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COCKBURN SOUND-OWEN ANCHORAGE, DREDGING OF SEAGRASS BEDS 
Urgency Motion 

THE PRESIDENT (Hon J.A. Cowdell):  Members, I have received a letter in the following terms - 

Dear Mr. President, 

Urgency Motion 
At today’s sitting it is my intention to move under SO72 that the House at its rising, adjourn until 
9.00am on 25 December 2001, for the purpose of discussing the environmental and social consequences 
of the ongoing dredging of seagrass beds in Cockburn Sound/Owen Anchorage and in particular: 

. the proposal by Cockburn Cement Limited to dredge for a further 32 years; 

. the Environmental Protection Authority’s Report and recommendation; and 

. the Cement Works (Cockburn Cement Limited) Agreement Act 1971. 

Yours sincerely, 

Giz Watson MLC 

Member for North Metropolitan Region 

At least four members will need to rise in their places for the further consideration of this motion. 

[At least four members rose in their places.] 

HON GIZ WATSON (North Metropolitan) [3.34 pm]:  I move - 

That the House at its rising adjourn until 9.00 am on 25 December. 

I have raised this issue as a matter of urgency because I consider the consequences of this proposal, if it 
proceeds, to be profoundly urgent.  At this juncture, as the Environmental Protection Authority has given 
approval for long-term dredging to continue in Cockburn Sound-Owen Anchorage, the consequences for the 
environment of Cockburn Sound are likely to be enormous.  At this time, there is a brief window of opportunity 
for people to appeal to the minister to not accept the report and recommendation of the EPA. 

I will give some background to this issue for the benefit of those members who have not been following the 
long-term debate about the loss of seagrass habitat in Cockburn Sound-Owen Anchorage.  Cockburn Cement Ltd 
has been dredging shell sand from the Cockburn Sound-Owen Anchorage area on Success and Parmelia Banks 
since 1972 under the state agreement Act that enables it to carry out this work.  That state agreement Act is the 
Cement Works (Cockburn Cement Limited) Agreement Act 1971.  It was amended in 1986. 

The state agreement Act is effective until 2011, with provision to extend it to 2021.  It is interesting to note that 
this proposal for long-term dredging for a further 32 years, starting in 2002 when the company’s medium-term 
dredging proposal runs out, has been approved by the EPA, so that dredging will continue to 2034.  Interestingly, 
the EPA has given the company the go-ahead even beyond the time specified in the state agreement Act.   

The proposal in this long-term dredging plan is to dredge a further 783 hectares of the seabed in Success and 
Parmelia Banks.  Of this area, 168.5 hectares have seagrass meadows, and 614 hectares have an unvegetated, 
sandy sea bottom.  Another aspect of the proposal is that it is proposed to dredge a channel or seaway through 
both Success and Parmelia Banks.  This seaway is to be 1.5 kilometres wide by about six kilometres long, and 
somewhere between 15 and 18 metres deep.  It is an enormous excavation.  Even putting aside the loss of 
seagrass habitat, opening up a seaway of that size will very significantly alter the bathymetry of Cockburn 
Sound, the wave heights and erosion on the shoreline.  The EPA acknowledges that, but it has said that it 
considers that Cockburn Cement’s commitment to management measures for foreshore restoration is sufficient 
to allow Cockburn Cement to dredge such an enormous seaway.  Interestingly, the Fremantle Port Authority, in 
its comment on the environmental review and management plan, said that a seaway as wide as that proposed by 
Cockburn Cement is not essential for continued safe and efficient shipping in the Fremantle outer harbour.  The 
submission by the Department of Environmental Protection was even more specific and said - 

What evidence is there that the State desires a seaway and would be prepared to undertake the necessary 
greater level of dredging and other maintenance over and above what the existing shipping channel 
requires? 

