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PORTMAN LTD, IRON-ORE MINING OPERATION IN KOOLYANOBBING 
Grievance 

MR M.J. BIRNEY (Kalgoorlie) [9.33 am]:  I wish to bring to the attention of the House, and particularly to the 
attention of the Minister for the Environment and Heritage, an issue that is just outside my electorate but within 
the boundaries of my shadow portfolio of Goldfields-Esperance.  This issue requires immediate government 
intervention.  It is an issue that threatens the very existence of the mining industry in Western Australia.  It is 
certainly an issue that threatens regional and remote communities.  This issue involves Portman Ltd’s iron-ore 
mining operation in Koolyanobbing, which has been run successfully for quite some time.  In so doing, it has 
provided an economic boom to the people of Southern Cross and, to a lesser extent, to the people in my 
electorate of Kalgoorlie.  It has also provided an economic boom to Esperance, which ultimately receives the 
iron-ore from Portman Ltd for export.  Members would be aware that the previous Government approved an 
$80 million upgrade of the Koolyanobbing to Esperance railway line.  Indeed, it also approved a $54 million 
upgrade of the Esperance Port Authority operations in order to facilitate future expansion of the Portman Ltd 
iron-ore operation in Koolyanobbing.  It was generally accepted by all three communities - Southern Cross, 
Kalgoorlie and Esperance - that at some stage in the future the Portman mining people would be seeking to 
expand their operations, and everyone welcomed this.  As I said, the Government was prepared to spend millions 
of dollars upgrading the railway line and the Esperance port to eventually take an increased ore load from the 
Portman operation.  Everyone was surprised, therefore, when the Environmental Protection Authority 
recommended that the Government not allow Portman mining to expand its iron ore operations at 
Koolyanobbing.  The disquiet that has erupted in those communities about the Environmental Protection 
Authority recommendation can be imagined. 

For those members unaware of the history and background of Portman’s proposal to expand its operations into 
the Windarling Range area, the EPA has recommended disallowance of the expansion because it has found about 
2 600 weeds out there.  I have a photograph of this weed - and it can be viewed as little more than that - that is 
threatening the expansion of this $1 billion project north of Southern Cross.  If I walked into my backyard and 
found one of these weeds, I would immediately go into my shed, pull out my shovel and dig it out.  That is the 
sort of appeal that weed has to people, and yet the EPA has recommended that the Government disallow a 
$1 billion expansion because of it.  If this weed were placed in a museum, it would be the sort of display that 
everybody would skip over.  They would have a good look at one display, and they would skip over this one and 
move straight to the next one, because it has absolutely no appeal whatsoever.  

Mr D.F. Barron-Sullivan:  Can you eat it?   

Mr M.J. BIRNEY:  I hope so.  I hope it has some worth, because it certainly does not have any visual worth.   

Of equal importance is the way the Environmental Protection Authority has handled this issue.  A proposal is on 
the books to expand that mine, yet this process has taken 27 months and still has not been resolved.  The current 
mine at Koolyanobbing will probably close within two or three years.  The effect on Southern Cross and the 
surrounding regions and on Esperance would be dramatic if the mine were permitted to close without any future 
expansion.  The total wage income lost to those communities would be in the order of $31 million per annum.  A 
total of 720 direct and indirect jobs would be lost as a result of the failure to expand or the closure of the existing 
mine.  Of large importance to the Government, I imagine, would be the $11.8 million per annum in royalties, 
rents and taxes that would be lost as a result of a complete closure of operations.  If the expansion of the mine, 
which would give it a projected life of 10 to 12 years, were prevented, the total loss to government would be 
$120 million.  The Minister for the Environment and Heritage should show a little commonsense and recognise 
the importance of mining in regional and remote areas.  She must take a stand on this issue and categorically 
reject the EPA’s recommendations.  After the first proposal was rejected, Portman put up another proposal that 
would involve saving 1 100 of these weeds.  The ore underneath those 1 100 weeds is only worth about 
$230 million, and yet Portman has said it is prepared to quarantine that ore to save the weeds.  

