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Human Activities

Plann�ng for long-term ecolog�cally susta�nable use of 

the North-west Mar�ne Reg�on requ�res an understand�ng 

of the full range of human �nteract�ons w�th the mar�ne 

env�ronment. Th�s chapter prov�des a broad overv�ew of 

the nature and extent of the human act�v�t�es that take 

place w�th�n and adjacent to the Reg�on, as background 

�nformat�on to ass�st �n the next stage of the plann�ng 

process. 

Th�s chapter �s not �ntended to prov�de a deta�led 

�nformat�on-base for assess�ng the soc�o-econom�c 

costs and benefits of Mar�ne Protected Areas (MPAs) 

and other conservat�on measures that may be proposed 

�n develop�ng the North-west Mar�ne B�oreg�onal Plan. 

In add�t�on to finer-scale �nformat�on, that assessment 

w�ll also requ�re consultat�on w�th stakeholders. More 

�nformat�on on how the North-west Mar�ne B�oreg�onal 

Plan w�ll be developed �s prov�ded �n Chapter 6.

The North-west Mar�ne Reg�on supports a range of 

econom�c, soc�al and cultural act�v�t�es. At present, 

the major �ndustr�es w�th�n the Reg�on are petroleum 

explorat�on and product�on, commerc�al and recreat�onal 

fish�ng, pearl�ng and tour�sm. Other mar�ne-based 

act�v�t�es relevant to the Reg�on �nclude ports and 

sh�pp�ng related to m�n�ng, defence tra�n�ng and border 

protect�on. These uses of the Reg�on make an �mportant 

econom�c and soc�al contr�but�on to settlements along 

the coast. These settlements range from small towns 

to the larger reg�onal centres of Carnarvon, Exmouth, 

Onslow, Karratha, Port Hedland and Broome.

Spec�fic and deta�led cons�derat�on of the potent�al 

�mpacts of current and future human act�v�t�es on the 

Reg�on w�ll be a focus of the next stage of the plann�ng 

process. Informat�on about �nteract�ons between spec�fic 

act�v�t�es and protected spec�es that �nhab�t the Reg�on 

�s �ncluded �n the protected spec�es group report cards 

�n Append�x D.

The �nformat�on �n th�s chapter has been drawn from 

a range of sources �nclud�ng the follow�ng works 

comm�ss�oned by the Austral�an Government: 

Petroleum and Minerals Industries in the Northwest 

Marine Region; 

The Development, the Status and Socio-economic Linkages 

of Key Industries Within and Adjacent to the North West 

Marine Region; 

•

•

Sea Countries of the North West – Literature Review on 

Indigenous Connection to and Uses of the North West 

Marine Region; and 

A Socio-economic Overview of the Coastal Communities 

Adjacent to the North West Marine Region. 

Publ�cat�ons and other web-based resources are ava�lable 

at <www.env�ronment.gov.au/coasts/mbp/north-west>. 

5.1 The human dimension: an 
overview

The north-west of Western Austral�a supports a range 

of �ndustr�es and commun�t�es reflect�ng a d�vers�ty of 

natural resources, env�ronmental values and Abor�g�nal 

cultures.

The land adjacent to the Reg�on has been �nhab�ted by 

Abor�g�nal people for at least 50 000 years. The�r use 

of the Reg�on and adjacent coastal zone resources and 

ongo�ng connect�on to these areas are d�scussed further 

�n Sect�on 5.2.

Coastal and marine development since 
European settlement

Pr�or to European settlement, Abor�g�nal people were 

not alone �n the�r use of coastal mar�ne resources �n the 

Reg�on. F�shers from Makassar �n South Sulawes� v�s�ted 

the K�mberley from the early 1700s. There �s ev�dence 

that a s�gn�ficant trade �n mar�ne resources between the 

Makassans and local Abor�g�nal commun�t�es occurred 

�n the Reg�on. The Makassans collected trepang (sea 

cucumber), shark fin and turtle for trade w�th the 

Ch�nese.

The Reg�on was one of the s�tes of first contact between 

European v�s�tors and Abor�g�nal people. The Dutch 

nav�gator D�rk Hartog landed at Shark Bay �n 1616, and 

�n 1644 Abel Tasman mapped much of the coastl�ne from 

Western Cape York to the Exmouth Gulf, record�ng many 

observat�ons about the land and �ts people. In 1699, 

the Engl�sh pr�vateer W�ll�am Damp�er made a more 

thorough assessment of the coast between D�rk Hartog 

Island near Shark Bay and Roebuck Bay near Broome. 

Further explorat�on by the Br�t�sh took place �n the 18th 

century but, l�ke the Dutch before them, the Br�t�sh 

concluded the north-west lacked the necessary resources 

•

•

Chapter 5 Human Activities and 
the North-west Marine Region



112

Th
e 

N
o

rt
h

-w
es

t 
M

ar
in

e 
B

io
re

gi
o

n
al

 P
la

n
:  

 B
io

re
gi

o
n

al
 P

ro
fi

le and env�ronmental cond�t�ons to make settlement a 

worthwh�le propos�t�on. 

Br�t�sh colon�sat�on of the north-west began on the 

P�lbara coast �n the early 1860s, about 30 years after the 

establ�shment of the Swan R�ver Colony (now Perth). 

Pastoral�sm was the first major �ndustry �n the north-

west, and was followed by the establ�shment of small 

ports and serv�ce centres along the coast w�th towns 

emerg�ng at Carnarvon, Roebourne, Po�nt Samson, Port 

Hedland, Onslow, Broome, Derby and Wyndham. 