Does the proponent propose to dredge the Seaway to the width and depth modelled and considered, or 
only to a point where the dredging yields economic returns? 
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The Environmental Protection Authority is basically saying in its own environmental management document that 
it considers that Cockburn Cement Ltd can create this massive seaway that, when severe storms occur, will 
increase the wave height onto Woodman Point by 20 per cent.  That is an increase in wave height of one-fifth, 
which will have inevitable consequences such as increased erosion.  Studies of beaches in the metropolitan area 
have indicated that once different wave conditions are created through, for example, the building of groynes, the 
erosion and deposition patterns on the coast are altered.  Shires carry enormous financial burdens in efforts to 
maintain the sand on their beaches.  We are telling this wholly British-owned company that it can continue to 
remove seagrasses but its activities will result in erosion of the shoreline.  We are indicating that we believe 
Cockburn Cement will be able to manage it.  For how long will that be?  Will Cockburn Cement manage it for 
the next five, 50 or 500 years?  What indemnity will it provide in case its management of the area fails?  That is 
just one aspect of this proposal.  
In its recommendation, the Environmental Protection Authority was very careful not to get itself into the same 
difficulty in which it found itself with its previous report when it was in breach of the Environmental Protection 
Act, because it took into consideration irrelevant matters, such as local employment and the state agreement Act.  
The wording of this very precise report has probably been vetted, if not drafted, by lawyers.  However, the first 
thing that the EPA refers to in its press release of 23 November is the State’s obligation to comply with the 
Cement Works (Cockburn Cement Limited) Agreement Act under which Cockburn Cement has continued to be 
able to dredge despite the fact that the court overturned the EPA’s previous report and said that it had taken into 
consideration irrelevant matters.  However, the EPA has again indicated that Cockburn Cement can continue to 
operate in Cockburn Sound because it is party to a state agreement Act.  The Act requires the State to provide to 
the satisfaction of Cockburn Cement a resource of sufficient quality and at the right price for the company within 
a five-mile radius of the Woodman Point jetty until 2021, based on the assumption that the state agreement Act 
will be extended.  Despite the environmental impact that extraction of limestone resources from the coastline 
would have and that in 1996 the Department of Environmental Protection put Cockburn Cement on notice to 
discontinue in five years the removal of seagrass meadows, which are of vital ecological importance in Owen 
Anchorage in Cockburn Sound - an area that has lost 80 per cent of its seagrass - the EPA is now saying that it is 
environmentally reasonable for Cockburn Cement to continue to take 168.5 hectares of seagrass from the area.  
All this is based on the fact that Cockburn Cement was required to indicate that it had further evidence that its 
activities were environmentally reasonable.  

Cockburn Cement undertook trials to transplant sods of seagrass to see whether they could survive.  It has been 
misnamed “rehabilitation”, because rehabilitation involves a different process.  Replanting something 
somewhere else and seeing whether it will survive and grow is transplantation.  If it grew, it could be argued that 
it was rehabilitation.  What has been the outcome of that attempt to transplant?  Over the past five years, the 
rehabilitated area of seagrass was calculated at 0.28 of a hectare.  Cockburn Cement has not met the requirement 
to rehabilitate from one to three hectares of seagrass with evidence of survival over at least 12 months.  At the 
rate of less than one hectare a year, growth from direct transplantation is slow.  It is not yet feasible at the rate 
required by the proposed long-term dredging program and it is costly.  Someone calculated, as reported in The 
West Australian, that at the current rate of transplantation, it would take 900 years to replace the area about to be 
dredged.  It is an absolute nonsense.  The species that has survived in the transplanted sods is Posidonia sinuosa, 
which is not the seagrass that will be dredged from the area Cockburn Cement is about to dredge from.   

I have no idea why the EPA has ignored the submissions it received from the Department of Environmental 
Protection.  When referring to seagrass on Success Bank that is to be dredged in the next 12 years or so, the 
Department of Environmental Protection says in its submission - 

From the sum total of our knowledge about P. coriacea, it would seem that P. coriacea meadows on 
Success Bank represent a unique habitat type with unique conservation value from a global perspective.  

The value is not based even on regional significance.  The DEP argues that Success Bank and that assemblage of 
seagrass is the only one in the world.  Despite that, the EPA is saying it is all right to give Cockburn Cement, a 
wholly British-owned company, access to that seagrass and to dredge another 168.5 hectares.  Given that in a 
range of other assessments it makes around this State, the EPA has a presumption against loss of seagrass - I 
have examined many of its assessments whether they be for jetty or port facility extensions in Albany or 
elsewhere - even the loss of two hectares is considered significant.  This proposal to dredge 168.5 hectares has 
been endorsed by the EPA.   

