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LAKE TAY GYPSUM MINE 
Grievance 

DR G.G. JACOBS (Eyre) [9.27 am]: My grievance is to the Minister for Mines and Petroleum. I thank him for 
taking this grievance, and for his involvement and that of his office and the Department of Mines in a process of 
renewal of a mining licence for a small but very significant project in the Esperance area. The project is located 
in the Cascades area, about 100 kilometres north west of Esperance. It is a gypsum mine producing around 
15 000 to 20 000 tonnes a year to supply the agricultural needs of the farmers of the Esperance region for 
spreading onto their paddocks prior to seeding. Gypsum works very well in agriculture, not as a nutrient but as a 
wetting agent. It plays a very important part of twenty-first century farming. 

The gypsum mine has been operational since around 1980. There was a recognition that the project should be 
renewed as there had been some changes since that time, and therefore a renewal was appropriate. I am not 
objecting to that, but to a process that has taken two and a half years. A new environmental survey was required, 
including a flora survey, before this mining licence was renewed. Of course, that process took a significant 
amount of time. If we are looking at reducing red tape, we have to consider trying to get some of these processes 
done in parallel rather than in series. 

This very small operation had been in existence for some time, as I said. I entered the process, as the local 
member, in relation to not only the mining licence for the actual extraction of the gypsum, but also the haulage 
road for the product to the Lake King–Cascades Road. That road has been well maintained and has been in 
existence for some 15 years. However, it was deemed that a miscellaneous licence for that road needed to be 
applied for. 

There was an objection by a tenant. I understand it was Fortescue Metals Group because it had a neighbouring 
tenement. Its objection was lifted in October, but the extraction of gypsum, which until that point had happened 
for many years, did not resume until 10 March this year. One could say, “What is the deal with that?” The deal is 
that it was really important that farmers did not have to pull gypsum 120 kilometres from Norseman but could 
access gypsum locally. 

Once the objection had been lifted, the application for the miscellaneous licence automatically brought up an 
objection from native title. When I went through this process with the Goldfields Land and Sea Council, it was 
deemed that, in fact, that is an automatic objection; it happens automatically. Here was a road that was well 
maintained and established and had been used for many years, but there was an enormous process in trying to lift 
the native title objection. In a verbal communication I had with the Goldfields Land and Sea Council, the 
Aboriginal group to which this applied, it recognised that it would have no real objection, but, of course, it would 
have to go to the next meeting of the council. That slowed down the process very significantly. 

At this point, I thank the minister and his office for his involvement in this process. I suggest that the process 
would have been a lot longer without intervention from me and my office and the minister and his office. The 
minister may say that the process was fairly short, but I ask: what would have happened if the pressure had not 
been applied through the ability to work with this case, and what about the other cases that are still languishing 
because of the inertia in the system and the inability of the system to work in parallel with these things? Each 
step must be done before the clock starts on the next step. 

One point I suggest is that a relatively minor operation such as this—mining 15 000 tonnes of gypsum—is 
essentially surface work. It is by a salt lake, and the rehabilitation requirements are there and have been complied 
with. Is there an ability to look at the degree of soil disturbance and the amount of mining that occurs in such 
projects? This is not a super pit; this is a relatively minor operation. It had been in existence for many years. It 
had an established haul road. Is there ability within the system to look at the degree of this project and perhaps 
deem it to be a minor soil disturbing project? As I said, this is not a super pit. In this consideration, perhaps we 
could deem this an extractive licence, an extractive process, like a gravel pit. 

MR W.R. MARMION (Nedlands — Minister for Mines and Petroleum) [9.34 am]: I thank the member for 
Eyre for giving some notice of this grievance. As he knows, I was involved along the route of the approval 
process because he kept my office informed of where he thought the process was at as it was going through the 
approval. The member raised two issues that make it very difficult for me; it is quite complex. As the member 
knows, it has been resolved, but he explained what happened. He asked the question: is there ability in the 
system to consider some projects as minor? I guess the member suggests some parallel processes and fast-
tracking, which raises the issue to policy level. 

