
Some Facts About Coal Seam Gas 
Salt and other contaminants 

• Coal seam gas (CSG) water (also known as ‘associated’, ‘produced’ or ‘formation’ water) is 
regarded as a waste by-product. 

 

• CSG water quality is generally high in sodium and contains many other contaminants. 
 

• Each megalitre of CSG water brings up 5 – 8 tonnes of salt i previously stored safely 
underground. 

 

• The Queensland government estimates that 126,000 – 350,000 megalitres of associated 
water will be extracted per year - along with  630,000 – 2,800,000 tonnes of salt. 

 

• Detailed plans for use or disposal of these huge quantities of salt are lacking. Burial is 
proposed as a last resort.  

 
• Good quality agricultural soils are ruined by contact with untreated CSG water.  

 

• Treatment by reverse osmosis removes salt but not all of the other contaminants. 
 

• Re-injection is energy-intensive and expensive, and over the life of a gas field, risks the 
contamination of aquifers. 

 
Large volumes of CSG water must be removed from coal seams to allow gas to flow.  
 
In 2010 the Queensland Government decided to ban the evaporation of this water from large 

earth dams. The preference is to find economically beneficial uses for it. 
 
The water must now be stored until it can be treated, used or re-injected into an aquifer holding 

poor quality water.   
 
If CSG water is accidentally released – through the failure of a dam wall or a spill – it could 

damage aquatic life in rivers and wetlands that depends on freshwater. 
 

If untreated CSG water comes into contact with high clay content soils, such as those on the 
Darling Downs, Central Queensland grain belt and NSW Liverpool Plains, the soil becomes 
impervious to water. Plant roots cannot penetrate. The soil becomes useless for agriculture.ii 

 
CSG water may also contain heavy metals, carcinogens such as benzene, toluene, ethylbenzene 
and xylene, and radioactive chemicals that are naturally present in coal seams.iii  Some of these 

highly toxic substances bio-accumulate – that is, they are concentrated as they move up the food 
chain.   
 

Treatment by reverse osmosis can make CSG water fit for purposes including stock watering, 
irrigation and town water supply. But it is expensive and energy intensive.  
 
There is also the problem of how to dispose of the concentrated brine that remains. 
 
Reverse osmosis does not remove some of the other contaminants. The Queensland DERM 
authorises CSG companies to dispose of certain amounts and concentrations of these toxic 
substances by discharging them into creeks and rivers.iv 

 



While individual releases may not cause serious damage, the total cumulative impact of discharges 

from all sites is unknown because Environmental Impact Studies only assess individual projects.  
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