I have never read a report containing such poor scientific evidence.  Its scientific evidence is criticised by the 
Department of Environmental Protection, the Department of Conservation and Land Management and the 
Conservation Council of Western Australia.  Its scientific evidence is a nonsense.  It was criticised by Dr Denis 
Saunders of the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation when he was asked to comment 
on the scientific rigour of the information provided by Cockburn Cement’s consultants to the EPA on which the 
EPA based its decision.  
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In the time I have been involved in environmental assessments and in this issue I have not seen such a shameful 
report produced by the EPA.  It is clearly based on incorrect scientific evidence.  It has ignored the Department 
of Environmental Protection’s position.  It is about time we considered reviewing the membership of the EPA 
and how its members are appointed.  I have serious questions about its professional standing if it is willing to 
accept this rubbish that masquerades as science and to argue that we can take a further 168.5 hectares of seagrass 
out of Cockburn Sound.  
We also need a very urgent inquiry into the impact of the Cement Works (Cockburn Cement Limited) 
Agreement Act, which underlies this issue.  We should not pretend that we can somehow argue that this proposal 
is environmentally acceptable.  Let us not pretend that the EPA will somehow be a buffer in this argument.  Let 
us say it is environmentally unacceptable and that the State has a problem due to the state agreement Act and it is 
concerned about having to provide the resource for Cockburn Cement.  We must have that argument, whether or 
not it is a political argument.  It is not acceptable to say that this project is environmentally reasonable.  If the 
Environmental Protection Authority continues with that line it will have no credibility.  If the Minister for the 
Environment and Heritage does not overturn the EPA report and recommendations, she will have no credibility.  
I am calling on the minister to read the submissions from the various departments and take independent advice 
on the matter.  She will no doubt receive many appeals on this submission, because people expected that this 
would be the final notice and Cockburn Cement would have to get out of Cockburn Sound and stop destroying 
seagrass meadows.  If the minister does not listen to this, she will face serious consequences in the long run.  
HON J.A. SCOTT (South Metropolitan) [3.49 pm]:  I support this motion.  I have over time had a great deal to 
do with issues pertaining to Cockburn Sound.  I have received many complaints about the way in which the 
quality of the water in Cockburn Sound has been impacted on by the various developments onshore.  Over the 
years we have seen massive amounts of industrialisation on the coastline and the run-off from the horticultural 
industry inland and the sewage works.  The sewage works has gradually cut down its pollution into the sound, 
but still continues to pollute the sound with inputs of nitrogen and phosphorous.   
The really interesting fact that has come out of debate on dredging is the view from the Environmental 
Protection Authority that the environmental integrity of Cockburn Sound is somehow not able to be saved.  We 
have seen a number of harebrained schemes over time, and the EPA has shown a complete lack of management 
over the plans that have been put in place.  A special body was set up by the previous Government - it was 
around the time of the change in government - to look into the problems of Cockburn Sound.  That body includes 
people from government agencies and people with fishing and conservation backgrounds, and they are currently 
putting together the management plan for Cockburn Sound.  Strangely enough, they managed to leave this area 
out of the plan.  It is a plan for Cockburn Sound except for the area in which Cockburn Cement Ltd will be 
dredging.  If one believes in conspiracy theories, one would see this as a contrived situation.   
It makes no sense to allow the dredging of a 150-metre wide channel that will have severe impacts on the whole 
of Cockburn Sound; it will cause the loss of seagrass and create wave movements that will erode the shoreline.  
It is likely that the dredging will have some impacts on the other proposals that have been allowed to go ahead 
against the best environmental advice in the past, such as the Jervoise Bay proposal.  I am not sure whether the 
wave motion from this dredging will interfere with the Jervoise Bay proposal, but I suggest it is likely to have an 
impact.  Considering that the Government has pumped a large amount money into that proposal, one would have 
thought it would seriously consider this issue.   
The greatest worry is the loss of seagrass in the sound.  Over recent years the massive amount of polluting inputs 
into the sound has increased the turbidity of the water, and the levels of nutrient have added to the amount of 
phytoplankton in the water, thereby cutting out sunlight, so that now no long posidonia seagrass can survive 
below 13 metres whereas previously it was 15 metres.  That seagrass made up significant breeding grounds for 
all sorts of fish species living in Cockburn Sound.  It is interesting that Cockburn Cement has gone along with 
the story that it has been able to replenish posidonia.  In fact it has not; it has been almost totally unsuccessful in 
getting rhizomes to spread across the ocean floor.  Cockburn Cement is able to put back a single rhizome; it is 
much like a single hair in a hair transplant, but no more hair will grow.  Its greatest failure is that it has been 
unable to get seagrass to grow below 13 metres.  As the dredging depth in this area will be considerably below 
13 metres, there is no way the company will regenerate these beds even if it had the billions of dollars that would 
be required to carry out that work.  It would require highly sophisticated machinery, including submarines 
specially adapted for the planting program.   
Very early on the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation was involved in this process.  
I recall that it pulled out in some sort of bad humour at the progress of both the funding and the work.  The 
likelihood of regrowing that seagrass, which Hon Giz Watson pointed out represents the only stands of that 
species of seagrass in the world, seems to have been overlooked by the EPA.  I have used that acronym for 
“every project approved”, because in recent years the EPA has become more a body to give legitimacy to bad 
decisions rather than a body to protect the environment in this State and to look after the public interest.   
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I am particularly concerned because Cockburn Sound is not in good condition.  It requires healthy seagrass beds 
to maintain its ability to breed fish stocks.  I know that the fishing industry is very concerned about the future of 
fish stocks in Cockburn Sound.   