The emergence of the pearl�ng �ndustry �n the late 19th 

century �nfluenced the development of towns such as 

Broome. By 1910, nearly 400 pearl�ng luggers and over 

3500 people were fish�ng for mother-of-pearl shell �n 

waters near Broome. The advent of cheaper alternat�ves 

to mother-of-pearl led to the near collapse of the 

�ndustry �n the 1940s. However, the �ntroduct�on of 

cultured pearl techn�ques from Japan led to the rev�val 

of the �ndustry and today pearl�ng �s a s�gn�ficant 

contr�butor to the economy of the north-west.

F�sh�ng also had an �mportant early �nfluence on the 

econom�c geography of the north-west. From the 1860s, 

most coastal commun�t�es had small fish�ng fleets that 

serv�ced local markets, but s�gn�ficant expans�on of the 

�ndustry occurred w�th the emergence of the valuable 

prawn trawl�ng and demersal finfish fisher�es. 

The d�scovery of large depos�ts of �ron ore �n the P�lbara 

�n the 1950s led to the emergence of the m�nerals 

�ndustry �n the 1960s and the transformat�on of the 

economy of the north-west and the soc�o-dynam�cs 

of �ts coastal commun�t�es. The rap�d expans�on of the 

m�n�ng �ndustry �n the P�lbara resulted �n cons�derable 

development along the coast, w�th the construct�on of 

large ports at Damp�er and Port Hedland, and assoc�ated 

ra�lways and roads. New towns were establ�shed at 

Damp�er, South Hedland, W�ckham and Karratha to 

serv�ce the m�nerals �ndustry.

The o�l and gas �ndustry emerged �n the Reg�on follow�ng 

the d�scovery of o�l at Rough Range near North West 

Cape �n 1954 and of more substant�al quant�t�es offshore 

on Barrow Island �n 1964. In the early 1970s, major 

gas fields were d�scovered �n the offshore Carnarvon 

Bas�n lead�ng to the development of onshore L�quefied 

Natural Gas (LNG) process�ng fac�l�t�es �n the 1980s and 

add�t�onal �nfrastructure to support explorat�on and 

product�on. 

The Ord R�ver Irr�gat�on Scheme was establ�shed �n the 

1960s to support the development of agr�culture �n the 

K�mberley reg�on. The town of Kununurra was bu�lt to 

serv�ce the �ndustry. Cotton was or�g�nally produced, 

but was phased out because of r�s�ng costs and replaced 

w�th crops such as sugar, fru�ts and vegetables.

The north-west today

Today, the North-west Mar�ne Reg�on and adjacent 

coastal areas support a number of �ndustr�es �nclud�ng 

petroleum explorat�on and product�on, m�nerals 

extract�on, ports, sh�pp�ng, commerc�al and recreat�onal 

fish�ng, pearl�ng and aquaculture, mar�ne tour�sm, salt 

product�on, agr�culture and defence-related act�v�t�es. In 

add�t�on, carbon capture and storage assoc�ated w�th the 

petroleum �ndustry may soon be an �mportant act�v�ty. 

The mar�ne and mar�ne-related �ndustr�es operat�ng 

w�th�n and adjacent to the North-west Mar�ne Reg�on 

are far from stat�c and have exper�enced s�gn�ficant 

changes �n the�r econom�c structure and locat�on. Some 

major �ndustr�es, part�cularly m�n�ng and petroleum 

explorat�on and development have grown rap�dly over 

the past few decades. More mature �ndustr�es, such 

as commerc�al fish�ng, wh�le exper�enc�ng s�gn�ficant 

change, have tended to be more stable and �n some cases 

have decl�ned. All of these �ndustr�es underp�n econom�c 

growth, employment and soc�al wellbe�ng �n the towns 

and small commun�t�es of the north-west.

In 2006, 91 841 people l�ved adjacent to the Reg�on 

(ABS 2006). The populat�on count �s based on place of 

enumerat�on (place of locat�on on census n�ght) rather 

than place of usual res�dence. Place of enumerat�on g�ves 

a better p�cture of the true populat�on �n areas w�th 

h�gh tour�st numbers or temporary res�dents (largely 

assoc�ated w�th m�n�ng and petroleum act�v�t�es) both 

of wh�ch are present �n the North-west.

The populat�on �s concentrated �n the major coastal 

towns of Carnarvon, Exmouth, Karratha, Port Hedland, 

Broome, Derby and Kununurra although there are also a 

number of smaller towns that serv�ce spec�fic �ndustr�es 

such as m�n�ng, fish�ng and tour�sm. The north-west 

also has a large Ind�genous populat�on (15 195 or 17 

per cent of the total populat�on) w�th s�gn�ficant 

populat�ons �n Roebourne, where over 50 per cent of the 

town’s 992 res�dents are of �nd�genous descent; Derby, 

40 per cent; and Wyndham, 35 per cent; as well as the 

smaller Ind�genous settlements of Bard�, Beagle Bay and 

Kulumbaru �n the K�mberley reg�on.
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Between 2001 and 2006, the populat�on �n the north-

west �ncreased by 4610, or five per cent, and there was 

s�gn�ficant var�at�on �n populat�on growth w�th�n the 

reg�on. Of part�cular note �s the 14 per cent �ncrease 

�n populat�on �n the P�lbara reg�on. Th�s growth can be 

attr�buted to the expand�ng petroleum and m�nerals 

sectors exempl�fied by an �ncrease of nearly 25 per cent 

�n res�dents �n the largely �ndustr�al town of Karratha. 

