Australia Court Blocks Giant Coal Mine on Human Rights Grounds
by James Fernyhough
Nov. 25, 2022 – An Australian court has blocked a proposal for a huge coal mine, saying the emissions produced by the fuel would threaten human rights. 
The Galilee Coal Project would add 1.58 billion tons of CO2 to the atmosphere over its lifespan -- more than triple Australia’s annual domestic emissions -- and impact the human rights of future generations, the Queensland Land Court ruled on Friday.
“Climate change was a key issue in this hearing,” the court said in its ruling.  “This Project alone is not the difference between acceptable and unacceptable climate change.  But 1.58 gigatons of CO2 is a meaningful contribution to the remaining carbon budget to meet the long-term temperature goal of the Paris Agreement.”
The landmark ruling is another blow for Australia’s A$120 billion (US$81 billion) coal export industry, less than a week after accusations that it falsified data about the quality and climate impact of its products.  The project’s biggest stakeholder, billionaire Clive Palmer, in August had another proposed mine rejected by the government.
The case is the latest in a line of lawsuits from the U.S. to the Philippines that seek to press governments and firms to hasten efforts to reduce greenhouse gas emissions.  Germany’s highest court last year forced lawmakers to bring forward the nation’s net zero goal by 5 years, after ruling that existing law put young people’s futures at risk by leaving most emissions cuts until after 2030.
The Galilee project proposed to develop the biggest thermal coal mine in the nation, with production of 40 million tons a year.  It’s the 1st time a Queensland coal mine has been blocked because of its climate impact, Alison Rose, a senior solicitor with the Environmental Defenders Office, which represented the plaintiffs, including indigenous groups, said by telephone.
The ruling was “very new for Australia” and would set a legal precedent for other proposed fossil fuel projects in Queensland, one of the largest coal exporting regions in the world, Rose said.  A similar case blocked a mine in New South Wales in 2019, but was later overturned.
Closely held Waratah Coal, the Palmer-controlled company developing the project, didn’t immediately respond to a request for comment.  The Queensland Resources Council, which represents Queensland’s coal sector, also declined to comment on the wider implications of the judgment.
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