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Legislative Council Committee Office (by email: env@parliament.wa.gov.au) 
Parliament House 
4 Harvest Terrace 
West Perth WA 6005 
 
Your ref: A921131, Petition No. 030 
 
Wednesday, 10 November 2021 
 
Hon Peter Foster MLC  
Chair, Standing Committee on Environment and Public Affairs 
 
The Banjima people thank you for the opportunity to provide further information to your enquiry, 

there is so much to tell. Given the complexities of the issues we would respectfully request that you 

allow some of our elders to travel to Perth and present our feelings and aspirations to the 

Committee. 

After decades in the courts, on 14th March 2014, Banjima people achieved Native Title over our 

homelands but we didn't get our country. We were handed back the largest contaminated site in the 

southern hemisphere, with no support, help or plan to fix it. 

In 1969 the Hamersley Range National Park (now Karijini) was proclaimed, the Banjima word Karijini 

describes the Hamersley Range, Karijini in English means “hilly place”. 

Wittenoom Gorge, Range Gorge, Bee Gorge, Garden Gorge, No Name Gorge, Scout Pool, Club Pool 

and Joffrey Creek even though they were defined as being in the Karijini were excluded from the 

park at its establishment, it is assumed that this was because of the Asbestos and Iron Ore potential.  

It is these areas (Ngambigunha), one of the most sustainable living environs within the Pilbara, with 

many shaded living areas, creek systems, permanent pools of water and rock-shelters of the same 

habitation dates of the Juukan rock-shelter that the Banjima lived. 

These areas are now listed as a contaminated site (ID No 11860) and this covers in essence 

approximately 470 km² of the centre of our homelands. 

The contaminated areas present an extreme risk of inhalation of crocidolite asbestos, also called 

blue asbestos, and consequently contracting the fatal illness malignant mesothelioma. They are 

areas which the Banjima People have traditionally used in accordance with their laws and customs, 

including by way of camping, hunting, fishing, swimming and recreation. 

I myself have acquired mesothelioma, and with the help of medical professionals and a new 

treatment option have now survived several years beyond the projected date of my demise. Not so 

lucky were many of my family members, Banjima and other Aboriginal groups in the region, many 

who were buried at the Wittenoom Cemetery. While thousands of whitefella workers in the mines 
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have suffered, nothing compares to the suffering of the Aboriginal people of the area the Banjima, 

Guruma, Yindjibarndi, Ngarluma, Yinhawangka, Nyaparli and Palyku peoples. 

Our people often worked at the Wittenoom and Colonial mines along with many other Aboriginal 

people from the groups listed above, our children played in the asbestos dust and rode on top of the 

asbestos loaded trucks down to the coast and nobody told us that was a problem. 

The continuing presence of un-contained asbestos tailings on the land gives rise to a continuing 

trespass upon the land use rights of the Banjima People. Asbestos tailings comprise a dangerous 

substance. Its existence on land under the ownership, occupation or control of the State gives rise to 

an obligation the State to exercise a high standard of care in avoiding the foreseeable harm to 

Banjima people, which the spread and dispersal of asbestos tailings poses. 

We lost approximately 19,000 km² of our homelands as a result of the Karijini National Park being 

declared prior to the establishment of native title and now we’ve lost a further approximate 470 km² 

due to the contaminated sites requirements. 

Under the Contaminated Sites Act 2003, this 470 km² has been classified as "Contaminated – 

remediation required" and it further states, the area “is not suitable for any human occupation or 

land use and all access to the Site should be prevented.” We cannot accept that as the future for our 

people now and into the future. 

The most recent lodged contaminated site adjacent to the Nanutarra Wittenoom Road indicates that 

asbestos contamination is now migrating in the waterways. 

Our simple question then is – that as we want our country back, who is going to remediate our land? 

We can’t afford to, so somebody must be liable and our government just needs to ensure that 

whoever is responsible foots the bill. 

Government continues to say let us just fix up the Wittenoom town site, some 11kms away, first and 

then we will look at your issue, when they are also telling us that to clean-up our country is too 

expensive. 

Will we be like some American Indian Nation and be driven off our homelands on to some yet to be 

defined reservation. No. We want what is rightfully ours as determined by the courts; we want our 

country back. We want Ngambigunha back. 

 

Maitland Parker 


