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Gorgon Project — Inpex — Adjournment Debate 

HON JON FORD (Mining and Pastoral) [5.15 pm]: I rise tonight to continue the adjournment debate that we 
had here late on Tuesday night; particularly the response that the Leader of the House gave in regard to Inpex.  

The Leader of the House would have the house believe that the then Labor government stood idly by and let the 
Inpex project move to Darwin. In fact, like all these issues, there is a much more complex explanation than what 
the Leader of the House would have us believe. He is pretty good at trying to rewrite history in this house and 
good at feigning outrage and righteous indignation. What we saw on Tuesday night was a good demonstration of 
that prowess and talent; but nevertheless it does not mean that it is the truth. I do not think we will ever find out 
what the actual truth is in regard to Inpex. The development of that project would make a very, very good book; 
if the project ever gets developed. It would certainly make a good midday television show.  

Let us picture at the time a small gas project situated in one of the most remote areas of Australia, struggling to 
get up and going, struggling to get investment at a time when there were a whole heap of other projects going on 
and investment dollars were unsure, with everybody knowing that big rewards existed with the development of 
gas fields, especially for players who had not yet had a significant foothold in the industry. That is the situation 
that we had with Inpex.  

At the time, Inpex had access to a lease that was, by industry standards, generally regarded as quite a modest 
amount of gas. Most people up and down the Terrace who were involved in the industry talked about it being a 
typical project that would be good to piggyback onto another major project. At one stage people said for it to 
succeed, it needed to have access to a domestic market to assist it getting into the world market. Nevertheless, 
Inpex—a Japanese government-owned entity—was striving to get its foot in the door in what now everybody 
sees and recognises as a lucrative Australian resource.  

At that time, where Inpex wanted to put the gas processing plant was on the Maret Islands. It went down the path 
with the local traditional owners in trying to develop consensus to put the development there. Inpex came to the 
Western Australian government looking at that. At that time, for some reason they were not getting much of a 
response from the commonwealth government. I can tell members that there was not much enthusiasm. I know 
that that was the case because they came and saw me as one of the local members. They also saw the lower 
house member up there, Carol Martin. They lobbied many members of government and opposition. The problem 
with the Maret Islands, if anybody has ever been there, is it is a very low-lying structure. That is good in some 
respects but not so good when building a gas plant. At the time that Inpex was pushing for the Maret Islands, the 
islands were reserves. They pushed to such a level that it became harder and harder for them to explain how they 
were going to fit the required processing onto the Maret Islands. Nearly every time they had a conversation with 
us in government, the proposal differed. It differed in quantity, size and what they wanted to do. Unashamedly, 
we as a government, recognising the development of oil and gas, wanted to stop the proliferation of spot sites all 
over the Kimberley. We were promoting a single gas hub to try to minimise that proliferation.  

As is the case in a competitive market, Inpex did not want to share its market and its product or its processing 
plant with another competitor. Woodside at the time, along with its joint venture partners, was that competitor. 
Woodside was not particularly interested in developing a single gas hub with Inpex. At the same time, the Inpex 
company representatives in Australia were sending different messages to the parent company in Japan. So we 
had confusing messages at the national level and at the state level, and we had an increased proven reserve that 
would obviously require a much bigger plant. I know that is the case, because people in the industry and up and 
down the terrace were talking about the geotechnical problems that Inpex was having with the plant. In short, the 
rumours were that what we would end up with would be not a plant on the Maret Islands, but a huge low-level 
concrete pad to cater for the size of the operation that Inpex would need. What did Inpex need? What it needed 
was a bigger site. Again, we offered Inpex the prospect of sharing a gas hub. At the same time, now that Inpex 
had decided to tell the world that it was going to go to Darwin, the Premier was going around with a wink and a 
nod and saying, “I bet you that we can get it to come back to Western Australia. I’m sure we can do that. Wait 
and see. There’s no guarantee yet that it’s going to go to Darwin”.  

That must be true, because at a recent trip to the Northern Territory, the Northern Territory government showed 
some doubt about whether Inpex would actually be going to the Northern Territory. Why would that be? Well, it 
could be because what Inpex really wants to do is put the plant at Ango Point. Ango has always been one of the 
preferred sites. It is very clear from an oil and gas perspective that Ango is a significant site. The traditional 
owners are happy for that site to be developed. There is natural deep water at that site, so the ocean-dredging 
works that would be required would be minimal. Also, only low-level site works would be required. Although 
that site is not technically difficult, any technical issues that might arise with regard to putting in a gas hub could 
be resolved quite easily.  
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Why would not Inpex, or, indeed, the Premier, talk publicly about Inpex going to Ango? It is because we are 
having a debate about whaling. Interestingly enough, I suspect that is why the commonwealth did not show 
much of an interest in the Inpex project originally. The federal Minister for the Environment, Heritage and the 
Arts at the time, Minister Campbell, was advocating that we should take a strong line against the Japanese 
government for its exploitation of the whale resources in our oceans. We need to remember that the oil and gas 
industry is an industry that attracts investment only when people feel comfortable that their investment dollars 
will be safe. Although Ango is north of what we now know is a major whale breeding area, it would be difficult 
to develop that site in such an emotionally charged environment. That is now particularly compounded by the 
West Atlas disaster.  

For the Leader of the House and the Premier to point the finger at our government and say “You guys wrecked 
it” is absolute nonsense. I will wait and see what the solution is. I do not believe that Inpex will end up going to 
the Northern Territory—or I will be very surprised if it does. If it does not, I bet that the site that the government 
will be trying to encourage people to support will be Ango. So, we will end up with a proliferation of oil and gas 
processing sites around the coast. However, unfortunately for that company and for the state, we have a disaster 
in that area with West Atlas.  
 