That does not sit well with me.  I am told that Portman Ltd is prepared to accept that as a $230 million 
compromise.  However, if Portman mining is happy with that and it thinks it will be enough for it to expand the 
mine, the Government should look favourably at it.  Indeed, it has been proved that these plants can be 
propagated in Kings Park.  To prove that they can be propagated on site in that area would be a two to three-year 
process.  If government approval for the mine is subject to those plants or weeds being propagated on site, of 
course the whole project would fall over at considerable expense to the local community.  The Minister for the 
Environment and Heritage has the opportunity today to tell us what she is thinking about this issue. 

If I am asked whether I prefer mining and prosperity to weeds, my answer would be mining and prosperity every 
minute of the day. 
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DR J.M. EDWARDS (Maylands - Minister for the Environment and Heritage) [9.42 am]:  I thank the member 
for his grievance.  I acknowledge that many other members have also expressed interest in this matter.  I have 
had extensive discussions with the member for Eyre who, I understand, has visited the site.   

This grievance follows the fact that the Environmental Protection Authority recommended to disallow the 
expansion of the Portman iron ore mine at Koolyanobbing, as the member has pointed out.  Portman wants to 
expand the existing iron ore mine by commencing new mining in the Windarling Range and at Mt Jackson and 
linking the new minesites to Koolyanobbing by a haul road or railway. 

In December 2002 the EPA provided its advice and recommendations to me in its bulletin.  Subsequently 
appeals were put forward on that and they closed on 23 December.  There were 31 appeals in objection to the 
EPA’s report and recommendations, the majority of which supported the mine proceeding.  These appeals are 
currently with the appeals convenor.  I will not canvass in depth any of the issues that are currently being dealt 
with, but I asked the appeals convenor some time ago to give this matter high priority, because as the member 
and other people have pointed out, the issue does need to be resolved quickly. 

The role of the EPA is to provide advice on environmental factors.  It has done that on this occasion and properly 
exercised its duties under section 44 of the Environmental Protection Act.  The EPA has concluded, after a lot of 
deliberation, angst and soul searching, that based upon the impact of the proposal on the declared rare flora 
Tetratheca paynterae and the unique vegetation in the Windarling Range, mining should not be undertaken in 
the range unless there is an appropriate and comprehensive research program, which could be demonstrated to 
the satisfaction of the minister on the advice of the Department of Conservation and Land Management that 
other measures can be adopted to ensure conservation of Tetratheca paynterae and the other vegetation 
communities. 

I think the member thinks he is being very smart by saying that Tetratheca paynterae is a weed.  That will not 
sway me at all.  It is declared rare flora.  I remind the member that people said that penicillin was a mould; yet 
look what that does.  If I were to judge a book by its cover, I might say nice things about the member, but we 
need to be careful about how we classify things.  The EPA has a role to play.  I am pleased that the EPA is a 
strong environmental watchdog but, as the member well knows, the appeals convenor is there to review the 
recommendations that the EPA has made to me, to listen to all the people who have appealed, to conduct 
meetings and to go on site.  In fact, last week the appeals convenor and other people met with appellants in that 
area, and further meetings will be taking place in Perth both this week and next week.  I will look at the very 
important social and economic matters that are raised as a manifestation of this proposal.   

As I have said, a lot of lobbying is going on.  I have met Rae Paynters, and members may figure out who she is 
from the name of what the member for Kalgoorlie is calling a weed.  She is the person who discovered the plant, 
and she is quite concerned about the situation as well.  I will carefully and as quickly as possible exercise all the 
responsibilities placed upon me.  I will be guided on the one hand by the EPA bulletin and on the other hand by 
my obligations to look further than that when I come to a final decision, which I will make as quickly as I can. 

Mr M.J. Birney:  Are you aware that so far the approval process has taken 27 months and is threatening the very 
existence of the operation? 

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  I am aware that it has taken that time.  It has been drawn to my attention in a number of 
interesting and different ways.  It has taken too long.  That is why, as soon as the bulletin was published, I asked 
the Appeals Convener to look at the issue as quickly as possible.  However, 31 appeals have been lodged, which 
is a large number.  I need to be satisfied that we have looked at all those appeals and that all the factors have 
been taken into consideration.  As soon as the report hits my desk it will get my immediate attention.   
 


