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ADJOURNMENT OF THE HOUSE 
HON KIM CHANCE (Agricultural - Leader of the House) [11.39 pm]:  I move - 

That the House do now adjourn. 

Windimurra Vanadium Mine, Mt Magnet - Adjournment Debate 
HON JOHN FISCHER (Mining and Pastoral) [11.39 pm]:  I will make some brief remarks about the 
Windimurra vanadium mine at Mt Magnet.  Lately we have read in the Press and have heard on talkback radio 
about the pollution and contamination being caused by the Windimurra vanadium mine at Mt Magnet.  Naturally 
I was concerned about this as Mt Magnet is in my electorate.  Having read the articles, I then spoke to a number 
of people in Mt Magnet about the operation and I found to my agreement that it is well regarded, and 
exceptionally so.  I found also that there was no substance to the claims that pollution from the processing 
operation is making people in the area ill.   

I contacted the company and was pleased when the chief executive officer offered to come to my electorate 
office and talk to me about the operation.  In fact, the company was happy for me to tour the operation.  From 
what I saw, it appears to be extremely transparent in its operations in the area.  Vanadium Australia Pty Ltd 
mines vanadium, which is used to strengthen steel.  It is also the newest and most advanced operation in the 
world and is highly regarded in the vanadium business.  Most vanadium operations use coal to fire their plants.  
However, the Mt Magnet operation uses North West Shelf gas, or natural gas, produced in Australia.  This is 
downstream processing and is just what Australia needs to happen.  We produce the iron ore, steel and additives 
and the operation is driven with home-grown, clean fuels.  This is what downstream processing is all about - 
providing work for a variety of people throughout Australia.   

There have been many claims in the media and by the Windimurra station owner, but the thrust of them are that 
the stack emissions are causing ill health in both the workers and the animals.  When both government and 
independent health workers have checked out these claims, they have been found to have no substance.  No other 
workers or surrounding station personnel have been affected or, indeed, have complained.  The vanadium 
operation takes up some one per cent of the Windimurra station.  Despite this, on numerous occasions Vanadium 
Australia has offered to buy the station and it has also offered adequate compensation.  I will not continue to go 
into all the accusations because they are tedious and time does not allow me the luxury of going into them.  
However, I have read about the owner’s claims and have seen what the mine has done in response.  All I can say 
is that it has more than bent over backwards to solve the problem.   

I have also heard claims that it has exceeded its emissions levels on a number of occasions.  However, I learnt 
that when an operation is mooted, emissions levels are set at a level which would be nice to achieve but which 
are well within world health standards.  When the operation gets up and running, the company, in conjunction 
with the Environmental Protection Authority, monitors the levels of these emissions and then works to reduce 
them as far as possible and always within health guidelines.  It may be that levels of ammonia at this operation 
are higher than originally anticipated.  That does not mean that they are dangerously high; it means that they are 
higher than expected.  This is because each ore type in the world has a slightly different characteristic which, 
when processed, will produce varying levels of emissions.  At the planning stage, only the ballpark figures can 
be used to determine the emissions levels.  EPA licences therefore are based on other operations around the 
world, world health guidelines and bench scale tests, and these levels are subject to alteration.  Technically, 
therefore, the company has breached the emissions levels, although it has not broken the law.  It would be guilty 
of that only if it deliberately exceeded emissions levels and hid the fact from the EPA.  The law provides for this 
because it has an understanding of the technical complexity of these types of operations.  Vanadium Australia 
has not broken the law.  In fact, all its other emissions are below the level set at the time of commencement.  It 
has a transparent operation, and it appears to welcome scrutiny.   

Due to fluctuations in the world vanadium price, the mine has yet to turn one dollar of profit.  The risk we have 
at the moment is that this valuable downstream processing operation may go out of business if the State does not 
come to its rescue.  The mine employs 100 people, who would lose their jobs if it were to go out of operation.  
The owners of this operation, Xstrata Coal Australia Pty Ltd, have made the decision to put the operation on care 
and maintenance if the economics of the operation do not improve by January 2003.   

