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GERALDTON PORT AUTHORITY 
Statement 

HON DEE MARGETTS (Agricultural) [9.28 pm]:  Today I asked some questions without notice of the 
Minister for Planning and Infrastructure about the Geraldton Port Authority.  Honourable members may recall 
that I have asked questions on a number of occasions about the monitoring that has been done since the major 
redevelopment of the Geraldton Port Authority, which involved among other things one of the largest hard-rock 
dredging operations that has ever been undertaken for a port development.  It ended up being an enormous 
problem, because the rock was so hard and the effort that was required to dredge out that rock was so great that it 
caused very fine suspended solids to be released into the water.  The dredging operation also took considerably 
longer than had originally been thought necessary and went into and past the seagrass growing period.  The 
impacts were far wider than were predicted.   

As I have said, I have asked on a number of occasions for information about the follow-up monitoring that was 
undertaken.  What generally happens is that prior to a redevelopment such as this, the proponent engages a 
consultant to undertake baseline monitoring to ascertain what the underwater environment and seagrass 
meadows look like.  That is done by drawing lines along particular transects on the global positioning system, 
and having scientific divers measure at those transects the types of seagrass species and the health and number of 
those species.  That means that at some stage in the future divers can go back and find out whether, at those same 
transects, the underwater environment and the seagrasses have been impacted upon.  As we are now getting 
towards the end of the parliamentary session, I took the opportunity of again asking questions about the results of 
that baseline monitoring.  Last week, a report was tabled in this place titled “Geraldton Port Enhancement 
Project and Preparatory Works for the Town Beach Foreshore Redevelopment (Statement 600):  Champion Bay 
Seagrass Survey February 2004”.  That report was prepared by Michael Mulligan for the Geraldton Port 
Authority.  The report states at page 3 -  

These limestone fines -  

That is from the dredging operation -  

had the potential to not only increase water column light attenuation but also cause some smothering of 
the benthic community as the fines settled out.  As Champion Bay has a number of dominant seagrass 
species including Amphibolis antarctica, Amphibolis griffithii and Posidonia sinuosa, the impact of this 
increased light attenuation and smothering upon these seagrasses was seen as critically important.  The 
project’s PER concluded that there would be some permanent loss of seagrass in the vicinity of the 
shipping channel due to sedimentation, and some loss of vigour in the seagrasses of Champion Bay due 
to the turbidity plume generated and smothering effect.  These impacts, which were considered 
unavoidable consequences of the dredging programme, were accepted by the Minister for the 
Environment in granting approval for the project.   

When I read that I thought that was a bit strange, because I had read the public environmental review statements, 
and although I do not remember every word, of course, I recall noting that there was some discussion about the 
potential physical loss of some seagrass habitat.  The rationale for that was that it was proposed to dump dredged 
spoil on parts of Town Beach.  However, as we have discovered, sand that had been dredged from the southern 
transport corridor was also dumped on parts of Town Beach.  That was not immediately obvious unless it was 
known what STC meant.  Obviously the Port Authority had said all along that it intended to put dirty sand from 
the southern transport corridor onto Town Beach.  

Hon Murray Criddle:  It’s not dirty.  Why are you saying it’s dirty?   

Hon DEE MARGETTS:  It was yellow and brown sand rather than the white sand that we usually see at beaches.  
That was not the main issue.  The point is that, inevitably, presuming the existing beaches would be scoured and 
pre-emptive sand dumping carried out, the seagrass habitat existing around that area - there is some, although it 
may not be full seagrass meadows - would be impacted on.  That is obvious.  There would be some loss of 
seagrass habitat and benthic habitat as a result of the pre-emptive dumping because work on the eastern 
breakwater would inevitably involve scouring some existing beaches and adding to others, which always 
happens when a breakwater is established.  

That was in the public environmental review statement.  Seagrass habitat would be lost as a result of the 
construction of the breakwater.  Further losses would occur when some rocks were placed to replace some lost 
habitat for seals in that area.  The actual dredging pit would cause loss of habitat and there would be potential 
loss of habitat alongside the dredging pit.  
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I read the public environmental review statement and saw no admission, proposal or presumption that seagrass 
habitat would be lost as a result of turbidity or smothering.  In fact, the public environmental review statement 
continued to emphasise that any loss would be localised and temporary and would not result in loss of habitat.  I 
was therefore amazed to read that the Geraldton Port Authority had tried to reconstruct history.  More seriously, 
the Port Authority had made public statements in the Geraldton media on a number of occasions that I can recall 
and said that people had done spot dives and found no evidence of any damage.  When a report was finally 
tabled in Parliament some months later, it was obvious that the seagrass habitat would suffer probably permanent 
damage.  According to this report, transect dives have never been carried out.  Lines were established originally 
as control measures to give some idea of future impacts.  The survey reads further - 

Due to poor seafloor visibility, a full quantitative survey similar to that undertaken in September 2002 
could not be undertaken at the existing seagrass transects . . .   

That was in April 2003 after the warnings about the levels of turbidity from the dredging operations.  The 
transect studies could not be undertaken because the water was too cloudy.  The report further states -  

A similar seagrass survey was again conducted in September 2003 to ascertain the ongoing condition of 
the seagrasses and provide comparison to the April survey.  Once again, poor seafloor visibility 
prevented a complete quantitative survey and video analysis.  In both surveys it was apparent that, at 
some sites, the seagrasses showed signs of stress with reduced leaf numbers and densities.  

In the first instance spot dives were undertaken.   
 