In contrast, the populat�on �n the Gascoyne reg�on 

has decl�ned by almost four per cent, part�cularly 

�n Carnarvon (over seven per cent). Th�s could be a 

reflect�on of the mature nature of the agr�cultural and 

fish�ng �ndustr�es that form the bas�s of the Gascoyne 

economy. Table 5.1 shows the change �n populat�on over 

2001–2006.

A feature of the north-west’s populat�on �s �ts h�gh 

mob�l�ty. Almost 21 per cent of people l�v�ng �n the 

north-west who took part �n the 2006 Census were 

located at a d�fferent address one year earl�er to the 

census and over 41 per cent had sh�fted home address 

s�nce 2001. Th�s feature �s part�cularly prevalent �n 

the resource-dependent centres of Karratha and Port 

Hedland, and largely reflects the h�ghly cycl�cal nature 

of the resource economy where labour �s contracted for 

short to med�um per�ods dur�ng the development and 

construct�on phases of major projects.

In 2006, the number of people employed �n the north-

west was 30 822, wh�ch was a four per cent �ncrease 

from 2001 (1210 more employed people). The most 

s�gn�ficant employment sectors were construct�on 

(11.7 per cent), m�n�ng (10.8 per cent), reta�l trade 

(9.3 per cent) and health care (8.9 per cent). However, 

the aggregated labour force stat�st�cs tend to mask 

the relat�ve �mportance of certa�n �ndustry sectors 

to part�cular reg�onal commun�t�es. For �nstance, the 

agr�culture, fisher�es and forestry sector �s an �mportant 

prov�der of employment �n Carnarvon and Kununurra, 

wh�le �n Karratha, Damp�er and Port Hedland, m�n�ng, 

construct�on, and transport and storage are s�gn�ficantly 

more �mportant.

Table 5��1 Population change in areas adjacent to the North-west Marine Region, 2001–2006 

Population Absolute change 

2001–2006

 Per cent change 

2001–20062001 2006

Western Austral�a 1 851 252 1 986 249 134,997 7.2

Total populat�on of 
areas adjacent to the 
North-west Mar�ne 

Reg�on

87 231 91 841 4610 5.3

Sub-regions

Gascoyne (G) 13 419 12 883 -536 -3.9

P�lbara (P) 35 961 40 837 4876 13.5

K�mberley (K) 37 851 38 121 270 0.7

Regional centres

Carnarvon (G) 7273 6729 -544 -7.4

Exmouth (G) 3137 3156 19 0.6

Karratha (P) 10 796 13 253 2457 23

Port Hedland (P) 12 776 12 908 132 1.0

Broome (K) 15 906 17 355 1449 9.0

Derby (K) 3688 3479 -209 -5.6

Kununurra (K) 5485 5617 132 3.4

Source: Cl�fton et al. 2007
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�nd�cate that �n 2005–2006, the mean annual taxable 

�ncome �n the north-west was $50 986, compared to 

the Western Austral�an average of $48 696 (ATO 2008). 

However, as shown �n Table 5.2, th�s masks s�gn�ficant 

sub-reg�onal d�fferences. For example, compet�t�on for 

sk�lled workers �n the m�nerals and petroleum sector 

has resulted �n the towns of Port Hedland, Karratha and 

Damp�er record�ng average �ncomes of $63 600, $64 537 

and $72 458 respect�vely. Wh�le Damp�er recorded the 

h�ghest mean annual taxable �ncome out of all towns 

adjacent to the Reg�on, �ts populat�on was relat�vely 

small w�th just over 2000 people. As a result mean 

�ncome may be skewed towards a small number of h�gh 

earn�ng �nd�v�duals rather than be�ng representat�ve of 

the ent�re populat�on. 

In areas w�th a greater rel�ance on the serv�ce sectors 

and h�gher Abor�g�nal populat�ons there tend to be lower 

wages and educat�onal levels and a h�gher dependency 

on welfare and benefits. Centres w�th relat�vely large 

Ind�genous populat�ons and serv�ce-based econom�es 

�nclude Carnarvon, Derby, Kalbarr� and Broome, all of 

wh�ch had average �ncomes below the State average.

Table 5��2 Mean annual taxable incomes for individuals in townships adjacent to the Region (2005–2006)

Location 2004-2005($) 2005–2006($)

Western Austral�a 45 660 48 696

Regional centres

Carnarvon 40 005 42 913

Exmouth 45 234 44 145

Karratha 59 230 64 537

Port Hedland 62 309 63 600

Broome 42 313 45 325

Derby 41 426 42 416

Kununurra 49 202 52 819

Smaller towns

Kalbarr� 36 393 39 844

Denham 38 807 41 251

Onslow 46 264 50 348

Damp�er 64 879 72 458

W�ckham 58 870 64 082

Roebourne 42 343 43 352

Wyndham 42 471 46 716

Source: ATO (2008)

P�er at Coral Bay, Western Austral�a. Photo: Photol�brary.
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5.2 Indigenous links to the Region

Historical connection to the Region

Ind�genous people have a strong on-go�ng assoc�at�on 

w�th the Reg�on that extends from the beg�nn�ng of 

human settlement �n Austral�a some 50 000 years ago 

to the present. Wh�le sea level change over m�llenn�a 

has s�gn�ficantly altered many s�tes of s�gn�ficance to 

Ind�genous people �n the north-west, ev�dence of the 

close, long-stand�ng relat�onsh�p between Abor�g�nal 

peoples and the coastal and mar�ne env�ronments 

of the area �s plent�ful. The extens�ve and d�verse 

assemblages of rock engrav�ngs (petroglyphs) at the 

Burrup Pen�nsula, wh�ch �s one of the most s�gn�ficant 

collect�ons of petroglyphs found anywhere �n the world, 

�s one of the most spectacular examples.

