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Dear Mr Foster 
 
Thank you for recent letter of 2 March 2022 regarding Petition No. 030 – Asbestos 
contamination in Wittenoom, Eastern Gorge and Yampire. 
 
As you are aware the asbestos issues in the Wittenoom area have a long and complex 
history.  
 
There are multiple stakeholders involved both past and present. I have restricted my 
response to the public area widely referred to as the Wittenoom Asbestos Management 
Area (WAMA). I note that there are some mining companies and pastoralists that have 
interests that intersect the WAMA. However, these activities are subject to differing 
management plans, approvals and WorkSafe WA requirements and I believe are beyond 
the scope of the information request. 
 
Please find attached responses to your query. 
 
Yours sincerely 

 
Reece Whitby MLA 
MINISTER FOR ENVIRONMENT; CLIMATE ACTION 
 
4 April 2022 



 

 

Attachment 1 – Responses to Queries 
 

1. Although the Committee acknowledges the former Minister's advice that 
it is unlikely to be possible to restore the WAMA to the state it was in 
before the contamination occurred, is it accepted that some form of active 
mediation (clean-up) is required? 
 
It is acknowledged that works to further manage contamination will be required 
within the WAMA to minimise exposure to asbestos resulting from former 
mining and milling activities. 
 
Any options for remediation will require significant further investigations and 
planning work, and extensive consultation with the traditional owners and other 
related stakeholders. 
 

2. Have the remediation objectives been determined? 
 
Previous studies have outlined high-level remediation objectives for some of 
the areas within the WAMA. Further consideration would be required to 
determine detailed remediation objectives for specific areas within the WAMA. 
 
It is important to consider that some remediation options may have implications 
for other environmental or cultural values of certain areas within the WAMA. 
For example, some remediation options would involve completely removing 
and burying all vegetation and topsoil from contaminated areas.  
 
Given the potential scale and time frame of management and remediation 
options, it is likely that objectives for each area may need to evolve to account 
for changing conditions. They may also need to evolve to capture any potential 
opportunities to undertake remediation activity in conjunction with other works, 
such as through the rerouting of road infrastructure. 
 

3. What are the objectives and what is the rationale and methods by which 
they were derived? 
 
One primary objective identified in previous work is to stabilise or remove the 
source of asbestos fibres at the deposits of tailings/overburden1 material in the 
gorges. Whilst the tailings material remains exposed to the elements, clean-up 
of the gorges cannot practically commence.  
 
Through previous work, various technical considerations related to remediation 
options (including technical feasibility, effective risk reduction, costs, health and 
safety risks, and impacts on physical systems and processes) have been 
considered at a high-level.  
 
The views and preferences of stakeholders, particularly the Banjima people, 
will be a critical element of any further consideration of management objectives. 

 

1 Referred to throughout Wittenoom documentation as ‘tailings’ the material includes overburden 
impacted by asbestos containing rock layers and waste material from the processing mill. 
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4. What remedial options and strategies were identified by this study? Are 
the results of this study publicly available? 
 
A number of potential remediation strategies for the stockpiles of asbestos 
tailings in the Wittenoom gorges have been considered in various studies over 
the last 20 years. This included potential options including in-situ burial in the 
gorges, excavation of tailings outside of the gorge for burial elsewhere, 
pumping a slurry of tailings into the former mine, capping, reshaping and toe 
armour, etc.  
 
Further consideration of options will be needed, to consider changes in 
legislation, feedback from the Banjima people and other key stakeholders, 
applicable safe working practices, and heritage considerations. 
 
The scoping documents are publicly available via the Detailed Summary of 
Records process outlined in the Contaminated Sites Regulations 2006. 
 

5. Has a formal remedial action plan (RAP) been prepared?  
 
A RAP has not been prepared for remediation of the gorges at Wittenoom. The 
asbestos contamination within the gorges is a challenging and complex issue 
due to the sheer scale, nature and extent of the asbestos tailings within the 
gorges.  
 
To manage the asbestos issues within the WAMA, a single RAP would not be 
feasible or practical due to the nature and scale of contamination and 
complexity of the issues. Any future RAP would need to be developed in 
conjunction with stakeholders, including the Banjima people.  
 

6. What are the specific remedial targets that are sought to be achieved?  
 
Specific remedial targets have not been developed as further assessment and 
consultation with stakeholders is required. 
 
Given the scale of the contamination and the potential impact of remedial 
options, it may be possible that a management approach based on containing 
(rather than fully remediating) contamination in certain areas while remediating 
others, may ultimately be preferred by stakeholders. It is acknowledged that 
complete remediation of certain areas is not likely to be possible.  
 

