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ABROLHOS ISLANDS 
Grievance 

MR I.C. BLAYNEY (Geraldton) [9.08 am]: I rise to grieve to the Minister for Environment who is represented 
in this place by the parliamentary secretary. The grievance is on the proposed future use of the Abrolhos Islands, 
the Abrolhos Islands national park and the development of the Abrolhos tourism and aquaculture industries. 
The previous government announced in mid-August last year that the state’s latest national park would be 
created at the Abrolhos Islands, off Geraldton. It would be a commonly held feeling locally that the Abrolhos are 
a vastly underutilised resource. The 122 islands stretch over 100 kilometres in three groups: to the north is the 
Wallabi Group, the Easter Group is in the middle and the Pelsaert Group lies to the south. Currently, a small 
number of fishermen stay at the islands when fishing; however, this number has been greatly reduced with the 
restructuring of the industry. For example, there has not been a school at the islands for a number of years. 
A small number of people fly to the islands for daytrips. Tourists, however, are not allowed to stay overnight on 
the islands; they can only sleep overnight on boats. A local, Mr Jay Cox, operates a charter and cruise boat to the 
islands and has done for a number of years; it is highly regarded. 
Environmentally, the islands are quite significant. They contain the southernmost true coral reef in the 
Indian Ocean. The islands are a significant seabird breeding site and are home to about 100 species of bird. The 
islands are at the centre of Western Australia’s largest single-species fishery, the western rock lobster. 
Geraldton Fishermen’s Co-operative handles about 60 per cent of the state’s lobsters, and I am told that it 
actually handles more than Tasmania, South Australia and New Zealand combined. GFC will open a new live 
facility at Perth Airport next week. GFC is unique in that it has built its own facility in Shanghai and is the only 
Australian operation to own its own facility in China. Nearly all lobsters now go live to China. A total of 
389 types of fish are also at the islands, about two-thirds of which are tropical in distribution, with the remainder 
being subtropical or warm temperate. A breeding population of between 75 and 100 Australian sea lions is also 
on the islands. 
The islands, of course, are very historic. The first siting of the islands by Europeans was by the 
Vereenigde Oost–Indische Compagnie ships Dordrecht and Amsterdam in 1619, only three years after 
Dirk Hartog visited WA and only 13 years after the voyage to Australia by the Duyfken in 1606. The islands 
were also the site of one of the more amazing acts in Australian history, with the wreck of the VOC ship Batavia 
on her maiden voyage to Batavia, which is now Jakarta. There were 322 people on board the Batavia. The 
resulting mutiny led to some 125 men, women and children being killed. The construction of some simple forts 
at that time on West Wallabi Island by Wiebbe Hayes and some troops were the first European-built structures in 
Australia, and they are still there. Other shipwrecks on the islands, numbering about 54, include those of the 
Zeewijk, Windsor, Ben Ledi, Cochituate, Hadda, Ocean Queen and probably another VOC ship, the Aagtekerke. 
The islands were also mined for guano in the late 1800s and early 1900s and have a high coral diversity. I think 
I have painted an interesting picture of the Abrolhos.  

During the recent election campaign, both major parties stressed the importance of the future of tourism to 
Geraldton’s economy. Developing an Abrolhos tourism sector is seen as an opportunity to increase employment 
locally. Recently, the region has started to develop a stream of visitors from China, and one tourism operator, 
Wendy Mann, has employed a Chinese native speaker to assist with this. We have also had interest from a cruise 
ship operator to develop a monthly Fremantle–Abrolhos–Geraldton–Fremantle cruise. The shore-tension units 
were bought for Geraldton port with this in mind, but an upgraded jetty is required at the Abrolhos. The 
Department of Fisheries has also been developing an aquaculture zone at the Abrolhos. Trials conducted with 
yellowtail kingfish by a private investor and the Mid West Development Commission have been quite 
successful. There has been interest from interstate aquaculture operators in being part of the zone. Aquaculture is 
seen as another potential employment generator. It is hard to make any guesses about how large this industry 
could grow, but the majority of fish eaten in the world is now farmed rather than caught from wild stocks. 

