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NINGALOO REEF 
Statement 

HON VINCENT CATANIA (Mining and Pastoral) [9.56 pm]:  Members will be aware that Western 
Australia’s iconic Ningaloo Reef has long been acknowledged worldwide as the longest fringing reef in 
Australia.  It is also important as the only fringing reef on the western side of any continental land mass on the 
planet.  The pristine waters around Ningaloo have global significance as a refuge for threatened itinerant marine 
animals such as whale sharks, humpback whales, turtles and dugongs.  Those waters are also home to more than 
200 species of coral, 500 species of molluscs and some 500 varieties of fish.  The Exmouth Gulf is a habitat for 
some of the best preserved arid zone mangrove systems in the world, sustaining an ambience of seagrass.  The 
area also supports a very successful prawn fishery as well as pearling and aquaculture industries, not to forget the 
ever-growing tourism industry in Exmouth.  The tourism income is generated largely by the attractions offered 
by Ningaloo Reef. 
When all that is taken into account, it may strike members as strange that specific research on this unique area 
has for so long been neglected by the federal government.  That is not to say that federal funding for marine 
research is nonexistent; quite the contrary.  The commonwealth funds many marine research centres, all of which 
are based on the east coast, associated with the Great Barrier Reef.  Since Ningaloo Reef was recognised as a 
hotspot for the development of Western Australia’s reserves of oil and gas, the area has been under ever-
increasing pressure.  Woodside’s project is a mere 22 kilometres off the Ningaloo Reef and BHP Billiton also 
has projects nearby.  This is all brought into sharp clarity with technology that allows lateral drilling; in other 
words, exploration companies can drill under the reef to search for oil and gas.  I suggest that the hysteria from 
the scientific community and environmentalists would be palpable if drilling operations for oil and gas were to 
be undertaken just 22 kilometres from the Great Barrier Reef.  However, marine research at Ningaloo Reef 
continues to be neglected at a time when there is little data to measure against the scale of impacts of planned 
petroleum exploration projects on the environment.  While the National Collaborative Research Infrastructure 
Strategy is expected to distribute some $542 million over the next two to three years, it is an insult to our 
wonderful natural attraction that none of the funds will be allocated to Western Australia for the protection of the 
Ningaloo Reef.  There are other potential sources of funding, such as the Commonwealth Environmental 
Research Facilities program, which receives $100 million annually, as well as the resources companies with 
plans for exploration of the area.   
On many occasions over the past five years, the Australian Labor Party’s green credentials have delivered better 
outcomes for the environment and for the benefit of the people of Western Australia.  One proposal that requires 
the support of both state and federal governments is for the Ningaloo ocean and research centre.  The chairman 
of the project steering group, Ian Laurance, whom some members may know, visited Canberra recently to make 
a timely and compelling case for federal government funding to commence construction of a research facility at 
Exmouth, estimated to cost $20 million.  I would like to acknowledge the tireless work done by Ian Laurance, 
Ronnie Fleay, Steve Yule and Simon Terry, with the support of Hon Jon Ford, in getting this research facility off 
the ground. 
I have received a reply from the Premier, who I might say has been an unflinching supporter of the environment 
in general and this proposal in particular, as has Hon Jon Ford.  The Premier has advised that the state fully 
supports the research proposal and the provision of on-the-ground infrastructure.  Premier Alan Carpenter is well 
aware that there is more work to be done and more checks and balances to tick off before we can say that 
Ningaloo Reef has been preserved for posterity.  I sincerely hope the state government’s bid, supported by the 
committee of the Ningaloo research centre, to the commonwealth to acquire the necessary federal funding to 
enable a terrestrial and marine research facility to be built at Exmouth will produce the desired result.  The cost 
to the state of such a centre, based at Exmouth, has been estimated to be $10 million, matched dollar for dollar 
by the federal government, making a total of $20 million.  Funding of this project is an essential course of action 
that we need to take in a bid to retain our wonderful natural asset as a drawcard for future generations of 
Australians who will undoubtedly want to enjoy the Ningaloo experience. 

House adjourned at 10.01 pm 
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