The saltwater peoples of the north-west cont�nue to 

rely on coastal and mar�ne env�ronments and resources 

for the�r cultural �dent�ty, health and wellbe�ng, as well 

as the�r domest�c and commerc�al econom�es. They are 

res�dent �n most of the major populat�on centres as well 

as �n more remote areas adjacent to the Reg�on. There 

are at least 35 d�fferent language groups �n the area, as 

shown �n F�gure 5.1.

The Ind�genous peoples of the north-west coast belong 

to d�screte clan estates and language groups that 

occupy, or trad�t�onally occup�ed, d�screte areas or 

country. ‘Country’ refers to a place of or�g�n – l�terally, 

culturally or sp�r�tually (Australas�an Legal Informat�on 

Inst�tute 2007) and ‘sea country’ or ‘saltwater country’ 

are terms that refer to an estate or cultural doma�n �n 

wh�ch no separat�on between land and sea �s made. Sea 

country may �nclude bays, open ocean, beaches, dunes, 

reefs, coastal wetlands or other features, �nclud�ng 

remembered features of landscape long ago drowned by 

r�s�ng sea levels (see Box 5.1). F�sh�ng, hunt�ng and the 

ma�ntenance of mar�t�me cultures and her�tage through 

r�tual, stor�es and trad�t�onal knowledge cont�nue as 

�mportant uses of the nearshore reg�on and adjacent 

areas.

The character�st�cs of each part�cular coastal 

env�ronment as well as part�cular aspects of the 

culture of d�fferent Ind�genous peoples �n the north-

west �nfluence the relat�onsh�p they had and cont�nue 

to have w�th the sea. In some areas, such as Geraldton 

and Carnarvon, a h�gh number of res�dent Abor�g�nal 

people have trad�t�onal connect�ons to �nland reg�ons, 

and some of these people fish �n others’ sea country for 

Figure 5��1 Distribution of Aboriginal coastal language groups in the north-west
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purely soc�al and econom�c reasons. In places that have 

large areas of sheltered waters, l�ke Shark Bay, K�ng 

Sound and the Damp�er and Buccaneer arch�pelagos, 

saltwater people tend to make extens�ve sea journeys. 

In areas w�th more exposed coastl�nes and an absence 

of nearshore �slands or reefs, use of the sea tends to be 

local�sed around �ntert�dal and �nshore areas. In many 

places, �nclud�ng Broome, Abor�g�nal people cont�nue to 

rely heav�ly on sea resources for food and other needs 

(Smyth 2007).

Mar�ne resource use by Ind�genous people �s generally 

restr�cted to coastal waters that are under State 

jur�sd�ct�on and l�e adjacent to the North-west Mar�ne 

Reg�on. However, wh�le d�rect use by Abor�g�nal people 

of the Reg�on’s mar�ne env�ronment and resources �s 

l�m�ted, many groups cont�nue to have a d�rect cultural 

�nterest �n dec�s�ons affect�ng the management of 

Commonwealth waters. The cultural connect�ons 

Abor�g�nal people ma�nta�n w�th the sea may be 

affected, for example, by act�v�t�es such as commerc�al, 

recreat�onal and �llegal fore�gn fish�ng, sh�pp�ng, and 

o�l and gas explorat�on and development. In add�t�on, 

some Ind�genous people are �nvolved �n commerc�al 

act�v�t�es such as fish�ng and mar�ne tour�sm, and so 

have an �nterest �n how these �ndustr�es are managed 

�n Commonwealth waters w�th respect to the�r cultural 

her�tage and commerc�al �nterests.

Legislation

Nat�ve t�tle �s the recogn�t�on �n Austral�an law that 

some Ind�genous people cont�nue to hold r�ghts to the�r 

lands and waters that come from the�r trad�t�onal laws 

and customs (Nat�onal Nat�ve T�tle Tr�bunal 2006). 

The Native Title Act 1993 prov�des for the recogn�t�on of 

nat�ve t�tle on land and �n the sea. Nat�ve t�tle r�ghts 

may �nclude trad�t�onal fish�ng r�ghts. 

In Western Austral�a, the Office of Nat�ve T�tle (ONT) 

�s respons�ble for the �mplementat�on of the State 

Government’s nat�ve t�tle pol�cy, wh�ch a�ms to 

med�ate the determ�nat�on of nat�ve t�tle appl�cat�ons 

rather than go�ng through the process of l�t�gat�on. 

The emphas�s �s on reach�ng agreements about where 

nat�ve t�tle ex�sts, but where �t �s not poss�ble to reach 

agreement, the State may prov�de alternat�ve, non-

nat�ve t�tle land outcomes (ONT 2007), for example 

through the Abor�g�nal Lands Trust program.

The Aboriginal Affairs Planning Authority Act 1972 (WA) 

establ�shes the Abor�g�nal Lands Trust wh�ch �s 

adm�n�stered by the Western Austral�an Government 

Department of Ind�genous Affa�rs (DIA). The pr�mary 

purpose of the Abor�g�nal Lands Trust �s to acqu�re and 

hold land and to fac�l�tate the transfer of that land to 

Nat�ve T�tle Representat�ve Bod�es for the benefit of 

persons of Abor�g�nal descent (DIA 2007). 

As of December 2007, 16 nat�ve t�tle appl�cat�ons and 

s�x determ�nat�ons had been made over sea country �n 

or adjacent to the Reg�on (Nat�onal Nat�ve T�tle Tr�bunal 

2008). The nat�ve t�tle appl�cat�on/determ�nat�on 

areas for the Northern P�lbara and K�mberley reg�ons, 

�nclud�ng those that extend �nto Commonwealth waters, 

are shown �n F�gure 5.2.

