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BARROW ISLAND ARCHAEOLOGY PROJECT 
Statement by Minister for Environment 

MR A.P. JACOB (Ocean Reef — Minister for Environment) [12.04 pm]: I would like to update the house on 
the Barrow Island Archaeology Project, which is taking place at Barrow Island, a class A nature reserve off the 
Pilbara coast and the location of the Gorgon project. The Department of Parks and Wildlife and Chevron 
Australia have assisted with the development of the archaeology project and will play a logistical support role to 
an international research team led by the University of Western Australia. The project is examining deep-time 
maritime societies in northern Australia estimated to date back 45 000 years. Climate and ecological records are 
being reconstructed from the contents of island caves, and the more recent history of people and pearling on the 
island is also being profiled. 

In 2014, a team of researchers spent six weeks on Barrow Island excavating and systematically surveying rock 
shelters, caves and open heritage sites that led to the development of a detailed zoological and climatic history of 
the island. Although further fieldwork will be conducted in 2015, research papers and monographs published to 
date have highlighted a number of exciting discoveries, including evidence of occupation by Aboriginal people 
potentially dating back 41 000 years, with continuing use of rich marine resources and Aboriginal artefacts, 
including shell beads, engraved plaques and ochre, dating from 41 000 to 8 000 years ago when the island was 
part of the mainland, which includes two large stone-walled structures associated with 1870s pearling labour. 
They also discovered evidence of Kimberley people involved in the pearling industry living on the island at 
Bandicoot Bay, and parts of animals not found in the region today, such as the nail-tail wallaby, which is found 
only in the Kimberley. They discovered polished parts of edge-ground axes up to 10 000 years older than any 
found before; artefacts from stone materials found only on the mainland, such as quartz and chert; charcoal from 
trees burnt in hearths from species not found on the island today; and thousands of bone remains that will help 
reconstruct the island’s historic vegetation and climate records. 

I would like to acknowledge the project contributors: the Western Australian Museum, Archae-aus, the University 
of Queensland and James Cook University; and partner organisations from the United States of America, including 
California State University and Stanford University. This research is already producing world-class archaeological 
discoveries and I look forward to updating the house on this very important project in the future. 
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