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WINDIMURRA VANADIUM MINE 
Statement 

HON JOHN FISCHER (Mining and Pastoral) [9.38 pm]:  I was one of the people who made a submission to 
the Legislative Assembly Economics and Industry Standing Committee on the closure and events leading to the 
decommissioning of Xstrata’s Windimurra vanadium mine.  I rise now to voice my concern about the possibility 
of WMC Resources Ltd also being lost to Xstrata, a ruthless corporate raider.  Few members of this House 
would be unaware of Xstrata’s hostile takeover bid for one of Australia’s greatest, most successful and respected 
mining companies.  

Hon Kim Chance:  Hear, hear! 

Hon JOHN FISCHER:  Those of us in this Parliament and anyone with an awareness of events leading up to the 
decommissioning of the Windimurra vanadium mine at Mt Magnet know that that process should be viewed 
with reservations, if not outright dismay.  WMC has demonstrated over many years its commitment to Australia 
and the Australian community through its substantial contribution to employment and the economy as a leading 
corporate citizen and social benefactor.  This compares with Xstrata’s lack of commitment, as was strongly 
demonstrated by the way it ceased its operation at Windimurra.  This was strongly criticised by the Legislative 
Assembly Standing Committee on Economics and Industry, which recently tabled the report of its inquiry into 
vanadium resources at Windimurra.  The committee raised serious questions about the ethics of Xstrata’s actions 
and highlighted its audacity; that is, it took the benefit of the goodwill of the State and used and abused it and 
walked away leaving millions of dollars in debt to be picked up by the taxpayers of Western Australia.  The 
inquiry resulted from the company being the beneficiary of many millions - in fact, roughly $A30 million - in 
taxpayers’ money that was invested in good faith by the Government to assist with the development of a mine 
with an anticipated life of 20 to 30 years.  It should have been a sound investment.  However, Xstrata closed the 
mine, destroyed the infrastructure and sold the plant on the condition that it not be used for vanadium mining.  It 
was sold as scrap metal for roughly $A2 million.  The committee found that Xstrata set out to limit the ability of 
a competitor to take over Windimurra by dismantling parts of the mineral processing infrastructure.  Xstrata 
refused the request of the Minister for State Development, Hon Clive Brown, to place the decommissioning of 
the Windimurra vanadium mine on hold pending further bids for the mine as an ongoing concern.  Xstrata 
refused.  Its record in this State as a good corporate citizen is extremely poor.  The contrast between WMC and 
Xstrata could not be greater.   

In 1933, WMC was formed by W.S. Robinson to explore and develop gold mines in Western Australia.  Since 
that time the company has explored and developed mines and towns with thriving communities and influenced 
the local economies and enhanced employment opportunities and the lives of those who have worked for WMC.  
People’s businesses and livelihood have developed because of the company’s mining activity.  Norseman, Cue, 
Coolgardie, Kalgoorlie, Kambalda, Bullfinch, Mt Magnet, Leinster, Yeelirrie, to name a few, are towns and 
communities that have benefited from WMC’s investment over the past 70 years.  Over all this time, over half a 
century, WMC has shown itself to be an exemplary corporate citizen.  When it changed the direction of its 
mining interests and disposed of assets, it did so in a way that resulted in continued operations, thus ensuring that 
jobs and livelihoods were protected.  WMC has also been generous to the communities it leaves, often 
establishing funds to preserve community assets.   

WMC’s Olympic Dam has produced over 1.7 million tonnes of copper, one million ounces of gold, 30 000 
tonnes of uranium and about six million ounces of silver.  This operation is worth about $A9 billion today.  
Current resources at Olympic Dam now have a staggering $A326 billion of in-ground metal value, and Xstrata 
wished to buy this for about $A7 billion.  Andrew Trounson’s article in The Australian of Saturday, 27 
November read -  

. . . Xstrata’s reputation has been tarnished in Western Australia, the home of WMC’s substantial nickel 
operations, by its decision to close its Windimurra vanadium mine, deciding that despite high metal 
prices the loss-making mine was not sustainable in the long term. 

A Western Australian parliamentary inquiry criticised Xstrata, which also produces vanadium in South 
Africa, for not taking adequate steps to sell the project intact to another potential operator. 

The plant has been sold off and removed and Xstrata is rehabilitating the land. 

Xstrata’s vanadium division was a big winner, posting a $US19.8 million profit, which compares with a 
$US3.8 million loss for the equivalent half of last year.  Precious Metals Australia claims that Windimurra could 
have generated a profit of $A68 million over the past 12 months.  We need to determine whether this is a 
company that manipulates commodity supply to effect commodity price increases?  Is this a company that is 
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willing to do so at the expense of its employees, their families, the community, the State and indeed the nation?  
Is this a company that we want to see operating in this State; and, if so, what requirements will be placed upon it 
to ensure that the Windimurra experience will not be revisited or tolerated?   

Roderick Smith of Precious Metals Australia said in his submission to the Legislative Assembly’s Economic and 
Industry Standing Committee -  

Windimurra is a useful case study into the difficulty of establishing a world-class value-adding project, 
and how an Australian triumph could be taken away by the act of a foreign company willing to sacrifice 
Australian interests to make more money overseas. 

It has also highlighted the inadequacy of Australian law to protect local interests while emphasising the ways in 
which those companies can be generously assisted by government to develop their projects.  He continued - 

The world’s mineral industry is becoming increasingly globalised.  . . . Today, over 50 per cent of the 
entire world’s industry is held by just five companies.  These companies are all active in Australia, and 
make a great contribution here, but all have competing mines in other countries.  All these companies 
are controlled from overseas and must have, and, in fact, are required to have, the interests of their 
shareholders above the interests of the Australian community. 

Small individual shareholders are unlikely to be the determinants of the hostile takeover bid by Xstrata to win 
control of Western Mining Corporation.  This battle will be fought and won by wooing the shareholders of large 
investment organisations.  The Legislative Assembly’s Economic and Industry Standing Committee report noted 
in its executive summary -  

From the Committee’s point of view, it has been timely to consider the ability of a large international 
mining company to manipulate a local resource development operation to favour the company’s overall 
results or its place in the worldwide market.  Windimurra’s closure may well have proceeded even if 
recommendations made in this report had been implemented beforehand.  However, the 
decommissioning and dismantling of the mine’s infrastructure could have been deferred or avoided had 
the Government been able to intervene in the public interest. 

Corporate citizen or corporate raider?  It is necessary for Governments both at a national and state level to be 
extremely vigilant, because, if we get this wrong, the victims will be the people, the families and the businesses 
of the Mining and Pastoral Region - the people of my electorate, whose welfare I represent.  The Government 
should do whatever it can and take a strong look at the actions of Xstrata.  I know it is a difficult situation, but 
we cannot afford to allow a company such as WMC to be taken over by a corporate raider such as Xstrata, 
especially one that has not shown any concern for this State or the people of the region. 
 


