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Esperance Port Authority — 
Mr M.J. Cowper, Chairman.  

Ms A.J.G. MacTiernan, Minister for Planning and Infrastructure. 

Mr J. Matijasevich, Chairman. 

Mr D.A. Parsons, Chief Executive Officer. 

Mr K. Fernance, Chief Financial Officer. 

Ms G. Taylor, Environmental Manager. 

Mr W.J. Pearce, Senior Policy Adviser, Department of the Premier and Cabinet. 

The CHAIRMAN: This estimates committee will be reported by Hansard. The daily proof Hansard will be 
published by 9.00 am tomorrow. 

Members may raise questions about matters relating to the operations and budget of the off-budget authority. 
Off-budget authority officers are recognised as ministerial advisers. 

It is the intention of the Chairman to ensure that as many questions as possible are asked and answered and that 
both questions and answers are short and to the point. The minister may agree to provide supplementary 
information to the committee, rather than ask that the question be put on notice for the next sitting week. For the 
purpose of following up the provision of this information, I ask the minister to clearly indicate to the committee 
which supplementary information she agrees to provide and I will then allocate a reference number. If 
supplementary information is to be provided, I seek the minister’s cooperation in ensuring that it is delivered to 
the committee clerk by 6 June 2008 so that members may read it before the report and third reading stages. If the 
supplementary information cannot be provided within that time, written advice is required of the day by which 
the information will be made available. Details in relation to supplementary information have been provided to 
both members and advisers, and, accordingly, I ask the minister to cooperate with those requirements. 

I caution members that if a minister asks that a matter be put on notice, it is up to the member to lodge the 
question on notice with the Clerk’s office. Only supplementary information that the minister agrees to provide 
will be sought by 6 June 2008.  

It will also greatly assist Hansard if, when referring to the program statements volumes or the consolidated 
account estimates, members give the page number, item, program and amount in preface to their question. 

Dr G.G. JACOBS: I direct the minister’s attention to page 773, the only page in the budget relevant to the 
Esperance Port Authority. Under the heading “New Works” is the line item “Minor Works — 2008-09 Program” 
for which the estimated expenditure is $1.9 million. I refer to the improvement of the port’s infrastructure. 
During the lead inquiry, ably chaired by the member for Dawesville, who is sitting next to me, evidence was 
presented that Esperance was significantly nickelised, so to speak. To this day there are significant odour 
emission problems from the nickel export operation. What improvement is planned for the infrastructure at the 
Esperance port to deal with this?  

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: There are two things. Firstly, even without any works expenditure, there has been a 
substantial systems change in the way that we have managed the nickel and the requirements that we are 
imposing on the producers and on the shippers. We believe that, even without any physical changes, changes to 
the systems alone are quite significant. Perhaps I will get Dennis or Gaylene to talk about the new systems and 
the measures that have been implemented to reduce dust and odour emissions. We recognise that there is the 
capacity to introduce a new nickel circuit, and we are keen to do that. We are developing that business case. For 
these sorts of enterprises, the government requires that a business case be developed and presented to 
government. That will happen when that business case is completed. I do not want members to think that there 
has not been a very substantial improvement in the way that nickel is being managed, even in advance of that 
process. I ask Mr Parsons to comment on that aspect. 

Mr D.A. Parsons: There are two areas. In an operational and commercial context, we have placed onerous 
requirements on cargo condition and odour levels at delivery to the port. The success of this has manifested itself 
in evidence of fewer odour complaints, and the dust emissions are significantly less than they were before. We 
certainly have had success with existing protocols, and, finally, the nickel exporters are certainly embracing the 
fact that they now have to change.  

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: I will ask Gaylene Taylor, the environmental manager, to expand on the 
environment issues. 
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Ms G. Taylor: I will expand on the requirements we are imposing on the mining companies. For example, 
stringent controls have been imposed on the specification that applies to the way in which the product must 
arrive at the port. This refers particularly to moisture and Ph levels, which are both specifically designed to 
control dust and odour emissions from the product.  

