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PORT HEDLAND 
Statement 

HON JOHN FISCHER (Mining and Pastoral) [4.20 pm]:  I rise to make some comments about one of the 
major towns in the Mining and Pastoral Region - Port Hedland.  I would like to acknowledge the information 
supplied to me by MAKJaP Pty Ltd, which is a consulting engineering and surveying company with one of its 
bases in Port Hedland.  The photographs it has supplied to me depict the intrusion of sand from the Port Hedland 
spoil bank.  I will pass around three photographs that show that sand from the spoil bank has blocked the 
yachting channel.  Port Hedland, as I am sure most people would be aware, was named after Captain Peter 
Hedland, who anchored his ship in the mangrove inlets there way back in 1863.  Port Hedland grew into a small 
service centre for mining and pastoral pursuits until the mid 1960s, when the great Western Australian mining 
boom took off.  It is remarkable that in spite of the massive growth and investment by industry in the region, the 
population of the Pilbara has decreased by 12.8 per cent since 1991.  This can be compared with the population 
of Western Australia, which has increased by 17 per cent over the same period.  

It should also be noted that the Pilbara’s work force is predominantly made up of tradespeople, labourers and 
service people.  Recently released income statistics confirm that the male population of the Pilbara earns the 
highest income in the country.  As one would expect of an area of high income, housing tenure is totally 
different from that in the metropolitan area.  However, in Port Hedland’s case the reverse of what might be 
called normal is the case.  Fewer than 14 per cent of people in Port Hedland own their own home compared with 
35 per cent in Perth.  Of dwellings occupied in Port Hedland, nearly 46 per cent are rented, compared with 23.6 
per cent in Perth.  In Port Hedland rents range between $400 and $550 and at times are even higher.  To a certain 
extent this anomaly can be explained by the cost of housing, which the Department of Local Government and 
Regional Development estimated in 2002 to be nearly 30 per cent greater in Port Hedland than in Perth. 

Hon Paddy Embry:  Why is that? 

Hon JOHN FISCHER:  It is because of building costs, including the costs of building to cyclonic standards, 
transport costs and many other reasons.  However, on the other side of the coin, living costs are around 12 per 
cent greater than in southern Western Australian centres.  As we all know, Port Hedland exports an incredible 
amount of goods.  To put this into perspective, exports have grown from just over 65 million tonnes in 1999-
2000 to nearly 89.5 million tonnes in 2003-04, when 773 vessels berthed in the Port Hedland harbour.  With the 
proposed expansion, it will explode to far greater numbers in the very near future. 

One needs to look at what will happen to Port Hedland.  I will attempt to answer that question myself.  Port 
Hedland needs a stable population.  For this purpose more land is required to be released for housing, 
particularly for owner-occupied housing, to retain people in the town.  In that context the fly in, fly out regime 
starves the district of family structures.  It decreases the capacity of local business to expand and create jobs.  
There is also the loss of cultural growth from a reduced number of resident families and a reduction in a diverse 
population.  In many ways Port Hedland and the Pilbara area have been starved of recreational facilities.  
However, with the help of BHP Billiton and volunteers, the development of parks and sporting and other 
facilities is certainly going on.   

One of the most popular recreational sporting activities is boating, both power and sailing.  I earlier referred to 
some photographs.  The yacht club at Sutherland Street was originally developed by local people through the 
contribution of their time and money.  It has now been virtually destroyed by the encroachment of dredging 
material from the passage that was blasted in front of the club basin to allow for the entry of ships into the Port 
Hedland harbour.  Under the dredging programs of earlier years, dredge companies were given permission to 
pipe material directly to the east of the channel to form what is now known as the spoil bank.  That was a much 
cheaper option than the dumping of material onto offshore spoil grounds by barge.  At the time of the original 
dredging it was known that the spoil bank would be subjected to predominantly north westerly wave action, 
which would move up to 50 000 cubic metres of sand towards the shore.  The second dredging in 1986 added to 
this problem.  This has now virtually destroyed the yacht club channel.  Over the past decade, the channel has 
been kept open temporarily with a lot of local support, with the sand moved by local machinery.  What is now 
used as a popular family venue could be further developed and enhanced with the support of the Government 
and local industry along similar lines to those that are so often established in southern communities.  As it stands, 
the local volunteer search and rescue boat cannot launch in various tidal conditions, which is an absolute 
disgrace.   

Hon Paddy Embry:  It is the busiest port in the land.   

Hon JOHN FISCHER:  That is right; it is the largest port in the land.  In addition, the passing yachts of other 
yacht clubs do not call into Port Hedland because there is no safe anchorage for them.   
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Another issue in Port Hedland is the infill sewerage program, which was commenced in 1996-97 but was only 
partly completed before it was stopped.  Prior to that, septic tanks in downtown Port Hedland used to overflow 
into the harbour, where people fished.  For a number of years the hospital piped its effluent into the ocean near 
the spoil bank, which is a popular fishing and beach area.  The continued presence of overloaded septic tanks is a 
major health hazard and should be immediately resolved.   

Since the start of the various resource developments, the Port Hedland Town Council has been subjected to 
decisions made in Perth by various State Governments.  The road design of South Hedland was an absolute 
disaster and has had to be changed in the past 10 years so that people could get around efficiently.  The 
development of South Hedland has created the need to double the facilities for both population centres, such as 
swimming pools, home care resources, recreation centres etc.  That has caused two major negatives for the area.  
Port Hedland has extremely high rates and its council has been criticised for overspending and going into debt.   

The people of Port Hedland and South Hedland live adjacent to the biggest iron ore export port in Australia.  
Their industry has created one of the largest foreign currency earners for this country.  The people of these towns 
pay huge rates of tax to all levels of government because of the long hours they work and the level of income 
they are on.  They receive very little in return, such as support provided to their towns, and are rarely given 
recognition by the federal and State Governments for the role they play in Australia’s economy.  There is a very 
real concern among people in both Port Hedland and South Hedland that their towns are dying, and that it will 
not be long before someone in Perth will be able to flick a switch to load iron ore onto ships.  It is in the interests 
of all Australians that Port Hedland be given federal and state government support to develop strong community 
structures, allied to the long-term social development of one of Australia’s highest export earning communities.  
I urge the State Government to work with the federal Government and to sit up and take notice of Port Hedland; 
otherwise, the town will not be in a position to sustain the economic development that is necessary for a port of 
these dimensions. 

House adjourned at 4.30 pm 
__________ 

 


