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Esperance Port — Lead Carbonate Removal — Statement by Minister for Transport — Motion 

Resumed from 16 March on the following motion moved by Hon Sally Talbot — 

That the statement be noted. 

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN: The question is that the ministerial statement on Esperance lead contamination be 
noted. 

Point of Order 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: I took a quick look at page 34 of the uncorrected version of Hansard of last week. 
My understanding is that the question was put and passed. 

Hon Sue Ellery: No, it wasn’t. 

Hon Ken Travers: Hon Sally Talbot was on her feet. 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: She was not; I was. Hon Sally Talbot was not in this place when we finished 
discussing it. I just ask you to check that for me, please, Mr Deputy Chairman. 

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN: We are just checking that now. Members, there are still 37 minutes to go on 
consideration of the ministerial statement, and the Leader of the House has the call. 

Committee Resumed 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: Thank you, Mr Deputy Chairman. Quite obviously we ran out of the time allocated 
for consideration of committee reports, but it has been recorded in the uncorrected version of Hansard that the 
question was put and passed, which is that the statement be noted. I was on my feet at the time and, obviously, I 
had not finished. I therefore still have some more time to go, but members will be pleased to know not 37 
minutes; I have three minutes and 32 seconds. 

This whole issue of lead at Esperance, which is the subject of the ministerial statement, was interestingly an 
issue that the mover of the motion to note the ministerial statement did not want to talk about. Indeed, just to 
refresh members’ memories, the member took a point of order against the Minister for Finance on the basis that 
he should have been talking about Fremantle and not about Esperance. I found that quite extraordinary because 
usually it is the other way around; that is, points of order are usually taken about members talking about matters 
other than the matter before the chair. The matter before the chair right now is a consideration of the ministerial 
statement on the situation in Esperance, which has absolutely nothing to do with the situation in Fremantle. 

Hon Sally Talbot: It does. 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: I suggested to Hon Sally Talbot that if she wanted to talk about Fremantle, we are 
quite happy to debate that at any time by substantive motion or by some other vehicle available to the member. 
There is always private members’ time. 

Hon Simon O’Brien: Do it tomorrow morning! 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: Tomorrow we could do it. 

Hon Ken Travers: It’s in standing orders now. 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: There is a period set aside in this chamber—I think it is 80 minutes—every 
Thursday morning when the opposition can debate before the house any subject it wishes. I was surprised last 
week when I listened to Hon Sally Talbot telling me how seriously important the issue was in Fremantle and 
how everybody who went near the railway line would pass away. 

Several members interjected. 

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN: Order, members! 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: I thought that a subject of that magnitude would have led to opposition members 
debating that matter last Thursday during non-government time. But, for reasons that opposition members know 
and I do not understand, they chose to deal with a bill on the notice paper. That is their choice, but I would have 
thought that if this issue was so important and of such a magnitude as described by Hon Sally Talbot, that is 
what we would have dealt with in non-government business last week. 

Hon Simon O’Brien: They are not serious! 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: Quite right. However, again we find that tomorrow we will continue debating the 
legislation that relates to mortgages or something like that. 

Hon Kate Doust: That’s right, because it is important legislation to deal with. 
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Hon NORMAN MOORE: It may be important but opposition members have got to get their priorities in order. 

Hon Sally Talbot: Are you saying that Fremantle lead is not important? 

Hon NORMAN MOORE: Listening to Hon Sally Talbot describe the situation in Fremantle, albeit that it had 
nothing to do with the statement before the house, one would have thought it was an issue of such magnitude that 
we would have been debating it in every private members’ time available. Yet on the two occasions private 
members’ business has been available, opposition members have not talked about it. 

The fundamental issue about lead transport at Fremantle is that nothing has occurred that has contributed to any 
health issue for any individual along the railway line, at the port or anywhere else. Those are the facts of the 
matter. There has been no threat to any public health in respect of the transport of that lead, which is quite 
different from the arrangements put in place by the previous Labor government for exporting lead out through 
Esperance. It was the previous Labor government that made the decision to go through Esperance. That 
government caused the problem. Fremantle has been proved to be safe. 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: I rise to make a few comments. It is true to say that the problems with lead at Esperance 
port and the history of Esperance port are well known to every member of this chamber. The previous Labor 
government paid the ultimate price in that we are no longer in government as a result of that. That is probably 
not the only issue, but it was certainly one of the issues leading up to the last election. The current government 
made great mileage out of the failings at Esperance port. In fact, just then we heard the Leader of the House 
again trying to score political points over lead at Esperance port. 