Box 5��1 Clans and saltwater country

Trad�t�onally, the fundamental soc�al un�t around 

most of coastal Austral�a was the extended fam�ly or 

‘clan’. Int�mately assoc�ated w�th each clan was the�r 

estate or ‘country’. For coastal clans, the�r country 

always �ncluded the adjo�n�ng estuar�es, beaches, 

coastal waters and ocean. The sea, or saltwater 

country, was not add�t�onal to a clan estate on land, 

�t was �nseparable from �t. As on land, saltwater 

country conta�ned ev�dence of the Dreamt�me events 

by wh�ch all geograph�c features, an�mals, plants and 

people were created. It conta�ned sacred s�tes, often 

related to these creat�on events, and �t conta�ned 

tracks, or song l�nes along wh�ch mytholog�cal be�ngs 

travelled dur�ng the Dreamt�me. The sea, l�ke the 

land, was �ntegral to the �dent�ty of each clan, and 

clan members had a k�n relat�onsh�p to the �mportant 

mar�ne an�mals, plants, t�des and currents.

In the Reg�on, the flooded countr�es of Abor�g�nal 

ancestors l�e beneath Commonwealth waters and may 

be connected to cultural stor�es, s�tes and Dream�ng 

tracks that may extend �nto Commonwealth waters. 

Dugongs, fish and turtles that move between 

coastal and Commonwealth waters �n the Reg�on are 

�mportant components of Abor�g�nal people’s culture 

and d�et.

The relat�onsh�p Abor�g�nal people have w�th the 

sea today �s bu�lt on these trad�t�onal r�ghts and 

respons�b�l�t�es. The sea rema�ns a part of the�r 

country, and �s most ev�dent �n coastal commun�t�es 

where trad�t�onal act�v�t�es such as turtle and dugong 

hunt�ng, subs�stence fish�ng and shell collect�ng are 

pract�ced (Smyth 2007).
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Figure 5��2 Native title applications and determinations in and adjacent to the North-west Marine Region

L-R: Ju-Ju W�lson, Maureen Mart�n and Roy Mart�n, Lacrosse Island. Photo: Steve K�nnane.
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customary fish�ng by Abor�g�nal people as d�fferent to 

commerc�al and recreat�onal fish�ng. Western Austral�a’s 

Draft Abor�g�nal F�sh�ng Strategy (2003) recogn�ses 

Abor�g�nal Customary F�sh�ng as a leg�t�mate fisher�es 

sector �n terms of fisher�es allocat�on and management, 

and promotes Abor�g�nal �nvolvement �n commerc�al 

fish�ng �ndustr�es and the�r management. Some of the 

regulat�ons that apply to recreat�onal fish�ng also apply 

to customary fish�ng, for example, s�ze l�m�ts, closed 

seasons and protected spec�es. However, bag l�m�ts 

are d�fferent and some trad�t�onal fish�ng methods are 

perm�tted to allow for cultural events and pass�ng-on of 

cultural knowledge (Abor�g�nal F�sh�ng Strategy Work�ng 

Group 2003).

Aboriginal involvement in resource 
management

Abor�g�nal people cont�nue to act�vely manage the�r 

sea country �n and adjacent to the North-west Mar�ne 

Reg�on �n order to protect and manage the mar�ne 

env�ronment, �ts resources and cultural values. Some 

management arrangements �nvolve collaborat�on w�th 

government agenc�es or other Abor�g�nal groups. For 

example, the Bard� Jaw� people work w�th the Austral�an 

Customs Serv�ce and the Western Austral�an Department 

of F�sher�es (DoF) as rangers patroll�ng the K�mberley 

coast for �llegal fore�gn fishers (DoF 2007). 

Through the North Austral�an Ind�genous Land and 

Sea Management All�ance (NAILSMA), trad�t�onal 

owners are work�ng to susta�nably manage mar�ne 

turtles and dugongs, �nclud�ng mon�tor�ng the�r 

populat�ons and hab�tats, and �dent�fy�ng research 

and management needs (NAILSMA 2006). In the south 

K�mberley, Abor�g�nal people are �nvolved �n develop�ng 

a management plan for Roebuck Bay and a coastal 

management plan to protect natural and cultural values 

along the coastl�ne of Karajarr� country south of Broome 

(KLC 2007). 

In the P�lbara reg�on, the Burrup Pen�nsula Conservat�on 

Reserve has been proposed to protect the s�gn�ficant 

cultural her�tage s�tes �n the area, �nclud�ng sacred s�tes, 

petroglyphs and archaeolog�cal s�tes conta�n�ng ev�dence 

of early Abor�g�nal occupat�on and use and early contact 

w�th Europeans. The agreement between the Western 

Austral�an Government and the Ngarluma Y�ndj�barnd�, 

Wong-goo-tt-oo and Yaburara Mardudhunera Trad�t�onal 

Owners to establ�sh the reserve �ncludes the transfer 

of freehold t�tle for over 60 per cent of the Burrup 

Pen�nsula to the Ngarda-ngarl� custod�ans. The reserve 

w�ll be the first statutory protected area �n Western 

Austral�a to be owned by Abor�g�nal people and w�ll be 

jo�ntly managed by the Trad�t�onal Custod�ans and the 

Western Austral�an Department of Env�ronment and 

Conservat�on (DEC), through an arrangement under the 

Conservation and Land Management Act 1984 (DEC 2006).