At present the mine gets its sodium oxalate, which is used in the refining process, at no cost from Alcoa World 
Alumina Australia.  Sodium oxalate is a by-product from the Alcoa operation and one that Alcoa needs to get rid 
of, so it supplies the vanadium operation with this material.  However, if the mine were to shut down and go onto 
care and maintenance, Alcoa would be forced to find another user of this product.  This would make the 
reopening of the vanadium operation more difficult, because the cost of business would go up if Vanadium 
Australia had to source the material elsewhere and pay for it.  Because of the weakening South African rand 
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against the United States dollar, the South African vanadium operations have become more profitable, making 
the Australian operation less attractive.   

I support the proposal that this Government give Vanadium Australia some capital relief in terms of the gas 
pipeline and the power station.  Since Western Power is a joint venture partner in both of these operations, this is 
possible.  If the operation were to go out of business, the State would get nothing.  Therefore, it is in our best 
interests to assist.  This relief may be in the form of writing off the debt, or holding it over until the mine is 
running on a profitable basis.  Whatever the mechanism, this restructuring of debt is vitally important to the 
continued operation of the Vanadium Australia Mt Magnet operation, which we should not want to see closed.  
As a society we give relief to many different groups, including private companies.  Drought relief is certainly 
one example that springs to mind readily.  Companies have been given financial incentives to set up operations 
all over Australia.  The popular method of funding this assistance is usually via a levy.  In fact, the federal 
Government is considering imposing a levy on sugar to assist with the restructuring of the sugar industry in 
Queensland.  We are paying a levy for the HIH Insurance scandal.  It is nothing new.  I am not suggesting, 
however, that we introduce another levy.  Rather, I am pointing out that the provision of assistance is nothing 
new. I am proposing that this Government assist Vanadium Australia in a manner that will ensure that it 
continues to operate efficiently for the benefit of the regional area that it services through Mt Magnet and for the 
benefit of Western Australia.   

Albany Regional Prison, Security - Adjournment Debate 
HON PADDY EMBRY (South West) [11.48 pm]:  The reason I rise tonight was sort of brought to a head by a 
question that Hon Robyn McSweeney asked yesterday about security at Albany Regional Prison.  The question 
involved the practice of the armed patrol driving in between the two razor wire fences at night.  I was interested 
in the minister’s reply, which was to the effect that an extra warden would operate in the interior of the prison; in 
other words, inside the prison itself.  I found the answer interesting, but also, with due respect to the minister, 
uninformed, because the major role of that armed petrol is to stop people from breaking into the prison, not to 
stop people from breaking out.  In fact, Albany Regional Prison has had only one attempt to break in or break 
out, and that involved some poor individual who was trying to break in.  However, it has not had prisoners 
attempting to break out.  The armed patrol is very important for the protection and security of both wardens and 
prisoners. 
When one considers the escalation of activities in the hard drug scene and the huge sums of money involved in 
that scene, a number of prisoners in Western Australia could without much difficulty lay their hands on 
equipment, or bring influence to bear, to mount a sophisticated and well-organised commando-type attack.  An 
example of an attack that would be very easy to achieve would be one by helicopter.  None of the prisons has 
steel cables running across the top of them that would prevent a helicopter from landing there.  Part of the role of 
the armed perimeter fence between the two barbed wire fences is for exactly that sort of reason; that is, to 
prevent such an attack.  The only real protection against such an attack is the mobile armed patrol.  The police in 
Albany are also on hand but, as members know, they are seriously undermanned.  In fact, the main police station 
in that regional centre is not manned at night, which indicates how seriously undermanned the police are.  It is 
ridiculous to think that in an emergency situation the police could get themselves out to the prison and be of 
much assistance. 