The other important issue is that, with the various inputs coming into the sound, it is important that we do 
everything we can to maintain the biological health of the sound.  This dredging will further stir up the ocean bed 
and will exacerbate the turbidity and inability of sunlight to reach depths to grow even the less important species 
of seagrass in the sound.  The EPA has not stuck to science in this issue; it has stuck to dollars and cents and to 
looking after the interests of a big company.  There have been too many late night dinners held with the wrong 
people.  I am angry about the way the EPA has treated Cockburn Sound.  It thinks it can segment off certain 
areas and say that because certain areas are too polluted to fish or swim in it is okay to dredge.  It has the 
expectation that, somehow, water stays where it is and does not move around and that fish do not swim around.  
It is ridiculous for the EPA to say that when it is obvious that Cockburn Sound is the home of globally 
significant seagrass species for which there are no environmental standards.  The EPA acknowledges there will 
be coastal damage that will not go on for one or two years but ad infinitum and believes that somehow this will 
be paid for by Cockburn Cement.  That is nonsense.  The dredging will cause damage to the coastline and it will 
be the taxpayers who pick up the bill.  Furthermore, it may cause problems with the fish stocks that use that area 
for breeding.  It is nonsense for the EPA to say that there are other seagrasses up the coast and everything will be 
okay.  That is the argument the Department of Conservation and Land Management used about knocking down 
forests - that is, the animals can live in other parts of the forests - knowing full well those areas were already 
inhabited to their full extent by others species.   

HON TOM STEPHENS (Mining and Pastoral - Minister for Housing and Works) [4.00 pm]:  The Government 
thanks members for their comments.  As members have noted, the Minister for the Environment and Heritage is 
bound by the Environmental Protection Act to give consideration to the Environmental Protection Authority 
report, which is assessment No 1300.   

Hon Giz Watson:  It is 1033. 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  The document the member has had handed to me is bulletin No 1033, but the reference 
I have is to assessment No 1300.  I do not know whether there is a distinction, but I will continue to refer to 
assessment No 1300.  I hope we are talking about the same thing. 

Whatever is the case, the report will be considered by the minister.  As members have indicated, any appeals will 
be considered and the minister will then decide whether the proposal should proceed and any conditions that 
should apply.  It is not considered appropriate for the Government or the minister to pre-empt that consideration.  
It is my intention to make available quite separately to the minister the comments that have been made to the 
House. 