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: We are imposing more stringent requirements on the product as it is delivered and 
then more stringent requirements on how the product is loaded.  

Dr G.G. JACOBS: Despite that, some infrastructure will be needed to develop an enclosed nickel circuit for the 
export of nickel through the port of Esperance. Nickel West has told me that is the case. It will need to be a truly 
enclosed circuit. Does the CV3 still have a bottom in it, and is it enclosed? A truly enclosed nickel circuit is 
needed. It will cost money. I want to know how much it will cost and who will pay for it.  

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: The proposal we are putting forward is through the standard approach for the 
provision of port infrastructure. I will repeat this only one more time: we develop a business case, and part of 
that business case is getting a very clear picture of the cost. We then work out the charges that will need to be 
levied to cover the cost, just as we do with any process. Certainly the impression that we have gained through 
discussions with the nickel companies is that they accept that they will need to pay a levy for this. I think any 
suggestion that taxpayers should subsidise the mining companies —  

[12.40 pm] 

Dr G.G. JACOBS: I just asked how it is being paid for. There is no need for the minister to get tetchy with me.  

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: I hope that that was not the member’s suggestion. We are putting forward a 
business case. I responded in that way when I originally addressed the question. The business case will require a 
substantial levy on the nickel companies, based on a tonnage. The precise levels of that are being worked up as 
part of the business case. The companies know this and they have indicated a preparedness to pay for that. We 
expect the business case to be completed within the next three to four months.  

Mr D.A. Parsons: It could be in the next fortnight.  

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: The business case will be forwarded for consideration.  

Dr G.G. JACOBS: If the business case is completed in a couple of weeks —  

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: It needs to go before the board.  

Dr G.G. JACOBS: If the business case is to be completed in a couple of months, the minister must have an idea 
about the cost of that infrastructure.  
Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: The project will cost about $25 million.  
Dr G.G. JACOBS: It is like extracting teeth.  
Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: It is not like extracting teeth. The member must clearly articulate his question 
without being combative.  

Dr K.D. HAMES: I refer to what is being done to manage the export of nickel through the port and the 
contamination of water and homes in Esperance. What type of monitoring is being used? Does nickel dust 
continue to escape from the port?  

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: Very low levels of nickel are being recorded on all depositional gauges. There is 
still some recording of nickel, but the levels are continuing to fall. We believe that the gauges both inside and 
outside the port have shown decreases in nickel concentrations. The results are confirming that the new system 
that was put in place, which involves the state in which the product is delivered to the port and the way in which 
shipments are loaded, is working. The depositional gauges are revealing falls. I am not saying that that is the end 
of the story. We are working on a more comprehensive business plan, which was initiated over a year ago. We 
are working with the various proponents and talking to them about costs. We are getting positive outcomes, such 
as their preparedness to pay the levy that is required to fix the problem.  

Dr K.D. HAMES: The Education and Health Standing Committee’s report was fairly critical of the use of 
depositional gauges and suggested that a switch should be made to high-volume gauges that more accurately 
reflect a contamination of the environment, particularly during the loading stage. I recall also that the 
Department of Health recommended—years ago, in fact—that high-volume gauges record the levels of dust 
escaping the port.  

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: I presume that the member knows that, as a result of that report, we instituted high-
volume samplers. As the report also noted, depositional gauges provide valuable information and for that 
purpose we have kept them. We have high-volume samplers and depositional gauges.  
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Dr K.D. HAMES: The minister referred to only depositional gauges in her answer. I would like to know what 
both gauges are showing regarding continued contamination.  

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: All the results from the high-volume samplers are placed on the net, which I 
undertook to do. They are showing historically low levels of nickel. Certainly, the levels are such that they are 
not giving rise for concern. The gauges show that the problem is being minimised; however, we are not walking 
away from the problem and saying that we have done enough. We are continuing to build the business case for 
the nickel circuit.  

Dr K.D. HAMES: Water tanks in Esperance are cleaned periodically. Have the water tanks that have been 
cleaned revealed a continued contamination of nickel and lead dust?  