The driver for the development of aquaculture and tourism at the Abrolhos is employment generation. Geraldton’s 
economy has a number of key industries. The rock lobster fishery is a solid contributor, but a switch to quota and 
live exports has reduced local employment. Likewise, fewer boats, and the use of fewer pots, have reduced 
employment. Geraldton did well out of the iron ore industry over the last decade, but our producers are small and 
high cost. The Karara mine to the east of Morawa is different; it adds value, it is a significant employer and it is 
now the largest user of Geraldton port. It is a long-term operator and has become a very valued part of the midwest 
economy. Agriculture has a sound base in the midwest, with a grain sector that has become very efficient and 
highly specialised. Once again, employment numbers have drifted slowly downward, with rationalisation of the 
number of farms and the scale of machinery reducing the need for labour. The decline of livestock industries due to 
the increase in cropping and the impact of dogs in the rangelands has also had a serious flow-on effect. This year, of 
course, there is a strong likelihood of much reduced harvests due to a lack of rain. 
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The crux of this issue is this question to the government: if it decides not to develop a national park at this stage, 
what are its plans for the Abrolhos? Will the government support the development of a tourism industry based on 
the islands, and what are its plans to bring this about? Where will the management and decision structures sit 
within the government? Does the government still support the development of the aquaculture zone at the 
Abrolhos? Frankly, we need these two sectors to be developed because we need the long-term jobs. The previous 
government’s path was clear: the establishment of a national park to manage the islands not used by fishermen, 
and for the waters and islands used by fishermen to be managed by Fisheries. I think locals accept that a new 
government comes in and sees the world through a different set of eyes, but we would like a commitment from 
the government to the development of aquaculture and tourism at the Abrolhos and an indication of the path 
forward. Our community is waiting for the government’s answers. 

MR R.R. WHITBY (Baldivis — Parliamentary Secretary) [9.14 am]: I thank the member for Geraldton for 
providing me with some notice of this grievance. It was reported in the media earlier this month that the 
Western Australian government had abandoned plans for a national park for the Abrolhos Islands. I would like to 
put on the record this morning and say very plainly that the WA government has not abandoned any plans. We 
are not the ones who have let down the people of the midwest. On 9 June this year, the Minister for 
Environment, Hon Stephen Dawson, confirmed that the McGowan Labor government would not pursue the 
establishment of the Abrolhos Islands national park at this time. He did not stick a pin in the idea forever; he 
made it very clear that this government is committed to the protection of world-class natural assets. The Minister 
for Environment has discussed this matter with the Minister for Tourism and both have indicated that they are 
open to the idea. 

Our government is committed to delivering on our promises that we took to the election. Delivering on our 
election promises is our priority for this term of government. Creating a national park at the Abrolhos was not an 
election commitment of this government. I understand that in August 2016 the then Premier, Hon Colin Barnett, 
MLA, announced that the Liberal–National government would create the Abrolhos Islands national park 
covering approximately 90 per cent of the land component of the Abrolhos. I understand that the then Premier 
was of the view that the Department of Parks and Wildlife was the most appropriate agency to progress 
nature-based tourism opportunities on the Abrolhos in partnership with the private sector, as it has done 
elsewhere around the state through leasing and licensing arrangements. The government is, however, somewhat 
bemused that the previous government, whilst expressing support for the establishment of the national park for 
the cruise ship industry and for Geraldton’s local economy, failed to fund this commitment. It was not funded. It 
is unfortunate that residents and business owners in the midwest were led to believe that the creation of the 
Abrolhos national park was signed, sealed and delivered, because it was not. This is just another example of the 
previous government leading the people of Western Australia down the garden path with promises that were 
never delivered. 
The McGowan Labor government has once again inherited community expectations that were not matched with 
the financial commitment of the Barnett government. The McGowan Labor government now has to do the heavy 
lifting and pick up the pieces of ruined state finances. We will do the urgent budget repair, given the financial 
mess left by the previous government. It does not please me to have to yet again call out the failings of the 
Barnett government, but it is necessary that the Western Australian public, the communities of Geraldton and the 
midwest, and the tourism operators and developers understand the facts of the matter. The McGowan 
government appreciates the environmental values that occur at the Abrolhos Islands and the significant tourism 
potential that exists there, and is committed to protecting and enhancing these world-class assets under existing 
arrangements. However, the priority for the McGowan government is the delivery of our election commitments 
and not the unfunded decisions of the Barnett government. 
This government does not make hollow commitments like those opposite do; we fund our election commitments 
in full. For example, under the environment portfolio is our Aboriginal ranger program. This government will 
create a world-class WA Aboriginal ranger program to protect the environment, and will leverage the social and 
economic benefits that employment provides in regional and remote WA. The program is fully funded. That is 
right—$20 million has been allocated for the program over five years. The program will provide opportunities 
for Aboriginal rangers to be employed to work on country for the protection of the environment and culture, and 
to deliver land and sea management outcomes while achieving social and economic benefits. Although the 
Liberal and National members could not create the Abrolhos national park, this government will create and 
expand new national parks in the key tourism regions of the south west and the Kimberley. A new national park 
will be created on the Fitzroy River in the Kimberley, creating jobs and protecting this unique environment, and 
Wellington National Park near Collie will be expanded. Importantly, both park initiatives will be funded in this 
term of government. The development of tourism on the Abrolhos Islands will require significant funds, but the 
McGowan Labor government does not rule it out. I will repeat that: we do not rule out an Abrolhos Islands 
national park in the future, when financial conditions in this state are more favourable. 
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