HON B.M. SCOTT (South Metropolitan) [4.02 pm]:  As members of the House will know, I have represented 
the area covering Cockburn Sound for some years now.  I have taken a particularly keen interest in the 
environmental concerns expressed by constituents over those years and considered the value of Cockburn Sound 
to Western Australia.  I include in Cockburn Sound the Owen Anchorage area, which is on the northern end of 
Cockburn Sound nearer Fremantle, on which this debate on the regrowth of seagrass is focused today.  Having 
had a long association with Cockburn Sound and having holidayed there from a very early age, I have been 
particularly keen to ensure that the environmental and recreational values, and all aspects of Cockburn Sound are 
protected.  I have been vigilant in my watchdog approach when representing members of my community who 
live and recreate there. 

I place on the record today some facts that I have gathered over the years which add to this debate on the 
environmental and social consequences of ongoing dredging of the seabeds in Cockburn Sound and Owen 
Anchorage, in particular.  The Cockburn Sound Management Council has produced its latest progress report for 
2001-02.  It reads -  

With its sheltered waters, diversity of marine life and close proximity to Perth’s southern suburbs, 
Cockburn Sound is highly valued by the community for recreation and commercial purposes such as 
swimming, sailing, fishing, aquaculture and tourism.  

Members of the Greens (WA) have also been vigilant in watching events in this area.  However, it is important 
to recognise that industry came to the area of Cockburn Sound and Kwinana back in 1954.  Cockburn Sound is 
now home to the State’s heavy industrial area.  Industry commenced there with an oil refinery and expanded 
over the next 25 years to include iron, steel, alumina and nickel refining and processing plants, chemical and 
fertiliser production, waste water treatment, power generation, and a bulk grain terminal.  Wharves and groynes 
were built and shipping channels were dredged to support these industries.  It is always a challenge for 
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Governments to balance the need for industry, commercial interests and jobs against protection of the 
environment.   

Because members of Parliament representing the area went to ministers all the time expressing their concerns 
and asking what could be done about them, the Cockburn Management Council was developed during the eight 
years of the last Government.  Hon Hendy Cowan made a personal commitment to me.  I was vigilant in 
following up the terms of reference, the appointment of members and the agencies to be represented by the 
council.  The establishment of the Cockburn Sound Management Council was a good initiative.   

Hon J.A. Scott:  Why didn’t it get to manage this bit? 

Hon B.M. SCOTT:  The council has managed it quite well.  If I have time, I will go through some of the 
documented research and scientific facts that should come into this debate.  Hon Giz Watson has said that 
research shows that seagrass will not regenerate, so all the fish will no longer be available.  The information 
from my scientific contacts is that the presence of seagrass does not necessarily mean the presence of fish.  
Research shows extensive and ongoing natural regrowth of seagrass in Owen Anchorage.  The dredging of the 
seashell product for Cockburn Cement Ltd is not necessarily the only activity that has an effect on the seagrass; 
indeed, a whole range of other issues are involved, such as the decline in water nitrogen, the levels of metal, and 
the impact, to which Hon Jim Scott has already referred, of the high use of chemicals from industry and people 
living in that area who are producing crops. 

Hon J.A. Scott:  The balance is not good. 

Hon B.M. SCOTT:  These facts are on the public record.  The first comprehensive environmental study of 
Cockburn Sound from 1976 to 1979 identified a large variety of contaminants in industrial discharges.  I will 
quote from the “Environmental Management Plan Progress Report 2000/01”, which states -  

. . .  industrial discharges to the Sound, resulting in the deterioration of water quality and widespread 
death and loss of seagrass beds, which are a vital part of the Sound’s ecosystem . . .   Industry 
responded by reducing contaminant and nutrient discharges, particularly nitrogen, and by the early 
1980s the water quality was much improved compared to the 1970s. 

We cannot deny these documented scientific facts when we assess the uses of Cockburn Sound in a realistic way.  
It continues -  

By the late 1980s, however, the water quality had declined again, triggering a second comprehensive 
study - the Southern Metropolitan Coastal Waters Study (1991-1994).   

Local members of Parliament and members of the Greens must be acknowledged for their vigilance.  Had it not 
been for that, I believe that industry would have been allowed to continue to let the water quality deteriorate.  
The eight years of Court government administration resulted in good management and the establishment of the 
Cockburn Sound Management Council.  Our vigilance improved the quality of water in Cockburn Sound.  The 
many ground water and industrial outfalls that are the major source of nitrogen have been curtailed.  An industry 
watchdog ensures that those wastes, including high levels of toxins and anti-fouling paints, are monitored.  They 
are a problem throughout the world.   

