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ALCOA’S WAGERUP FACILITY 
Grievance 

DR J.M. WOOLLARD (Alfred Cove) [9.12 am]:  My grievance is to the Minister for the Environment.  The 
state government’s plan to allow Alcoa to nearly double its Wagerup facility’s production is a serious matter that 
requires further investigation.  Last week I joined a group from the community that is opposed to the extension at 
the Wagerup mine because of environmental and health concerns.  Many of these people were Alcoa workers or 
former workers or people who live in areas that could be affected by the decision to allow Alcoa’s production at 
Wagerup to virtually double.  In other words, they are the very people who are affected on a daily basis by the 
mining and refinery processes, the blasting, the odorous emissions from the chimney stacks and the dust blowing 
over their homes.   
I have recently learnt that Alcoa was given some hefty concessions several decades ago to entice it to start 
mining in Western Australia.  Those concessions include access to our precious commodities such as gas and 
water.  The concessions are enshrined in several state agreements.  I believe that those state agreements bypass 
other protective legislation, yet the minister knows the agreements have a further 40 years to run.   
Alcoa in Western Australia produces 20 per cent of the world’s alumina.  However, the process also creates 
mountains of red mud waste as a by-product.  What does Alcoa do with the red mud waste?  It stores it in huge 
amounts in large ponds near its facilities.  Does that red mud contain caustic material, mercury or other harmful 
chemicals?  Is it radioactive?  Does the red mud residue dry out in the ponds over summer, allowing the dust to 
blow over nearby workplaces, towns and the countryside?  According to the local concerned community groups, 
yes, it does.  I read last week that Alcoa had announced a process that it believes will utilise the alumina refinery 
waste and make it usable for construction materials, concrete and fillers for plastics.  If that is the case, it is a 
process that is long overdue.  How many tonnes of the waste material have accumulated in the holding ponds 
over the years?  How much of the waste can be processed under the new method?  What will happen to the 
remainder of the waste that cannot be processed?  Is the new method environmentally safe?   
What about royalties?  Current gold royalties are 2.5 per cent, iron ore royalties are between five and 7.5 per cent 
and diamond royalties are 7.5 per cent.  What about alumina royalties?  They are set at 1.65 per cent of the sale 
value after all expenses have been taken out.  Why are they so much lower than gold, iron ore and diamond 
royalties?  This government needs to increase the alumina royalty rate.  The state receives millions of dollars in 
royalties from mining projects, from which it benefits in many ways.  However, what proportion of the money is 
returned to ensure that local communities and our wonderful environment are protected from the damage caused 
by the mining and processing of these important mineral resources?  The government in 1987 altered the 
Alumina Refinery (Wagerup) Agreement and Acts Amendment Act.  I believe that we need to make another 
amendment to the act to increase the royalty percentage payable on alumina and to claw back some of the 
benefits that the state so generously gave away in the past. 
Alcoa’s plans for Wagerup fly in the face of recent news reports that Alcoa has been responsible for 11 spills of 
harmful substances since June last year.  How can the minister and the government allow Alcoa to dramatically 
increase its activities when the company cannot safely function at its current level?  Is the minister not 
concerned?  I know that many members of the community and I are concerned.  In some instances, Alcoa has not 
reported the spills until after it has been forced to.  Where are the government’s environmental safeguards?  Only 
last week the minister acknowledged that her department had breached environmental conditions set for the 
management of the Gnangara water mound, one of our most important sources of water.  If the minister cannot 
oversee the proper management of her own department, how can that department possibly ensure that the 
expansion project will not pollute our air, soil and ground water or destroy areas of the northern jarrah forest 
near Wagerup?  When people realised that the Ningaloo Reef and the old-growth forests were under threat from 
proposed development, they came out in droves to force the government to defend those areas.  More and more 
people are becoming aware of the minister’s department’s incompetence in protecting our environment.  They 
are starting to ask why the government has given the responsibility to the minister.  Is it because that, although 
she presents well, she is a weak minister and has no idea what is happening in her portfolio?  I urge the minister 
to ensure that these environmental and health concerns are properly addressed before it is too late.   

