 
obtainable, and clarify DEM's role in coordinating access to relevant government-held information. 
Proponents should not be expected to model speculative third-party activities. 

3.9 Avoid duplication across regulatory regimes 

The guideline notes that groundwater taking in prescribed areas may also require authorisation under 
the Landscape South Australia Act 2019. Quarry projects may additionally engage water allocation 
plans, EPA requirements and separate Department for Environment and Water processes. 

MG39 should describe how information prepared for one process can be used in another, identify the 
lead agency for groundwater issues and commit to coordinated requests for information. The same 
baseline study or model should not be reformatted or repeated unless a genuine statutory difference 
requires it. 

3.10 Costs, consultants and modelling expectations 

The draft correctly recognises that complex numerical models can be costly, data-intensive and 
ambiguous, and that higher consultant cost does not necessarily produce a better assessment. Those 
observations should be translated into a clearer assessment hierarchy. 

CCAA recommends the following preferred sequence: 

11. conceptual hydrogeological assessment and Source-Pathway-Receptor screening; 
12. simple conservative calculations or analytical assessment where needed; 
13. targeted data collection to resolve decision-relevant uncertainty; and 
14. numerical modelling only where the scale, complexity and consequence of predicted impacts 

justify it. 

The recommendation that proponents ask consultants how extra costs will be covered if government 
later finds the assessment not fit for purpose (page 17) is a commercial contracting matter and should 
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be removed or reframed. The more important safeguard is a clear written scope, timely regulator 
feedback and transparent acceptance criteria. 

3.11 Monitoring, closure and existing operations 

Monitoring and closure requirements should be linked to identified impacts and outcomes. Low-risk 
quarries with no credible groundwater interaction should not be required to establish long-term 
groundwater monitoring merely because data are limited. 

The final guideline should include transitional provisions. It should apply prospectively to new 
applications and material changes in operations. It should not be used to reopen approved PEPRs or 
MOPs, add new monitoring obligations or alter agreed outcomes in the absence of a material change 
in risk or evidence of an emerging impact. 

4. Proposed quarry assessment pathway 

Tier Indicative characteristics Proportionate assessment Expected outcome 

Tier 1 
Low risk 

Excavation demonstrably above 
groundwater; no dewatering; no 
credible contaminant pathway; no 
confirmed sensitive receptor in 
plausible influence area. 

Desktop conceptual assessment 
using available data; 
documented uncertainty 
allowance; operational hold 
point or unexpected-water 
response where appropriate. 

Early exit. No groundwater 
outcome, monitoring wells 
or modelling unless site 
evidence indicates a 
pathway. 

Tier 2 
Moderate risk 

Excavation near groundwater, 
uncertain separation, local bores or 
plausible GDE connection, but 
impacts limited and hydrogeology 
reasonably simple. 

Targeted verification, 
conservative analytical 
assessment and proportionate 
baseline monitoring focused on 
identified receptors. 

Site-specific controls, 
measurable outcome where 
required, and monitoring 
matched to the predicted 
impact. 

Tier 3 
Higher risk 

Excavation below groundwater; 
dewatering or abstraction; sensitive 
receptors; complex hydrogeology; 
significant contamination or 
cumulative-impact potential. 

Detailed investigation and 
modelling commensurate with 
complexity; staged regulator 
review; comprehensive baseline 
and monitoring plan. 

Formal outcomes, 
measurement criteria, 
controls and adaptive 
management. 

5. Requested drafting changes 

Topic Requested change 

Purpose and status Add an opening statement that MG39 is guidance, does not create additional legal 
obligations, and permits alternative fit-for-purpose approaches. 

Applicability State clearly which application and operational pathways MG39 applies to, and provide 
separate expectations for extractive mineral quarries. 

Proportionality Insert a governing principle that assessment effort must be commensurate with scale, 
credible pathways, receptor sensitivity, consequence and confidence. 

Two-metre distance Define it as an indicative screening distance, not an automatic outcome or investigation 
threshold. 

Uncertainty Use a separate confidence rating and allow staged, conservative or operational responses 
where the underlying environmental risk is low. 

Baseline information Qualify listed data requirements by relevance and define the study area by the plausible zone 
of influence. 

GDEs Distinguish mapped potential GDEs from confirmed groundwater-dependent receptors and 
specify proportionate confirmation methods. 

Scoping Require written scoping records, response timeframes and a change-control process where 
DEM later seeks additional work. 

Agency coordination Explain how Mining Act, Landscape Act, DEW and EPA assessment requirements will be 
coordinated and reused. 

Transition Apply the final guideline prospectively and protect approved programs from retrospective 
uplift absent a material risk change. 
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6. Conclusion 

CCAA supports DEM's intention to improve groundwater assessment quality and reduce rework. With 
the amendments outlined above, MG39 could provide useful and practical guidance while maintaining 
strong environmental safeguards. 

The central change required is to make proportionality operational, not merely implicit. A small, dry 
quarry with no credible groundwater pathway should have a clear and defensible route to conclude its 
assessment without major-mine levels of investigation. Conversely, higher-risk projects should be 
subject to the detailed assessment and modelling warranted by their impacts. 

CCAA would welcome the opportunity to meet with DEM to discuss a quarry-specific screening 
pathway and to assist with testing the revised guidance against representative South Australian quarry 
scenarios. 


