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Background 

On the 4th September 2019 I read into the Legislative Chamber a petition. “Relation to the 

Movement of the Legislative Compliance Point for Dust Emissions in the West End of Port Hedland” 

Port Hedland has long been a mining town, and for as long as it has been, dust has also been an 

issue.  Record levels of ore are being exported out of this facility, which is regarded as the world’s 

largest bulk export port.  Dust is an ongoing, and now critical issue affecting the people of Port 

Hedland.  The business owners, the property owners and the residents are all impacted.   

Industry stock piles sit in close proximity and exposed to the West End with ineffective measures for 

dust control (see Figure 1).  The dust problem is evident from the building facades, air conditioner 

vents and visible corrosion even on newer buildings.  The west end is usually a permanent shade of 

what the locals refer to as ‘Pilbara pink’ 

In 2009, in response to concerns of the potential impacts of dust on Port Hedland residents’ health 

raised by the Environmental Protection Authority, the West Australian Government establish the 

Port Hedland Dust Management Taskforce (The Taskforce)2.  In January 2016 the Department of 

Health released a report titled “Port Hedland Air Quality Health Risk Assessment for Particulate 

Matter”.  Its findings found evidence of unacceptable dust levels. 

It states: 

“There is sufficient evidence of potential impacts on human health from dust, specifically PM10  in the 

Toxikos HRA to warrant dust management controls and strategic land-use planning to reduce 

community exposure to dust.”  

Furthermore it goes on; 

“The number of affected individuals is very low but only because the population is small.  If the 

population was larger or is allowed to become larger, the health outcomes would be more readily 

discernible and demanding of more immediate regulatory control.” 

In 2017 the Taskforce presented the Port Hedland Dust Management Taskforce Report to 

Government3, outlining a range of recommendations including capping the number of permanent 

residents in dust affected areas of Port Hedland and transferring responsibility for oversight of the 

network of monitoring of dust levels from Port Hedland Industries Council to the Department of 

Water and Environmental Regulation.  This second recommendation to my knowledge to date, is yet 

to occur. 

Of great concern to those who live, reside and invest in Port Hedland is the accuracy of the dust 

monitoring.  I acknowledge the suspicions of the community regarding the credibility of the air 

monitoring network, given that industry funds, maintains and provides the data from the network.    

BHP has previously stated in the media (North West Telegraph, 18/01/2017 that information from 

the company’s dust compliance monitor is used each morning, in conjunction with weather 

forecasts, to determine each day’s activities on a case by case basis – “the company will change or 

reduce operations of equipment where it may be materially contributing to an increase in dust 

emissions.”  I find it difficult to believe BHP would alter its ship loading schedule or halt car dumpers 

due to dust concerns given the strict deadlines and profit targets the company works to. 

Also in 2017 local businesses commissioned a report into the financial impact of the dust.  “The Dust 

Cost Report” found that the dust is costing local businesses up to $1.3 million a year in cleaning and 

infrastructure replacement.  Regardless of the number of individuals impacted, they are still being 



effected and therefore something needs to be done to mitigate the risk and compensate residents 

and business owners who continue to externalise their costs of operating. 

Dust Monitoring Locations 

 

Figure 1. 

The two purple pins in the diagram above give approximate locations of the monitoring points 

alluded to in the petition.  Taplin Street being the current location used for assessing the dust levels 

in the air. 

Given the location of the stockpiles and the prevailing north westerly winds (for approximately seven 

months of the year1) concerns  the Taplin street station not giving a true and accurate average 

representation of the dust levels being experienced in the west end are understandable. 

For a true and accurate representation of compliance with dust level monitoring recommendations 

it is my opinion that the complete monitoring network be taken into account, rather than one 

location.  In the absence of that option, I believe that monitoring at both Taplin Street and 

Richardson Street should be examined in obtaining an accurate measure of the number of days that 

exceed recommended levels. 

Conclusion 

The residents, business owners and investors in Port Hedland have for a long time been dealing with 

the industry created issue of high levels of dust in their town.  Industry and the town site being in 

very close proximity is resulting in impacts on both infrastructure and possible impacts on residents’ 

health.  It is vital that stakeholders are confident in the data being collected from dust monitoring 

sites, this is not currently the case. 

There must be continued engagement with the community and industry to find industry driven 

solutions to the dust issue in Port Hedland. 
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