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Lightning Ridge Opal Mining 
Home of the Black Opal & only place in the 

world that it is found 
Mining has been occurring since early 

1900s 
Opal deposits are not found in ‘seams’ but 

are scattered throughout the ridges 
It has a turn over of between $15 and $20 

million p.a. 
Major tourist attraction & economic driver 
Has some issues with residential use of the 

opal field 



Planning within a Mine Field 
Walgett Shire Growth Management 
Study and Strategy 
Walgett LEP 
Walgett DCP 
Unique planning challenges but 
involve standard planning issues 
Land Use conflict 
Mining & Dwellings & Agriculture 
Housing supply and servicing 
Urban expansion  
Infrastructure provision  









Mining for Opals 
Claim is applied for and granted then 
shaft sunk. 50m x 50m claim 
measured by tape and compass 
Shaft sunk into the ground up to 25m 
deep 
Access shaft and mine spoil shaft 
Then rock is extracted to find the 
‘colour’ 
Its scattered nature means that the 
mines cover a very large area 
When mining has finished the mines 
are backfilled and ‘rehabilitated’ 
 









Camps on the Opal Fields 
Opal fields are being mined and are not 

zoned for dwellings, nor were they a 
permitted use under part 4 EP&A Act 
The land is in the Western Division and 

on Western Lands Leases not freehold 
Within the ‘Preserved Opal Fields’ 

(traditional areas around Lightning Ridge, 
Old Coocoran, Carters, Grawin and 
Glengarry) people can live on the opal 
claim if they have a ‘claim for residential 
purposes’ issued by Dept. of Trade and 
Investment 
 





Camps on the Opal Fields 
Camps are located on mineral 
titles which sit on a Western Lands 
Lease for grazing 
No legal tenure for the ‘dwelling’ 
Miners pay the Western Lands 
Lease holder a fee to mine the land 
People who live on the claims can 
be in caravans, buses or well 
constructed dwellings 
 



Camps on the Opal Fields 
People who have a camp do not 
occupy it all year and 50% of them are 
occupied for 1-3 months each year 
Camps are scattered throughout the 
opal field and no legal access to a 
public road except over another claim, 
over crown land or over a Western 
Lands Lease 
No formed roads but are tracks that 
have evolved and not constructed to 
road standards nor maintained by 
Council  

 
 



Camps on the Opal Fields 
No access to reticulated water or 
electricity  
No reticulated or proper effluent 
disposal – usually over a former mine 
shaft 
Apart from Lightning Ridge, no access 
to social services or facilities 
A lot of people living on the claims are 
not miners and work in town but 
housing is cheap 



Camps on the Opal Fields 
Mineral claims for residential 
purposes do not require 
development consent because they 
are ancillary to the use of the land 
for mining 
DTI Mining are responsible and 
grant the approval for mineral 
claims 













Commercial Uses in the Mine Fileld 
These have grown up without consent 
Pubs, Shops, Motels all are within the 
mine field 
Council has been working with the 
owners to gain consent for them 
Because they are on a mineral claim 
issued under the Mining Act do not 
have title so no consent can be issued  



Converting Camps to WLL 
Government policy is to convert the 
Mineral Claims for Residential 
purposes to Western Lands Leases 
The Government has purchased the 
WLL surrounding these and converted 
them to reserves for access 
Still have issues associated with 
services, etc  
People living there expect that they 
will get services but they are still living 
in an active mining area 



Planning for Lightning Ridge 
Expansion 

Constraints to development 
Issues to consider 
Opal fields ring the town 
Existing camps and mines  
Abandoned mines  
Potential land subsidence 















Walgett Draft LEP and Mining 
Special Activities Zone for Preserved 
Opal Fields 
New LEP should sort out some of the 
issues but not all 
Codes SEPP issues 
Walgett used to heavily rely on SEPP 60  
Codes SEPP says that if near a mine all 
development cannot be complying 
Now all things in opal field is DA   
 



Planning within a mine field 
Planning for rural areas is difficult 
Planning in Lightning Ridge has the 
same issues but different 
Titles, land use conflict, 
government policy, infrastructure 
and services 
Planning is said to be a mine field 
at the best of times but here is 
literally is! 
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