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MARINE PARKS — OIL TANKERS AND EXPLORATION 

Statement 

HON GIZ WATSON (North Metropolitan) [5.51 pm]: I would like to take some time this evening to talk 
about a matter that is topical at the moment; that is, oil and gas and the impact they have on the environment, 
particularly oil, in light of a number of things.  

First, I refer to a question that I asked in this place earlier this week about an oil tanker that moored in Ningaloo 
Marine Park. I asked whether it is an isolated incident and under what legislation was a tanker allowed to moor 
in Ningaloo Marine Park. The minister was at pains to reassure me that I should relax because it was actually an 
empty tanker vessel. That is all very well and good except that even empty tanker vessels can still contain a lot 
of fuel—oil and other substances. Because its tank was not full does not mean that it was not a hazard and it 
should not have been in a marine park.  

We all have a heightened awareness about oil spills, given events in the Gulf of Mexico and recent events in the 
Great Barrier Reef Marine Park where a Chinese vessel ground off about three kilometres of coral reef, because 
it chose to take a short cut through that marine park. It was not all that long ago that there was a spill in 
commonwealth waters in the Montara oil field, which is still under investigation.  

In light of all that, on Monday it was with enormous distress on the part of the Greens and the conservation 
sector that we heard that the federal resources minister, Mr Ferguson, announced approval for 31 new oil and gas 
exploration leases under the 2010 offshore petroleum acreage releases. Of particular significance to Western 
Australia are two leases. One is not far off the WA coast—83 kilometres—from Margaret River in an area that is 
under consideration for a marine sanctuary. We are seeing basically a pre-emptive move by the federal 
government to allow oil exploration in an area that is currently being assessed for its value and potential as a 
marine reserve.  

Members would be aware that less than one per cent of Western Australian waters are protected under sanctuary 
zones or no-take zones. Therefore, 99 per cent of the coastal water is open for fishing, oil and gas exploration, 
mining and anything else one could name. Less than one per cent of our unique marine ecosystems are protected 
in any way. Now there is a move to have oil and gas development within 80 kilometres or so of a very important 
area in the south west—the Cape to Cape region. We know that if the oil spill that occurred at the Montara oil 
well occurred in a field that was 83 kilometres from Margaret River, there would be oil pollution along the coast 
from the Cape up to Perth. We have been recently reminded of what happens when oil spills occur and when oil 
wellheads become uncontrolled. It is virtually impossible to cap the oil and gas coming out of that formation. 
Attempts have been made to rectify oil spills by using booms and fancy technology that the industry would like 
us to believe are able to contain oil spills at sea. I happen to know, because this is an area that I was working in 
before I became a member of Parliament. I went to an oil and gas industry conference and the people who sell 
this equipment—booms, skimmers, suckers and other things that clean up oil spills—had a stall. I asked them 
what their best-case scenario was for the recovery of oil at sea from a well incident, and they replied that the 
best-case scenario, in perfect weather conditions, was that they could guarantee to pick up 10 per cent of the oil. 
I was greatly reassured by that! Apparently, that is just about the best that one can expect. Oil, when it gets into 
the ocean, will either go into the food chain or the water column. Some of it will evaporate; it depends on the 
grade of the hydrocarbon. If it is close to shore, some of it will, of course, end up on the shoreline. It is 
exceedingly disappointing that the federal government has allowed two oil exploration leases that close to the 
Western Australia coast, in an area of high conservation value that is also of enormous value to the people who 
live there, and is also very important for tourism. It is disappointing that we are contemplating putting oil rigs 
that close to the coast. 

I will briefly go back to the issue of the tanker in Ningaloo Marine Park. I asked a series of questions of the 
Minister for Environment in relation to that incident, and they have in turn raised a lot of other questions. I asked 
the minister, given the recent events, what steps she would take to ensure that a similar incident would not occur 
in Western Australian marine parks. I was not reassured by her answer that the Department of Environment and 
Conservation was preparing, with the Department of Transport and the Australian Maritime Safety Authority, a 
mooring and anchoring plan. I thought that was very cute! Maybe we will just ask them to park slightly to the 
left of the marine park! I found that extraordinary. 

I also know from my previous work in this area that commercial vessels regularly traverse Ningaloo Marine 
Park; it is a fact, and that is a problem that has been identified by the conservation sector for a very long time. 
We know for a fact that in the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park, where there was the problem with the Chinese 
tanker, there is an issue about whether vessels that need to access ports on the coast should come down inside the 
reef or try to traverse through it, which is what the Chinese vessel did. The argument has been that nobody wants 
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to pay for an onboard pilot to guide those vessels down through that passage, which is actually quite tricky. If the 
government will not even do that in what is arguably Australia’s biggest and most significant marine park, there 
is no way that it will contemplate similar provisions for pilotage in Ningaloo. The only answer is to say that there 
should be a tanker no-go area in marine parks, especially when there is more and more transporting of oil 
products from Western Australia. Those tankers traverse Ningaloo Marine Park, despite the fact that when I 
asked the minister whether the tanker moving through the marine park had been an isolated incident, the 
minister’s answer was yes, it was an isolated incident. I think the minister was actually wrong; it might have 
been an isolated incident for a tanker to actually moor in a marine park, but it is not at all uncommon for tankers 
to traverse the Ningaloo Marine Park.  

What has been talked about previously and what should be revisited is the idea of green shipping lanes down the 
Western Australian coast. Members will remember the accident involving the Kirki. It was only because of a 
change in weather conditions and wind direction that the Western Australian coastline was saved from a major 
oil spill, because that vessel was inadequate. I think it lost its bow. It was not a tanker but it contained fuel oil. 
That oil was prevented from reaching the coastline because the wind happened to change and fortunately blew it 
away from the shore. We need a plan for green shipping routes up and down the coast to ensure that vessels of 
this sort do not traverse marine parks. I think the public would be horrified to know that this happens quite 
regularly. It is only a matter of time before we have a shipping accident or, if we look at the other scenario, a 
disaster involving an oil rig 80 kilometres off the south west coast. 
 