Hon Norman Moore: I was comparing the two governments. 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: The Leader of the House was trying to score political points, and that is his right. 

Hon Norman Moore: I was comparing your performance with ours. That’s all I was doing.  

Hon KEN TRAVERS: I am happy with that. I am happy for the Leader of the House to compare his 
performance with ours. I am not saying that there is anything wrong with trying to get political mileage but we 
would think that a government that has so much political mileage would ensure that the way it deals with issues 
at Esperance port meets the highest possible standard. The way in which the government allows commodities to 
be exported from Esperance port should be to the highest standard. The Leader of the House is right; this is an 
opportunity for us to compare the history of our side versus his side. I want to put on the record that I accept 
there was a failure of the system in Esperance in protecting the health of the people of Esperance. For that 
matter, we as a community owe those people a commitment to ensure that when the Esperance port is used to 
export commodities, it will be done to the highest possible standards.  

On another matter, some years ago, with respect to the export of nickel from the Esperance port, the current 
Premier said that he would ensure that the people of Esperance would be provided with world-class facilities for 
commodity export out of Esperance port. Members may not realise that at the same time that the government 
was getting mileage out of this issue concerning the lead at Esperance port, we also had the issue of whether 
nickel was being safely exported through Esperance port. The Leader of the House representing the Premier 
said — 

The Government recognises that the existing infrastructure of the bulk handling of metal concentrates at 
the Esperance Port requires upgrading.  

The Government is determined to see action taken on issues neglected for far too long by the previous 
Government and end the finger-pointing, blame and inaction that had become its hallmark. 

They were the words of the Leader of the House on 11 November 2008 with respect to the nickel issue at 
Esperance port. In a statement that was issued at the time, the Premier spoke of the need for a “world-class bulk 
sealed system for the export of nickel sulphide concentrate” from the port of Esperance. He said that in a 
statement on 2 December 2008. He went on state — 

The upgrade will involve short-term measures to install a containerized in-loading and tippler system, 
repair existing storage facilities, upgrade emission extraction systems and enclose existing conveyors. 
Longer term measures will involve construction of a new purpose built system.  

In fact, it went on. The measures were put into the licence conditions for the Esperance port authority, a licence 
that was issued on 6 January 2009. The Esperance port was required to implement some short-term measures by 
31 March and some by 31 August 2009. Under condition 4(a) of that licence agreement, the Esperance port was 
required to — 

provide to the Director, a report on proposed works to install new purpose built bulk metal concentrate 
receival, storage, transfer and ship loading chute facilities to meet international best practice for the 
control of odour and dust emissions.  
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Condition 4(d) states — 

The Licensee shall complete construction of the works proposed pursuant to Condition 4(a) by 
6 January 2011 and thereafter utilise only those facilities for bulk metal concentrate handling.  

Hon Wendy Duncan probably knows Esperance better than anyone in the chamber. She would be able to 
confirm to the house that that second stage has not occurred. It was a condition of the licence that was issued on 
6 January 2009 that construction would occur by 6 January 2011. The government is very keen to highlight what 
happened in Esperance in the past and bring in statements such as this to the house, but where is the statement 
from the government about why it has not built that facility? Where is the statement on our notice paper showing 
that the government has not built the facilities in Esperance that it promised two years ago? It is part of the 
licence conditions.  

Members may be interested to know that as we speak there is a vessel in Esperance port loading bulk nickel. The 
licence that I mentioned earlier was due to expire at the start of this year, the same time as that work was 
supposed to be completed, 6 January. Does the port have a new licence? Has the government told the people of 
Esperance what is in that new licence, if it is different from the previously issued licence that people would be 
aware of? What is the vessel that is currently in the port of Esperance? According to the port’s shipping list, the 
Ocean Flower is picking up nickel today. It came in yesterday and it was still there this morning. What 
conditions is that ship operating under? What safety mechanisms is it operating under? When the government 
brought this statement into the house, it was very quick to tell us what happened in Esperance and to parade 
around and rub our noses in it. To some degree, rightfully so, because the people of Esperance deserve to have 
the point made and rammed home that that port should operate to the highest of standards.  