The whole question of Albany Regional Prison is interesting.  No-one doubts the success that it has had in 
handling inmates.  It has been more successful in rehabilitating inmates than any other prison in Western 
Australia.  The Inspector of Custodial Services, Professor Richard Harding, in his report dated 9 September this 
year - six weeks ago - states -  

By any measure, Albany is a healthy prison.  Some enthusiastic former inmates described it as ‘the best 
in Australia, or at any rate the best in Western Australia’. 

Professor Harding’s report, in detailing the prison’s performance, states -  

. . . Albany’s performance amounts to best practice within the Western Australian prison system.  

He goes on to say -  

Albany is an extremely important dispersal prison, and the evidence is overwhelming that it has a 
stunningly successful record in relation to persons who have been deemed dangerous or difficult 
elsewhere. 

Albany prison has a different and more relaxed style of handling prisoners.  The report continues -  

The biggest source of concern relates to the recommendation of the Corcoran Report that the night time 
armed perimeter patrol should be abandoned and replaced by a random unarmed patrol. 

That is the patrol about which I initially spoke.  The report continues -  
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There are points where . . . visibility is very poor . . .  

The lighting does not cover the whole of the perimeter.  In fact, because the prison does not have a Centrax 
warning system, a person could break into the prison without being detected.  That is the purpose of the armed 
patrol.  The report continues -  

The Inspector at this stage believes that it is premature to disband the armed response group manning 
the Albany wall. 

The work camps at Pardelup and Walpole have been most successful and part of the overall plan to well prepare 
inmates for their release into the broader community once they have served their time.  Professor Harding goes 
on to say that their re-entry to the community will be that much more difficult and their likelihood of reoffending 
that much greater without those facilities.  He continues - 

At the industrial and human resources levels, the Head Office moves have been little short of disastrous. 

I will read a little more of that report, which states - 

In summary, the changes amount to a textbook example of how not to manage change, how not to 
consult key stakeholders, how not to value in an organisational context the standards and outcomes that 
really matter in corrections, and how not to acknowledge the skills and experience of a motivated 
workforce.  The decisions also fly directly in the face of the recently enunciated objectives of the 
Government following upon the Minister’s recent overseas tour. 

They are pretty damning words from the official inspector of custodial services.  This situation arose because of 
the number of prisoners who are being transferred from Albany Regional Prison to Casuarina Prison to maintain 
the number of prisoners that the Government has contracted to that organisation.  The Government appears to be 
winding back the Albany Regional Prison, and this is most strange when it proves to be the one that is producing 
the best results in rehabilitation. 

Last Thursday I attended a play at the prison.  Interestingly, the inmates had been writing and preparing for this 
play for the past 18 months.  During the past five weeks they were joined by professional actors and a producer, 
and it was really interesting.  I was at the prison three weeks earlier when they had torn up their scripts - or 
somebody else had - because they had each written a script and it had to be reduced to something that could be 
put on in a short time.  It was a very good play.  It was interesting to see the mixture of inmates and professional 
actors.  My wife and I had a little guess about which was which.  One was covered in tattoos and we successfully 
guessed who he was.  Another was a woman; she was obviously a professional actress, Albany being a men’s 
prison.  We decided another person would be a drug prisoner; but he was a professional actor.  We were 
discussing another small, professional looking younger person later.  I asked whether he came from interstate 
and what he did for a living.  He said he was an inmate.  It was interesting how wrong one could be in one’s 
assessment of these people.  This was a first for a prison in Australia.  The professional actors enjoyed it; it was 
obviously worthwhile for the prisoners; and it will be an absolute disaster if these good schemes that do work 
towards rehabilitation are put at risk.  The Albany prison is a huge employer in the district and a lot of money is 
directed from there into the community.  This Government talks about decentralisation and it appears to be going 
down the track of closing one of the best prisons in Western Australia.  If the Government is serious about 
decentralisation, this would be a very good time to rethink those efforts.   

Question put and passed. 

House adjourned at 11.58 pm 
__________ 

 