Commercial interests

Wh�le �nvolvement of Abor�g�nal people �n the ownersh�p 

or management of mar�ne-based commerc�al act�v�t�es 

rema�ns at low levels, at Shark Bay the Yadgalah 

Abor�g�nal Corporat�on �s part owner of the Monkey M�a 

tour�st operat�on and Abor�g�nal fishers hold s�x of the 

10 l�cences �n the commerc�al Shark Bay Beach Se�ne and 

Mesh Net Managed F�shery (Fletcher & Santoro 2007).

In the K�mberley reg�on, a number of Abor�g�nal-owned 

fish�ng charter enterpr�ses operate out of One Arm Po�nt. 

Abor�g�nal people also have a h�stor�cal �nvolvement �n 

the trochus shell �ndustry, wh�ch began at One Arm Po�nt 

�n the late 1800s. L�cences are now held by the One Arm 

Po�nt commun�ty and two Abor�g�nal corporat�ons at 

Lomb�d�na and Derby.

Trochus shell. Photo: Austral�an Inst�tute of Mar�ne Sc�ence.
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5.3 Marine activities

Th�s sect�on prov�des a background to the most 

prom�nent non-Abor�g�nal �ndustry sectors’ act�v�t�es 

�n the North-west Mar�ne Reg�on and adjacent coastal 

areas.

5.3.1 Recreat�onal fish�ng

Recreat�onal fish�ng �s a popular act�v�ty �n the North-

west Mar�ne Reg�on, although most recreat�onal 

fish�ng occurs �n State waters adjacent to the Reg�on. 

Commonly targeted spec�es �nclude members of the 

demersal sea perch fam�ly, emperors, coral trout, sharks, 

tunas, mackerels and spec�es of gamefish. 

Recreat�onal fish�ng tends to be concentrated �n 

State waters adjacent to populat�on centres. F�gure 

5.3 presents �nformat�on on total recreat�onal fish 

catch �n the north-west �n 2001. It �nd�cates that the 

h�ghest recreat�onal fish�ng effort �s off Po�nt Samson, 

(a favoured hol�day locat�on for people from the m�n�ng 

and petroleum towns of Damp�er and Karratha), Coral 

Bay (reflect�ng h�gh v�s�tor numbers to N�ngaloo 

Mar�ne Park) and Carnarvon. Most recreat�onal fish�ng 

effort occurs �n the prov�nc�al b�oreg�ons on the 

cont�nental shelf south of the K�mberley: the North-

west Shelf Prov�nce, the Central Western Shelf Trans�t�on 

Prov�nce and the Central Western Shelf Prov�nce. Pr�me 

gamefish�ng locat�ons are around offshore atolls and 

reefs, �nclud�ng the Rowley Shoals �n the Northwest 

Trans�t�on, (although the Merma�d Reef Mar�ne Nat�onal 

Nature Reserve �n the Rowley Shoals �s closed to all 

forms of fish�ng). Recreat�onal fish�ng effort �s lowest 

�n the Northwest Shelf Trans�t�on largely because of the 

remoteness and �naccess�b�l�ty of these waters. 

A 2005 survey of recreat�onal fishers �n Western 

Austral�a recorded that more than 536 000 �nd�v�duals 

(or 31 per cent of the State populat�on) part�c�pated �n 

recreat�onal fish�ng. The survey collected data on the 

bas�s of Western Austral�an Department of F�sher�es 

(DoF) fishery reg�ons and found that 11 percent of the 

State’s recreat�onal fishers fished �n waters adjacent to 

the Gascoyne reg�on (Shark Bay to Onslow) and seven 

per cent �n the North reg�on (Onslow to Kununurra) 

(Baharthah 2006). Recreat�onal fish�ng �s exper�enc�ng 

s�gn�ficant growth, part�cularly �n the North reg�on �n 

w�nter months when tour�sts v�s�t coastal areas around 

Onslow, the Damp�er Arch�pelago and Broome (Fletcher 

and Head 2006). 

 

Figure 5��3 Recreational fishing in the Region in 2001
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by recreat�onal fish�ng to commun�t�es �n the north-west 

�s not ava�lable. However, DoF figures of part�c�pat�on 

prov�de an �nd�cat�on of the soc�o-econom�c �mportance 

of recreat�onal fish�ng to townsh�ps adjacent to the 

Reg�on as well as �ts potent�al �mpact on the mar�ne 

env�ronment.

G�ven the expand�ng populat�on growth �n the north-

west reg�on, part�cularly because of the grow�ng 

petroleum and m�nerals sectors �n the P�lbara, the 

popular�ty of recreat�onal fish�ng �s l�kely to cont�nue 

to �ncrease. H�gh �ncomes, advances �n technology 

and �ncreases �n vessel s�ze are l�kely to result �n 

�ncreased recreat�onal fish�ng effort �n both State and 

Commonwealth waters. 

The DoF regulates recreat�onal fish�ng �n offshore 

and State waters through �ts Integrated F�sher�es 

Management Branch. Management methods �nclude 

bag l�m�ts, gear restr�ct�on and zon�ng. Reg�onal surveys 

are conducted to prov�de data on fish�ng effort at 

popular fish�ng s�tes as a means of manag�ng �mportant 

recreat�onal fish stocks. Further �nformat�on about 

Western Austral�an recreat�onal fish�ng regulat�ons can 

be found at <www.fish.wa.gov.au>. 

5.3.2 Commerc�al fish�ng

The waters off the north-west coast of Western 

Austral�a have been fished stead�ly over several decades 

by domest�c fishers operat�ng �n both Austral�an 

Government-and Western Austral�an Government-

managed fisher�es. In the post-World War II per�od, the 

Reg�on was also heav�ly fished by fore�gn vessels, most 

notably from Ta�wan, Japan, Ch�na and Indones�a. 