Hon Norman Moore: I do not know anything about the ship that is there today, but is it loading in bulk or is it 
loading from containers? 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: It is loading in bulk. I have been watching that. A number of ships have been loading 
nickel containers in the past couple of months. According to the shipping list, the cargo is nickel. Some of the 
cargo on the list of the Esperance Port Authority is listed as nickel, some is listed as lump iron ore and some is 
listed as nickel containers. This was the first ship that has been in for a number of months that is simply loading 
nickel. I assume that it is going out in bulk. If it was going out in containers, I would have expected it to be listed 
as nickel containers, the same as the other ships listed that show their cargo as nickel containers. 

Hon Norman Moore: I think we’d better check that just to make sure you’re right.  

Hon KEN TRAVERS: I am happy to do that. The fact remains that this government was very quick to bring in 
statements such as this to the house to inform us about the failings down at Esperance port on Labor’s watch. 

Hon Simon O’Brien: That’s not what the statement says. The statement was a simple point acknowledging that 
the — 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: The minister has a right to say something in a few minutes if he wants to put the record 
straight. He had a range of packages through which he could have informed the house about what he was doing. 
It was all intended to create a political environment that pointed out that there had been a problem in Esperance 
on Labor’s watch. That is fine. It is the government’s right to do that. If it wants to do that, it has to get its own 
house in order and ensure it delivers to the highest standards. It has failed. If the government has issued a new 
licence that does not have the requirements of the licence that was issued back in January, the government 
should have had the decency to tell the people of Esperance what it was doing. The Minister for Transport 
should note that on 27 November 2009 he said that the government had postponed stage 2 of the Esperance Port 
Authority upgrade, and that the upgrade would proceed some time after June 2010. Did the minister ever come 
back to tell the people of Esperance what had happened with the new world-class loading facilities promised by 
the Premier back in 2009? Not a single word. The reason that was given related to concerns about the health of 
people in Esperance. There has been no report about how the government is meeting its standards. If it is 
meeting its standards, we would have thought it would have come forward and told the people of Esperance.  

The government’s history is mired in a background of secrecy and not informing the public. I challenge the 
government to tell the people of Esperance what it is doing with respect to nickel. This was a good opportunity 
to remind them of that.  

Hon JON FORD: I think the points made by Hon Ken Travers in response to what the leader said in 
exasperation about the relevancy of our discussing a two-year-old ministerial statement are valid. Of course, part 
of the work of the house—unfortunately it takes a long time to get here—is to give the statement a contemporary 
perspective and indicate its relevance to those people who may choose to listen to what we say in this session. 
Hon Ken Travers was right: at the time this statement was read in the house, it was part of a political package to 
point out the failings of the previous government’s handling of the issue of lead through the Esperance port.  
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As I have said in this place before, from a pure risk-management perspective, I cannot for the life of me see why 
we are allowing lead to be transported through the most populous city in Western Australia. It seems to me that 
if it is safe enough to move it through Perth and if the government thinks it is a good corporate citizen, why not 
make it easy for Magellan Metals and allow Magellan to send it on the shorter route through a less populous 
area?  

Hon Donna Faragher: Did you tell that to David Templeman when he was Minister for the Environment?  

Several members interjected.  

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN (Hon Brian Ellis): Order!  

Several members interjected.  

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN: Order, members; Hon Jon Ford is trying to make his comments. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich interjected. 

The DEPUTY CHAIRMAN: Order!  

Hon JON FORD: The properties of nickel are very similar to those of lead: they carry the same risk if ingested. 
The difference is that nickel is not ingested with the same efficacy; nonetheless, it is not without risk. As I said 
before, if the transportation of lead through Fremantle is as safe as it is supposed to be, why is it not going 
through Esperance? We do not know; we do not understand why that is not the case. If it is as safe as the 
minister claims, it should be going through either Esperance or a less populated port—any other port than 
Fremantle—according to any contemporary risk-based measure. It would be assessed under exactly the same 
clause as we are hearing about in the statement under consideration; that is, a procedural failure. We have seen a 
procedural failure. It was a procedural failure by the previous Labor government that led to the situation in 
Esperance. It does not matter whether any lead has been detected while the lead has been transported through 
Fremantle. It is a matter of luck, because the company has not complied with the rules, just as it did not comply 
with the rules as it was transporting lead through Esperance. The government has not solved the problem; it has 
moved it somewhere else.  