Dr G.G. Jacobs: Could we consider a lower threshold in the degree of process because although it is a mining 
licence, the process is somewhat onerous for a relatively small project? 
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Mr W.R. MARMION: I clarify that there are two licences here. There is the mining licence for the actual 
operation of extracting the gypsum, and I will stay on that one for a moment. A new approval was required 
because further clearings were involved—one could say it was an expansion of the mine to extract more gypsum. 
It had existing approvals in place with two tenements for that part of the mine site. As the member mentioned, it 
went through a process of environmental approvals, and it got approval for more extraction of gypsum at the new 
mine site. 

The member raised with me access to that mine site. As the member said, for more than 15 years the company 
had been accessing the mine site without having a miscellaneous licence for the road. That was discovered when 
it wanted to expand the mine and the Department of Mines and Petroleum became involved. In fact, there had 
been some illegal clearing outside the mining tenement, and it was picked up that the company did not have a 
miscellaneous licence for the access road. That had to be rectified. There was an existing tenement that the road 
ran through, which was FMG’s tenement. The company then put in an application for a miscellaneous licence for 
the road, which had to be duly processed. As the member said, the process automatically triggers a 
commonwealth act—the provisions of the Native Title Act. The Esperance Noongars, the traditional owners in 
that area, had to be consulted. FMG actually objected to the haul road, but subsequently released that objection. 
Obviously, that held up the granting of the miscellaneous licence. The Esperance Noongars also objected that 
they had not been adequately consulted. Eventually that was resolved. Once the objection was withdrawn, on 
27 February this year, the miscellaneous licence was granted on 10 March. 

The company also put in for a mining proposal for the miscellaneous licence as well, because material needed to 
be extracted from beside the road to maintain the haul road. 

Dr G.G. Jacobs: From gravel pits. 

Mr W.R. MARMION: Correct. Once the miscellaneous licence was submitted, the company put in a mining 
proposal for the miscellaneous licence to extract gravel. That was approved within five days, which is very 
quick. Usually there is a 30-day turnaround, which we meet about 80 per cent of the time. Some projects are very 
large, so it is hard to meet that, but 80 per cent of projects have a turnaround of 30 days. This project had a five-
day turnaround. The member is correct: the fact that he contacted my office and raised the issue of the 
importance of gypsum to the farming community meant that the matter did perhaps get faster attention. I thank 
the member for commending my department for that process. 

I think the process was fine; I think the mining company was reasonably happy with the process in getting the 
extension to its mining licence. The only way that the granting of the haul road miscellaneous licence could have 
been quicker was if it did not go through an existing tenement. FMG held it up by initially objecting, and of 
course going through the native title provisions slowed it down. 

Dr G.G. Jacobs: Fortescue’s objection was dealt with in October but it still took nearly six months—October to 
March—to start resuming gypsum extraction. 

Mr W.R. MARMION: I understand, but there was still the objection from the Esperance Noongars. Their 
objection was not resolved until 27 February. Once that objection was withdrawn, the miscellaneous licence 
could be approved. The miscellaneous licence is not just a case of ticking a box. There are nine conditions 
around the miscellaneous licence—I will not take up the last minute with it. Consideration of the conditions on 
maintaining that road, including gravel extraction and the clearing of vegetation, has to be undertaken by a 
Department of Mines and Petroleum official. The member also raised that this could have been done 
concurrently and taken one minute, I suppose. However, a departmental official in Esperance has to prioritise 
their work and determine whether to work concurrently on a proposal that is underway or on another proposal 
that already has the approvals needed. Therefore, if I was prioritising that work, I would actually want to see the 
other approvals done before I went and worked out the conditions. 

Dr G.G. Jacobs: Would the minister consider that we should be looking at lowering the thresholds for some of 
these licences appropriately for a gypsum mine? 

Mr W.R. MARMION: That is being looked at. 
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