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: The most recent report showed that nickel levels were down 90 per cent. Lead 
levels were down 60 per cent in the last round of testing.  

Dr K.D. HAMES: So there is some lead in the cleaned water tanks?   

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: That is the comparison between October 2007 and February 2008. There has been 
no further testing since February.  

Dr G.G. JACOBS: As the minister is aware, 9 000 tonnes of lead carbonate remains on the wharf at the port of 
Esperance, albeit in a shed. Is there an allocation in the budget to cover the cost of removing that lead from the 
port and the clean-up of the shed? How much will that cost be?  

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: As the member would be aware, this is a non-budget item in the sense that only 
capital works are listed for port authorities. The Budget Statements do not cover matters of recurrent expenditure 
or matters that are not considered capital items. We will be requiring Magellan Metals Pty Ltd to remove the 
lead. There is a question about dismantling the old shed. We are in negotiations with Magellan about how the 
cost of dismantling the shed will be borne.  

Dr G.G. JACOBS: There appears to be some difficulty in getting Magellan to recognise that it has 
responsibility. What sort of money are we talking about?  

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: Magellan has come to the realisation that it has a responsibility and, as I said, the 
chairman has been actively involved in discussions with Magellan about what contributions it must make to the 
overall clean-up and to the demolition of the shed.  

[12.50 pm] 

Dr G.G. JACOBS: Presumably, it will leave intact the good shed that is on the other side. What is the time line 
for removing this lead from the wharf in Esperance? The community expects this to happen soon. It has been 
more than 12 months since a prevention notice was issued on the port. Where is this process at, and when can we 
expect the lead to be removed from the port? 

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: We certainly want it to be out of there by the end of the year. We are in negotiations 
with Magellan Metals Pty Ltd about how the costs are to be spread. 

Dr G.G. JACOBS: Is the argy-bargy about the costs the hold-up at the moment? 

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: At the same time, we are working through the various environmental approvals and 
we are working with the Department of Environment and Conservation to ensure that the processes are okay. I 
recall a rather crazy suggestion that we put the lead back on trucks and take it back to the mine, which did not 
seem to me to be terribly sensible. We are just working through some final processes with DEC on, for example, 
how the lead is to be bagged prior to going into containers. We want all these issues to be wrapped up in the next 
couple of months. 

Dr K.D. HAMES: I think our committee completed its report in September and it is now nearly the end of May. 
It seems to have taken a significant period to get to this stage, yet the minister is saying that the lead will not be 
gone until the end of the year. 

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: No. I said that we certainly expect it to be gone by the end of the year. The 
committee report did not deal with issues such as getting environmental approvals. 

Dr K.D. HAMES: Mr Chairman, I do not think I actually asked my question. 

The CHAIRMAN: Please proceed, member. 

Dr K.D. HAMES: I will try to recall where I was. The committee report was released in September. It is now 
nearly the end of May, yet the minister is saying that she expects the lead to be gone by the end of the year. That 
seems to be an extraordinarily long time to move through the process for removing the lead carbonate. I wonder 
whether the chairman and the chief executive officer of the Esperance Port Authority are satisfied with the time 
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line so far. Do they feel that this matter is constraining the proper and efficient operations of the port? Given that 
ports are expected to make profits and move goods through their facilities, is the use of that large space in the 
middle of the port, which could otherwise be used for another purpose, constraining the operations of the port? 

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: The member’s committee may have issued its report, but that report did not suggest 
any environmentally sound way of moving forward with this issue. 

Dr K.D. HAMES: And nor should it. 

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: That is not a criticism. The fact that the committee completed its report is not 
particularly relevant to this issue. First of all, Magellan has had to get environmental approval for a new place 
from which to export its lead shipments in the future, while at the same time it has had to get environmental 
approvals for how to manage this particular shipment. Quite frankly, the focus of the government and the port 
has been on the clean-up of the port and of the town. We are keen to ensure that Magellan makes a contribution 
to the clean-up, and I think that most people in Esperance would agree that that is desirable. I do not think we 
should underestimate the amount of time it will take to safely dispose of all of the lead once all those approvals 
are through. That in itself will take some months. We are doing all we can. Why would we want the lead to 
remain in the port any longer than necessary? Of course, we would not want to do that. However, we want to 
ensure that this is done properly. Our primary focus, as it should properly be, has been to clean up the town. 
Excellent results are coming in from all the dust monitoring gauges. We are now focusing very much on how to 
get rid of this stockpile. 