As Hon Ken Travers said before, when the minister read the statement in the house, he was chest beating about 
what the government had done to transport the lead and how the government had dealt with the problems that 
were caused under the previous government’s administration. It is quite valid to talk in this house about those 
issues. The arguments the Leader of the House made are quite valid if we forget the context of the statement at 
the time it was made. As Hon Ken Travers said, the fact is that it was part of a political package to emphasise 
that we were bad and that the government had the situation under control. But that is clearly not the case. The 
worst part about the government’s defence of what is currently going on with lead is that there has been no 
excursion; that is, no lead has been detected outside that area even though, despite its licence conditions, the 
company, for whatever reason, has managed to find its lead going to areas where it is not supposed to go, and 
other excursions have occurred in other ports.  

In the last Department of Transport’s report on dangerous goods, under, I think, “Resource Safety”, an increase 
was shown in the number of incidents surrounding dangerous goods. The excuse the department gave for that 
increase is that perhaps it has come to light due to better reporting. It does not say it is better reporting and 
perhaps we are not coping; it does not even offer an explanation for how it will address the problem. That is a 
worrying trend.  

The ministerial statement referred to a clean-up issue and the removal of a bunch of material that was left behind 
in Esperance. But we still have not dealt with the reason for excursions out of compliance. It is either a capacity 
issue or an industry issue in which perhaps they do not take compliance issues seriously. I could offer an 
observation that, if a company is not abiding by its licence conditions and the government keeps saying, “Well, 
it’s all right; it doesn’t deserve to be closed down”, the company is going to continue its practices. The most 
worrying aspect of that and of the most recent examples in Geraldton is the period it took for that information to 
get to the public. Hon Ken Travers has just made a point about a licence condition not being met in Esperance as 
well.  

The point of this house discussing these sorts of issues and these ministerial statements is to raise concerns about 
what has been said. Members in this house have an opportunity to either sit here and say, “We agree and you did 
a good job”, or to point out where it thinks there are failures. The failures are obvious, but the failures cannot be 
addressed by saying it is not relevant under the rules of this place and that perhaps we should be talking about 
the issue at another opportunity. This is a very, very important part of the debate because it is an opportunity for 
the house to look at the detail of the government’s performance on all these matters. Not in every case but in a 
lot of cases, ministerial statements are used as political tools by ministers to pat themselves on the back or to 
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precede some sort of press release, so it is important that the house look at these statements in the whole context 
of the performance on the matter.  

I am sure that, had the majority of members of the house espoused the view that all the issues surrounding lead 
and the general performance of the Esperance Port Authority were hunky-dory, the government would not be 
arguing that it was irrelevant to the ministerial statement. That is not a fair cop just because the government is 
getting criticism. I am going to listen with interest to what Hon Wendy Duncan has to say because that might be 
worth a comment as well. Hopefully, she will get the call shortly.  

The CHAIRMAN: I will give the call to Hon Wendy Duncan first, and to Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich second.  

Hon WENDY DUNCAN: I welcome the opportunity to speak on this statement by the Minister for Transport 
regarding the removal of lead from Esperance. It has been a very sorry chapter in the history of the town of 
Esperance and has left a lasting legacy. It is interesting to hear members opposite ask: why is lead not still going 
through Esperance? I am firmly convinced that the way the lead is now being transported is perfectly safe, but 
the residents of Esperance have residual emotional issues from the scandalous way in which this lead 
contamination occurred under the previous government. 

What I will do today in the time available to me is give members a report on the extent of the clean-up that has 
had to take place as a result of this lead contamination, and on its cost, which will be well and truly around the 
$20 million estimated in the beginning. That money is far better spent on this clean-up than on upgrading the 
nickel circuit. We are reaching the stage at which there are very few bulk shipments. There is more of a tendency 
to send the shipments out in containers. The board of Esperance Ports Sea and Land is very determined that the 
exports through the port of Esperance tend more towards being in containers. 

This report is dated February, because that is when I thought this matter would be debated. Until February, the 
Esperance clean-up group had sampled 1 750 premises and cleaned approximately 450. It has now moved into 
detailed sampling in area 10. Eleven areas in the town site of Esperance have been identified as requiring 
sampling and cleaning. The clean-up and recovery project has purchased four additional analysers, which can 
analyse the residue on the spot and identify whether lead is present and, more importantly, whether it is 
Magellan Metals lead. As the sampling has moved further from the port and rail, it has been reported that it is 
more evident that the contamination from Magellan lead is dropping and other sources of lead are being 
identified. In fact, sometimes those other sources of lead are above background levels. In no way am I excusing 
what happened, or Magellan or the other agencies responsible for this contamination, but it is interesting to note 
that there are more sources of lead in Esperance, and in any community, than just Magellan in this particular 
instance. 