DR J.M. EDWARDS (Maylands - Minister for the Environment) [9.20 am]:  I thank the member for the 
grievance because, as she has said, this is a very important and serious issue.  She is correct; Alcoa is proposing 
to expand its Wagerup refinery.  This is currently being assessed by the Environmental Protection Authority 
under section 38 of the Environmental Protection Act.  This matter was referred to the EPA in June 2004, and 
the level of assessment was set at public environmental review.  I, as minister, raised that level of assessment, 
with some angst, so that it is now being assessed at an environmental review and management program level.  
The ERMP process included a two-week scoping period, which would not otherwise have been available to the 
public and was required as a result of my decision.  That took place in September last year.  The ERMP was 
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subsequently released for public comment for 10 weeks - an increase that I imposed - in May this year.  That 
finished at the end of July.  Alcoa is currently preparing a response to public submissions, which is expected to 
be submitted to the EPA fairly shortly.  The EPA will then publish a bulletin that will be subject to a further two-
week appeal period.  Clearly, I will be looking at that exceedingly carefully, taking into account the matters 
raised in the bulletin, documentation and appeals that I am sure will be received when the bulletin is released. 

I take the opportunity to respond to some of the comments that the member has made.  The first point I make is 
that, as Minister for the Environment, I have made changes to the Environmental Protection Act that have gone 
through this Parliament.  The act has been amended and state agreements have been amended to bring all the 
state agreements under the Environmental Protection Act.  That is a very big change.  Previously, some of those 
old state agreement acts operated outside the Environmental Protection Act.  

Dr J.M. Woollard:  It has not been amended. 

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  It has been amended.  The member does not know what she is talking about.  I have also 
set up the Wagerup medical practitioners forum.  For the first time we have got together a group of eminent 
medicos, under the chairmanship of Professor D’Arcy Holman, which has provided advice to government on 
some of the health issues related to the Alcoa Wagerup refinery.  It made a number of recommendations, which 
have subsequently been followed up by government.  One of the actions we took as a result of those 
recommendations, responding in a more general way rather than to a specific recommendation, was to set up the 
Ministerial Council on Health, Environment and Industry Sustainability, which I now chair.  This meets 
monthly.  We track across-government issues like this that are of concern to the community and the government.  
We also placed a community health nurse in the Yarloop community to get closer to the concerns being raised in 
that area.  We have established the Pinjarra-Brunswick sustainable communities planning study and done a lot of 
work in the area with local governments and communities to address their concerns.  We have also set up a 
Wagerup tripartite group to provide greater transparency and accountability.  This group has been very useful in 
providing input and making sure that all the facts and figures are put on the table, particularly with licensing 
decisions.   

In addition, we have created the Environmental Health Foundation, which is chaired by Professor Charles 
Watson.  This will assist government with issues that touch on environmental health, which sometimes are 
beyond the expertise available in government departments.  I look forward to working with this group over time.  
As part of the licensing changes, each licence that has been issued since I have been minister has been amended.  
Over time a lot of activity has occurred; for example, Alcoa, in response to just these licensing amendments, has 
spent $40 million on pollution control equipment that was not previously in place.  It has also spent $35 million 
on land acquisition to make sure that we are implementing the recommendations of the medical practitioners 
forum.  On top of that, we have arranged for the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation 
to review air quality in the Wagerup area.  The recommendations of that study are now being implemented 
through the licence conditions, which have been toughened with each licence renewal.  We have put in place an 
Opsis continuous monitoring program to get a better handle on the emissions in the area.  However, I think it 
needs to be pointed out that the medical practitioners themselves advised against drilling down into too much 
detail on any one particular chemical, because that is probably not the answer. 

This is a serious issue and is of concern to us.  We are working very closely with the community and 
departments to make sure that we are getting on top of these issues.  The ERMP has been released for public 
comment and is being looked at very closely by the EPA.  The bulletin will be published, and there will then be 
an opportunity for further input from the community.  I will pass the comments on royalties to the Minister for 
State Development, who has some form in this area.  I think he will be pleased with this.  I believe that this issue 
will continue to cause concern in the community.  I am happy to take the member’s grievance, and I look 
forward to hearing more of them in the future. 
 