Today, there are 14 fisher�es record�ng catch w�th�n 

the North-west Mar�ne Reg�on w�th another 12 

pr�mar�ly operat�ng �n State waters adjacent to the 

Reg�on. All these fisher�es are managed by e�ther the 

Austral�an Government through the Austral�an F�sher�es 

Management Author�ty (AFMA), or by the Western 

Austral�an Government through the DoF. The spec�es 

targeted �nclude prawns, scalefish, scamp�, shark, 

pearl oysters, crabs and bêche-de-mer (trepang or sea 

cucumber). 

Based on 2005–2006 data for AFMA-managed fisher�es 

and 2006 data for DoF-managed fisher�es, the total 

commerc�al catch of fisher�es operat�ng �n the Reg�on 

was approx�mately 7000 tonnes of fish, prawns and 

crab, and 538 882 pearl oysters. The Gross Value of 

Product�on (GVP) of th�s catch was an est�mated $165 

m�ll�on, of wh�ch $122 m�ll�on was from the pearl 

Figure 5��4 Combined catch for all commercial fishers operating in or adjacent to the North-west Marine Region 

(2000–2002)
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fishery. The geograph�c scale and relat�vely low value of 

many fisher�es �n the north-west, comb�ned w�th data 

confident�al�ty �ssues (where there are less than five 

vessels operat�ng �n an area), mean that data tend to 

be ava�lable only for the fishery as a whole, �nclud�ng 

when the fishery extends beyond the Reg�on. The catch 

tonnage and GVP figures g�ven above are therefore for 

ent�re fisher�es and not just the proport�on caught �n 

the Reg�on. The except�on �s the North West Slope Trawl 

F�shery, wh�ch operates ent�rely w�th�n the Reg�on. 

The most recent ava�lable �nformat�on on the spat�al 

d�str�but�on of the comb�ned commerc�al catch of all 

fisher�es operat�ng �n or adjacent to the North-west 

Mar�ne Reg�on �s from 2000–2002 (F�gure 5.4). 

Fisheries managed by the Australian 
Government

There are four AFMA-managed fisher�es �n the North-

west Mar�ne Reg�on: the Western Deepwater Trawl 

F�shery, the North West Slope Trawl F�shery, the Western 

Tuna and B�llfish F�shery and the Northern Prawn 

F�shery (Bonaparte Stat�st�cal Area). In 2005–2006, the 

comb�ned catch value of these fisher�es was $7 m�ll�on 

and the total landed catch was approx�mately 780 

tonnes. Wh�le the Northern Prawn F�shery �s the most 

valuable commerc�ally managed fishery �n the Reg�on, 

only a small proport�on of the fishery occurs �n the 

Reg�on, w�th the larger and more valuable component 

occurr�ng �n the adjacent North Mar�ne Reg�on. 

In contrast to the Northern Prawn F�shery, the North 

West Slope Trawl F�shery and the Western Deepwater 

Trawl F�shery are small-scale and cons�dered econom�cally 

marg�nal because of h�gh operat�ng costs and low pr�ces 

for product (Larcombe & McLoughl�n 2007). F�shers 

act�ve �n these fisher�es tend also to operate �n other 

fisher�es �nclud�ng the Northern Prawn F�shery. The 

Western Tuna and B�llfish F�shery extends �nto the 

Reg�on, but fish�ng act�v�ty �n the Reg�on �s l�m�ted.

Table 5.3 prov�des a summary of the AFMA-managed 

fisher�es operat�ng �n the Reg�on, �nclud�ng the ma�n 

locat�ons of fish�ng effort, spec�es caught, fish�ng 

method, catch volume and value, and number of 

l�cences/boats act�ve w�th�n each fishery. As ment�oned 

prev�ously, because of the way data are collected, except 

where otherw�se �nd�cated, catch and GVP figures are for 

the ent�re fishery and not just the component occurr�ng 

�n the Reg�on. 

Fisheries managed by the Western Australian 
Government 

There are 10 DoF-managed fisher�es operat�ng �n both 

the North-west Mar�ne Reg�on and adjacent State 

waters. These fisher�es generally have h�gher catch levels 

and value than AFMA-managed fisher�es and �nclude 

the P�lbara Demersal F�nfish fisher�es (compr�sed of 

the P�lbara F�sh Trawl (Inter�m) Managed F�shery, the 

P�lbara Trap Managed F�shery, and a small l�ne fishery 

component), the Northern Demersal Scalefish F�shery, 

the Western Austral�an North Coast Shark F�shery, the 

Pearl Oyster F�shery, the West Coast Deep Sea Crab 

F�shery, the Shark Bay Snapper F�shery, the West Coast 

Demersal Scalefish F�shery, the Mackerel Inter�m F�shery, 

the K�mberley Prawn F�shery and the Bêche-de-mer 

F�shery.

The most valuable fishery operat�ng �n the Reg�on �s the 

Pearl Oyster F�shery, wh�ch harvests w�ld pearl oysters 

as the first stage �n the pearl product�on process. The 

fishery’s value �s measured �n the pr�ce rece�ved for 

the end product, cultured pearls. The value of cultured 

pearls �n 2006 was $122 m�ll�on, wh�ch �s 74 per cent 

of the total value of commerc�al fishery catch �n the 

Reg�on. However, these figures do not reflect the true 

contr�but�on of the pearl fishery to the value of the 

Reg�on’s fisher�es because the ma�n pearl fish�ng areas 

are �n State waters. More �nformat�on on pearl�ng �s �n 

Sect�on 5.3.5.