7. What priority ranking was determined from the Technical Workshop? 
 
The Technical Workshop held in 2011 assigned the following priority rankings 
for sites within Wittenoom and surrounds:  

 Priority 1 – Colonial Mine, Mill and Tailings; 
 Priority 2 – Wittenoom Mine and Eastern Gorge; 
 Priority 3 – Wittenoom Gorge; 
 Priority 4 – Wittenoom Townsite; 
 Priority 5 and 6 – Floodplain and Yampire Mine and Mill; and 
 Priority 7 – Wittenoom Airstrip. 
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This assessment was based on available information at the time of that 
workshop. Given the subsequent technical work, and the need for further 
consultation with stakeholders, it is possible that priority for management of 
specific areas or site within the WAMA may differ in the future. 
 

8. What were the results of the feasibility study? 
 
The 2013 study identified three different potential remediation strategies for the 
Priority 1 and Priority 2 sites as follows: 
 

1) Tailings Storage Facility – Relocation of all tailings to a location outside 
of the gorge system in the vicinity of the Wittenoom Townsite in a 
purpose-built facility. 

2) Encapsulation – Excavate into the gorge walls near two primary tailings 
sources, encapsulate the tailings material and reform the landmasses. 

3) Levee – Consolidate all tailings at the Colonial and Wittenoom mines, 
cap in-situ and protect with armoured levee to minimise disturbance of 
tailings. 

 
None of these options would result in full remediation of the gorges. These 
assessments were also made based on the information available at the time. 
Further consideration of feasibility must consider the input from stakeholders, 
particularly the Banjima people.  
 

9. Have any costs-benefit and sustainability analysis been completed? If 
yes, what were the results of the analysis? 
 
No detailed cost-benefit and sustainability analysis has been completed. 
 

10. Is it accepted that the longer remediation (clean-up) is delayed, the higher 
the costs? 
 
While future costs may be impacted by inflation, there are many other factors 
that may influence the cost of management works.  
 
Given the scale and complexity of contamination, the nature of potential 
management options, cyclical market conditions, changing legislation and 
technical requirements, and the cost profile of undertaking works in inland parts 
of the Pilbara, actual costs are likely to vary significantly through time. New 
technologies and remediation methods may reduce costs.  
 
Current demand pressures in construction industries in the Pilbara are likely to 
adversely impact the near-term availability of remediation specialists and 
contractors.  
 

11. Has a timeframe been determined? If no, why has no timeframe been 
determined? 
 
A timeframe for remediation options has not been determined. Additional 
consideration of options and consultation with stakeholders will be required to 
determine the most appropriate approach and any associated timeframes.  
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12. Has the Government ever previously obtained advice on this issue 
(liability)?  
 
It is broadly acknowledged that the issues surrounding liability are extremely 
complex, and the potential liabilities for remediation have not been formally 
established.  
 
Emphasis on determining the responsibility for remediation was not prioritised 
during the preliminary stages of investigation. Contaminated sites 
investigations require a staged approach to sufficiently characterise the nature 
and extent of contamination, to inform immediate and long-term management 
measures. 
 

13. What is the process involved for obtaining this advice? 
 
It is the preference of the State to work with the various parties who have had 
a role in the mining, milling and use of asbestos in Wittenoom to reach an 
agreed outcome as to liabilities and obligations going forward. 

14. What timeframe is anticipated for obtaining this advice? 
 
It is not possible to definitively estimate how long discussions with impacted 
parties might take to reach agreement on liabilities and management 
obligations.  
 

15.  Are the minutes from the Wittenoom Steering Committee meetings 
publicly available? 
 
The minutes from Wittenoom Steering Committee meetings are not currently 
published. Members of the public may lodge requests for past minutes to the 
Department of Planning, Lands, and Heritage. 
 

16. What consultation has occurred with the Banjima people and when has 
this occurred. 

 
The Department of Planning, Lands and Heritage (the Department) has 
conducted engagement with the Banjima People concerning Wittenoom, 
particularly since 2015 via the Banjima Native Title Aboriginal Corporation 
(BNTAC) and its legal representative, Roe Legal. This has included written 
updates via email and meetings between BNTAC and the Department. 
 
The Department also consulted extensively with the Banjima people through 
previous work to collate important local and cultural knowledge and important 
ethnographic information related to significant sites surrounding Wittenoom.  
 
The State intends to reconvene the Wittenoom Steering Committee and invite 
representatives of the Banjima people to attend.  


