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DR PHILLIP PLAYFORD — TRIBUTE 

Statement by Minister for Mines and Petroleum 

MR W.J. JOHNSTON (Cannington — Minister for Mines and Petroleum) [12.37 pm]: Today the McGowan 
government would like to pay its respects and honour the contribution Dr Phillip Playford made to 
Western Australia. Dr Playford passed away recently, at the age of 85. Phil was a renowned geologist and historian 
in WA, who had a love for the great outdoors and adventure. He was born in Guildford on 27 December 1931, 
attended Perth Modern School and studied petroleum geology at the University of WA in 1948. While studying at 
university, he joined the commonwealth Bureau of Mineral Resources as a cadet geologist. He was engaged in 
exploration fieldwork in 1953 with West Australian Petroleum Pty Ltd—the exploration arm of Caltex, now known 
as Chevron—and Ampol Petroleum. Together, the joint venture discovered oil at Rough Range near Exmouth. 
This discovery of flowing oil in post-war Australia generated a  boom, creating many jobs for petroleum 
geologists, including a then 23-year-old Phil. Phil accepted a  job with WAPET soon after, starting fieldwork 
and camping rough in the bush at Shark Bay, 600 kilometres north of the Rough Range oil discovery. In Shark 
Bay, he became fascinated with the stromatolites of Hamelin Pool, which are coral-like, living fossils said to 
be 3.5 billion years old. He recognised the stromatolites as the world’s most significant occurrence of ancient 
life. His studies of them and the other natural wonders of Shark Bay led to the area’s World Heritage l isting. 
In 1956, Phil’s fieldwork took him to the Kimberley to map the Devonian Reef complexes, where he devolved 
a  deep interest in Aboriginal culture. There he was intrigued by the Aboriginal people and their cave paintings 
in the exposed reef system. This led him to participate in an expedition into the Great Sandy Desert in 1964. 
He was on a  mission to locate Aboriginal people who might be at risk from British rockets that were about to 
be tested at the Woomera Rocket Range. He successfully found the last known Aboriginal people who were 
still leading traditional lives. 

Phil joined the Geological Survey of Western Australia as a supervising geologist in 1962. One of his first 
recommendations was to ask the then Minister for Mines, Arthur Griffith, to encourage WAPET to drill for oil 
at Barrow Island. This led to the discovery of commercial oil in 1964, followed by subsequent discoveries and 
the development of the gigantic North West Shelf and Gorgon LNG projects. His contributions to science, 
history and the promotion of petroleum prospectivity in WA have been recognised by many awards and 
honorary memberships, including the Member of the Order of Australia. 

Phil passed away on 12 July, leaving behind Cynthia and their two daughters, Julia and Katherine, their 
husbands, four grandchildren and many friends, especially in WA’s mineral exploration and historical circles.  
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