The cleaners have focused on houses in proximity to the port and have moved further out. They also focused 
particularly on the primary schools over the summer period. In fact, my electorate office was tested and found to 
be clean, which was good to know. There has been testing of soil samples and also sampling in the proximity of 
downpipes to identify whether lead is coming off roofs. That means that we can see the extent of the clean-up 
that will be needed. There has also been sentinel monitoring, involving six homes across the town site. Under 
this program, dust is collected over a three-month period to try to identify whether lead is still mobile in the 
environment. In fact, the team will go back to homes that have been cleaned to check whether lead is still 
present. As I said earlier, it is anticipated that the project will continue until the end of 2011, and will probably 
result in 2 000 premises being cleaned. 

Another interesting point is that following some recent media from Dr Nic Dunlop, the clean-up and recovery 
group tested 19 eggs and 53 pieces of fruit and vegetables from the home gardens of concerned residents across 
Esperance. The samples were taken from 19 premises during the months of December and January. Overall, the 
results for lead in eggs, fruit, herbs and vegetables were below the limit of detection, and when lead was 
detected, it was well below the maximum limit in the appropriate food standards guide. 

One of the points we need to keep in mind when discussing this issue of lead contamination, particularly in 
Esperance, is that an incredible amount of work has been conducted in this clean-up. The town of Esperance is a 
magnificent place. It is very dependent on the tourism industry. It was severely damaged by what occurred under 
the watch of the previous government. It is time to move forward. Every time this subject is raised in the media 
and in the chamber—I am not saying that we should gag the debate—it sets Esperance back. Esperance is 
moving forward. This clean-up has been fantastic. An incredible amount of work has been done; it has been 
extremely expensive and very thorough. Nobody has shirked the task and said, “Let’s stop here; it’s getting too 
big.” The Esperance clean-up and recovery project committee, which comprises members of the community and 
staff from the Department of Environment and Conservation, the port and so on, has done a very thorough job. I 
think that it should be commended. The Premier and this government also should be commended for saying that 
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this problem in Esperance needs to be fixed and for allocating the money to fix it. That is something that we 
could not get under the previous government. 

The lead that was transported through Esperance was in tarpaulin-covered kibbles, and dust was able to escape. 
The new method of transportation is immeasurably safer than the previous method inflicted upon Esperance. I 
agree with members on the opposition benches that the ideal solution for transporting lead through our ports is in 
ingots. We should not worry only about our own people and railway lines. I will tell members what I worry 
about: I worry about the people at the other end who unload this product. 

Hon Sally Talbot: Are you agreeing with the ingot proposal or not? 

Hon WENDY DUNCAN: Yes; I think it should be transported in ingots. We may well be able to export it safely 
through our ports; in fact, I believe that we are doing that now. But we have a broader responsibility. It is how it 
is dealt with at the other end that concerns me. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: The one thing that makes me as mad as hell is hypocrisy. I have just heard a 
very good example of hypocrisy at work. Now that Hon Wendy Duncan is a member of the government, we hear 
a very different argument from the one we heard when she was not in government. It is very concerning. The 
member has totally changed her position on the transport of lead. She has totally changed her position on the 
disadvantages of the transport of lead. Now that she is a member of the government, she seems to hold the view 
that the transport of lead is a very good way to go. I can tell Hon Wendy Duncan that we on this side of the 
chamber are very concerned about what her government is doing. 

I also put on the public record that we heard many, many times from Hon Donna Faragher that she had imposed 
the most stringent environmental conditions ever imposed by mankind and that spills were never, ever going to 
happen. We heard day in and day out that they were the most stringent, world-class environmental conditions 
and so on. What do we see unfolding before our eyes? It is nothing short of a disaster. 

Several members interjected. 

The CHAIRMAN: Order, members!  

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH: The honourable Leader of the House has to take the cake today. He has got 
more front than Myer! 

The CHAIRMAN: Order, members! Prior to moving on, I need to let members know that only 37 minutes 
remained at the beginning of consideration of committee reports and ministerial statements today to devote to the 
ministerial statement on the Esperance lead contamination. Therefore, I need to put the question that the 
ministerial statement be noted. 

Question put and passed. 
 


