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BARROW ISLAND — ENDANGERED ANIMAL TRANSLOCATION 

Statement 
HON GIZ WATSON (North Metropolitan) [9.42 pm]: I wish to take a little time this evening to elaborate on 
an issue that I have been addressing by way of questions without notice in this place of late—that is, the 
translocation of endangered mammals from Barrow Island. I will take this time to elaborate on my line of 
questioning and put a few more things on the record.  

Members are well aware that since the arrival of the Europeans, Western Australia has had a very bad track 
record on the extinction of native mammals, and Barrow Island is a very important case in terms of attempts to 
protect certain mammals on that island at this point in time. In many cases, offshore islands have provided the 
only secure refuge for remnant mammal populations and the ecosystems that support them. Primarily they 
provide refuges from feral predation such as cats and foxes, but also they provide protection from widespread 
habitat loss and degradation due to clearing, fire regimes and weed invasion. That is why Barrow Island has been 
described as an ecological ark. Interestingly, the reason it has a large range of rare and endangered mammals is, 
of course, its isolation. It has been isolated from the mainland for approximately 10 000 years. 

Interestingly enough, that was before the introduction of dingoes onto the mainland. That isolation is one of the 
reasons that there is such a high number and diversity of some of those mammals on Barrow Island. It is also the 
reason that so many of those mammals are thriving. It is certainly no credit to any particular oil or gas company, 
as their public relations spin might have us believe, and as the Minister for Environment inferred in her 
comments in response to some of my questions.  

Barrow Island is an A-class conservation reserve of international significance. Therefore, to place three, and now 
possibly five, LNG trains on Barrow Island, and probably now also to look at downstream processing and 
therefore further industrialisation on that A-class reserve, is bound to have an impact on the ecosystem and the 
animals that it supports. That will have a direct impact in the form of vegetation loss, as well as a greatly 
increased risk of the introduction of feral predators, weeds, other invasive species, and diseases. It is interesting 
to note that there are currently 17 introduced weed species on Barrow Island as a result of the increased 
industrial activity. That is why the Environmental Protection Authority has said consistently that the impact of 
the increased LNG production plant is unlikely to be environmentally acceptable. In fact, in 2009, when the EPA 
commented on the expanding LNG processing facility on Barrow Island, it said that it should be rejected due to 
unacceptable environmental impacts. The EPA had already rejected this development on one of Western 
Australia’s most pristine and biodiverse environments, only to have its advice overturned by not only this 
government but also the previous government. It is interesting to note that the Premier, Colin Barnett, when he 
was in opposition, promised quite adamantly that he would make sure that industry was taken off Barrow Island 
and was put on the mainland. We know, of course, that now that the Premier is in a position to do something 
about that promise, he has broken that promise that he made.  

I have taken an interest in the translocation of animals from Barrow Island. Recently, I put some questions to the 
Minister for Environment on that matter. I have never suggested—as inferred by the Minister for Environment—
that all the animals on Barrow Island should be translocated. That was a classic kind of straw-man argument that 
was put up by the minister. I have never suggested that, and I am not sure that anyone else has either. 
Translocation can be a very important component of trying to protect and enhance the survival prospects of 
endangered species. The Greens clearly support the development of recovery plans for endangered species, 
including, where appropriate, the translocation of animals to secure locations. The point is that they must be 
secure locations. There have been some very successful examples of translocation, particularly on the south coast 
of this state at Bald Island. I have taken a particularly strong interest in the translocation of animals such as 
Gilbert’s potoroo and the noisy scrub bird. Translocation programs that are well planned and scientifically based 
make a valuable contribution to ensuring that if impacts such as fire or predation occur, other populations are 
available that can help maintain the gene pool. It is interesting that because of the level of isolation on Barrow 
Island, many of the animals on Barrow Island, such as boodies, spectacled hare wallabies and golden bandicoots, 
have quite a narrow genetic stock. So it will be interesting to see how those animals go when they are 
translocated. I hope that is highly successful. But the point that I was making in my questions to the minister is 
that the translocation of these animals from Barrow Island was an offset that was negotiated as part of the trade-
off for the approval of the massive industrial expansion of Barrow Island. It would, of course, have been better 
for the animals if there had been no development on Barrow Island and they had been left as they were. That is 
why Barrow Island was declared an A-class reserve and why very strong restrictions were placed on that A-class 
reserve in terms of people not being allowed to access the island. 

We are now in a situation in which industrial development has been approved despite the recommendations of 
the Environmental Protection Authority and despite the protestations of numerous environmentalists. Let us not 
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pretend that this is some sort of goodwill exercise. In our view, wherever translocations are being done, they 
should be under the control at all times of the Department of Environment and Conservation, as the department 
that knows about these kinds of things, and not modified or altered to meet the requirements of any company or 
private enterprise. In this case, as the minister confirmed in her answers, translocation was brought forward by 
several months to meet the company’s requirements because it had brought forward its development on the site 
by a couple of months. I certainly understand from people who work with DEC that it was not ideal to be 
translocating those animals during the hottest part of the year; in fact, it was probably likely to reduce their 
chances of survival. The minister assured us that they were doing fine. This was about a week after they had 
been dropped into another location, so I think it was slightly premature to be making any sort of comment about 
the long-term success of the translocation. 

Not all translocations have been successful. I raise the example of Desert Dreaming, which was the translocation 
of endangered species into very harsh conditions where feral cats had not been completely eliminated; in fact, it 
was a disaster and most of them got eaten. Timing is critical, where they are translocated to is critical and it is 
critical that those sites are not only predator free, particularly free of cats, but also that they are secure. We might 
be translocating onto Montebello Islands but those islands would not have the same restriction for public access 
that Barrow Island itself has, so the risk of the introduction of disease, feral species or predators is obviously 
higher on the Montebello Islands. 

The other point I wanted to make is that not all endangered species that are being impacted on by the industrial 
development at Barrow Island are as lucky as those that are to be translocated. The flatback turtle is an excellent 
example. It is not as cute as the little, warm, furry, cuddly things that ministers like to have their photo taken 
with. I could tell members a story about turtles, but I should probably save it for another day. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: I cannot wait! 

Hon GIZ WATSON: They are very liable to pee all over people. This is the trouble with turtles, but that is 
another story. It is very unpleasant, but we will not go there. It is probably not the only reason they do not get 
translocated. They are not very well behaved when people try to capture them. The trouble with flatback turtles 
is that they have specific beaches that they go back to time and again, and they are completely hardwired to go 
back to those beaches. The beach at Barrow Island, which is a known nesting site for flatback turtles, will be 
impacted on by the industrial development. It is basically going to be sacrificed. The state’s commitment is a 
legal commitment to protect that particular endangered species, which is listed under not only state legislation 
but also commonwealth and international legislation, and only occurs in Australian waters. That endangered 
species will be impacted on, and there is no way that any translocation will help it. That is why I have been 
asking the minister to move immediately to implement as a matter of priority the Eighty Mile Beach marine 
park, which would cover an area that also has flatback turtle nesting sites, so that at least they have one spot left 
on the coast where they can nest. 
 