Dr K.D. HAMES: I return to the issue of time lines. The minister is right; the timing of the report is irrelevant. 
However, the birds died in 2006 and the prevention notice was issued in March 2007, so there were obviously 
issues then. The minister is responsible for the port, and, presumably, she would want that situation to be fixed as 
quickly as possible so that the port can continue with its operations. Has the minister been satisfied with the time 
it has taken to get environmental approval? Has environmental approval been given yet? 

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: Certainly, since there has been new management at the port, there has been a very 
good focus on acknowledging that errors were made and that matters needed to be addressed. To some extent, 
we were reliant on Magellan to get its environmental approvals. 

Dr G.G. JACOBS: Has it got them? 

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: Is that the environmental approvals? 

Dr G.G. JACOBS: Yes. 

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: Not for the transport —  

Dr G.G. JACOBS: No, to get it off the wharf. Does Magellan have environmental approval to move that lead 
out of the port of Esperance and get rid of it? 

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: We have been working very closely with DEC to get a program approved. 

Dr G.G. JACOBS: So “not yet” is the answer? 

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: That is right. We have been working with DEC on the program, and we believe that 
there will not be a great deal of difficulty getting that through, because we have engaged with DEC in the 
development of this project. Clearly, the last thing we wanted was other shipments of lead going through the 
town while we were trying to stabilise the situation and get the clean-up done. My impression generally is that 
the town accepted that. I think that was the sensible approach. We want to get rid of this stuff. We want to finish 
off this unfortunate chapter. I know that both the board and our very capable personnel are working hard to 
achieve this. 

Dr K.D. HAMES: The minister is right about the people in the town wanting the environment cleaned and not 
wanting to move, but that has nothing to do with getting environmental approval, which could have been done 
throughout this process because the ore does not need to be touched to get environmental approval. 

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: Perhaps Mr Parsons — 

Dr K.D. HAMES: I have not asked the question yet. 

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: It is supposed to be a question rather than a long preamble. Forgive me. 

Dr K.D. HAMES: The minister gives long answers. 

The CHAIRMAN: I caution members that there are only two minutes remaining. 

Dr K.D. HAMES: The minister was critical of the Environmental Protection Authority with regard to the 
Belmont redevelopment. Is she similarly critical of the time it has taken to get approval, let alone touch that 
ore —  



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY - Wednesday, 21 May 2008] 

 p291b-295a 
Chairman; Dr Graham Jacobs; Ms Alannah MacTiernan; Dr Kim Hames 

 [5] 

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN: No; I am not saying that at all. Mr Parsons will explain the complexity of the 
bagging process. I want to get this right. I have explained ad nauseam what happened with the Belmont 
redevelopment. Perhaps Mr Parsons would like to comment. 

Mr D.A. Parsons: It is very important to understand that a bagging operation like this in a confined space with 
this product has never been conducted anywhere on earth, and it will take approximately three months to 
procure. This is where some of the angst has arisen in working through the approvals. The DEC, understandably 
and correctly in my view, is being very cautious about that. The point the minister makes about cleaning it up, 
which we are doing now, to kindergarten standard at 300 milligrams per kilogram outside is that we do not want 
to have an emission of lead during the bagging process, which, as I say again, is complex and dangerous, back 
out into the port precinct or, worse, into the town. It will take approximately three months to do that. Prior to 
final sign-off by DEC, everybody must be sure that the process is going to be absolutely foolproof. It is critical. 

The CHAIRMAN: That completes the examination of the Esperance Port Authority. 

Meeting suspended from 1.00 pm to 2.00 pm 
 