The management of Cockburn Sound must be balanced in the light of the successful industrial area close to 
Perth.  A summary of the studies shows that nearly 30 years of continuous dredging in Owen Anchorage has had 
no significant impact on the physical and biological processes of the area and that the situation is unlikely to be 
substantially altered by the long-term plan.  The studies also show that the seagrass meadows on Success and 
Parmelia Banks are not important breeding grounds for commercial or recreational fish species.   

Hon J.A. Scott:  What study is that?   

Hon B.M. SCOTT:  This is information I have sought in the past few hours from a scientist.  I am happy to table 
it.  These are documented scientific research findings.  It is relevant to point out that, although they were funded 
by the company, scientific studies of Cockburn Cement Ltd’s proposals have been undertaken by a group of 
independent experts drawn from Western Australian universities, the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial 
Research Organisation and private companies.  The results of their work have been routinely reviewed by an 
international peer review group, and the outcomes of individual projects have been presented at national and 
international conferences and in peer review publications.   

I am very concerned about the water quality in Cockburn Sound.  The Court Government has a good record of 
sustaining and improving its quality.  

HON GIZ WATSON (North Metropolitan) [4.13 pm]:  I thank members for their contributions to this debate 
about an important and long-running issue.  Cockburn Cement Ltd was asked to work out whether it could 
transplant seagrasses successfully and make them grow according to certain criteria.  It has not met those criteria, 
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but it has been given approval to dredge for another 32 years.  If someone were to dig a hole 1.5 kilometres wide 
by six kilometres long by 18 metres deep on land, with no likelihood of rehabilitation, we would have a fit.  
There is no way that this would be acceptable terrestrially.   

I accept that the water quality in Owen Anchorage might have improved, because I have had similar 
communication from the Department of Environmental Protection.  Nevertheless, it is not acceptable to continue 
to remove seagrass beds from an area that has lost in excess of 80 per cent of its seagrass cover.  Cockburn 
Cement is proposing to move into an area of so-called shallow sand habitat with very little seagrass cover.  It has 
argued that the seagrass cover has increased to date.  That suggests seagrass will increase only on bare sand.  If it 
intends to remove an area of bare sand, it will remove a potential seagrass habitat.  It cannot have it both ways.  
It is arguing that the seagrass meadows are expanding and that the area is greater than we thought.  Therefore, if 
it removes the bare sand surrounding the seagrass meadows, it will remove potential habitat.  Either way, it will 
reduce not only the current seagrass cover but also the future cover.   

The other nonsense in the so-called science that the Environmental Protection Authority has accepted is that the 
seagrass meadows proposed to be removed are not significant for recreational or commercial fishing.  That 
completely overturns any existing scientific knowledge about the value of seagrasses as a nursery ground for the 
bottom of the marine food chain.  I am appalled that the EPA has accepted that statement.  I do not accept the 
comments about the independence of this scientific work.  Some of the other scientists working in this area do 
not accept the findings.  One of the Department of Conservation and Land Management’s recommendations was 
that the findings should be reviewed by a seagrass ecologist who knows about rehabilitation of seagrasses.  That 
review has not been undertaken.   

I make an appeal to the Minister for the Environment and Heritage.  When in opposition, she was passionate 
about the loss of seagrasses in Cockburn Sound.  If she is to maintain any credibility and consistency, she must 
overrule this EPA report and the recommendations.  I implore her to undertake an independent assessment of 
what this proposal will to do Cockburn Sound.   

Among the many who will be jumping up and down about this issue in the next couple of months will be the 
recreational fishing lobby.  It is already complaining bitterly and loudly that it does not want any further loss of 
seagrass habitat in Cockburn Sound.  It is the most important recreational fishing area in Perth and it provides 
sheltered fishing for families and children.  If we continue to remove this fundamental element of the habitat of 
Cockburn Sound, there will be no fishing in the area.  I am not given to exaggerated claims, but my background 
in environmental management leads me to reject the notion that the EPA could put out a report like this and 
claim that it is environmentally reasonable to continue to destroy this habitat.   

Motion lapsed, pursuant to standing orders. 
 