The P�lbara Demersal F�nfish fisher�es and Northern 

Demersal Scalefish F�shery are the pr�nc�pal finfish 

fisher�es �n the Reg�on and target h�gh-value trop�cal 

finfish, part�cularly emperors, snappers and cods. These 

profitable fisher�es are the most valuable finfish fisher�es 

managed by Western Austral�a, w�th a value of $15.1 

m�ll�on �n 2006.

In add�t�on to the Western Austral�an fisher�es operat�ng 

�n both Commonwealth and State waters, there are a 

w�de range of DoF-managed fisher�es act�ve �n State 

waters adjacent to the Reg�on. These �nclude three 

of the State’s most valuable fisher�es – the Shark Bay 

Prawn, Exmouth Gulf Prawn and Shark Bay Scallop 

fisher�es, wh�ch have a comb�ned landed catch value of 

$40–50 m�ll�on annually.

Table 5.4 prov�des a summary of the DoF-managed 

fisher�es operat�ng �n the Reg�on. Note that because 

of the way data are collected, except where otherw�se 

�nd�cated, the catch and GVP figures are for the ent�re 

fishery and not just the component occurr�ng �n the 

Reg�on. 
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F�shery Ma�n area of fishery by 
catch and b�oreg�on 

Relat�onsh�p 
to North-
west Mar�ne 
Reg�on

Ma�n 
spec�es 
targeted

Ma�n fish�ng 
method

Tonnes 
caught 

Number of 
l�cences/
vessels

GVP  
($ m�ll�on) 

North West 
Slope Trawl 
F�shery 1,2,3

Concentrated on 
muddy bottoms 
along depth contour 
l�nes, just outs�de the 
200 m �sobath. F�shed 
�n the v�c�n�ty of 
Rowley Shoals, Scott 
and Ashmore reefs 
(B�oreg�ons: T�mor 
Prov�nce, Northwest 
Trans�t�on and 
Northwest Prov�nce).

Act�ve �n 
the Reg�on 
only.

Scamp�, 
deepwater 
prawn.

Demersal 
trawl�ng

43.4 7 vessels 
(2005–
2006) 

0.68

Western Tuna 
and B�llfish 
F�shery 4 

M�nor act�v�ty �n the 
far south of the Reg�on 
from cont�nental shelf 
outwards  
(B�oreg�ons: Northwest 
Prov�nce and Central 
Western Trans�t�on).

Operates 
pr�mar�ly �n 
the South-
west Mar�ne 
Reg�on 
but fishery 
extends �nto 
south of 
Reg�on.

Yellowfin, 
b�geye, 
sk�pjack, 
albacore 
tuna, some 
b�llfish 
spec�es.

Pelag�c 
longl�ne 

480 7 vessels 
(2005–
2006)

2.7

Western 
Deepwater Trawl 
F�shery 5 

Concentrated along the 
200 m �sobath off the 
Gascoyne coast  
(B�oreg�ons: Central 
Western Trans�t�on, 
Central Western 
Shelf Trans�t�on and 
Central Western Shelf 
Prov�nce). 

F�sh�ng 
effort 
pr�mar�ly 
�n Reg�on 
w�th some 
�n adjacent 
South-west 
Mar�ne 
Reg�on.

M�xed fish 
spec�es.

Otter trawl not 
ava�lable 

3 vessels 
(2005–
2006) 
perm�ts 

0.9

Northern Prawn 
F�shery 6

(Bonaparte 
Stat�st�cal Area 
– �ncludes 
State and 
Commonwealth 
waters)

On the cont�nental 
shelf �n muddy and 
sandy substrates �n 
coastal to deeper 
waters 
(B�oreg�on: Northwest 
Shelf Trans�t�on).

F�shery 
operates 
pr�mar�ly 
�n North 
Mar�ne 
Reg�on but 
extends 
�nto Joseph 
Bonaparte 
Gulf.

Largely 
banana 
prawn �n 
North-west 
Mar�ne 
Reg�on and 
some t�ger 
prawn.

Otter trawl 231 
(Bonaparte 
Stat�st�cal 
Area 
est�mate)

5400 
(whole 
fishery)

52 vessels 
(whole 
fishery)

2.8 
(Bonaparte 
Stat�st�cal 
Area 
est�mate)

73 (whole 
fishery)

Sources:
1 Newton et al. (2007)
2 Moore et al. (2007a)
3 Larcombe & McLoughl�n (2007)
4 Newton et al. (2007)
5 Newton et al. (2007)
6 Raudzens (2007)



123

Human Activities

Table 5��4 DoF-managed fisheries in the Region (2006) 

F�shery Ma�n area of fishery by 

catch and b�oreg�on

Relat�onsh�p 

to North-

west Mar�ne 

Reg�on

Ma�n 

spec�es 

targeted

Ma�n fish�ng 

method

Tonnes 

caught

Number of 

l�censes

GVP 

($ m�ll�on)

P�lbara Demersal 
F�nfish F�sher�es 
(compr�sed of 
P�lbara F�sh 
Trawl (Inter�m) 
Managed F�shery 
and the P�lbara 
Trap Managed 
F�shery)

North West Shelf  
(B�oreg�on: Northwest 
Shelf Prov�nce).

F�shery 
extends 
�nto North-
west Mar�ne 
Reg�on.

Range of 
trop�cal 
finfish 
spec�es 
– bluespot 
emperor, 
cr�mson 
salmon, 
threadfin 
bream, red 
emperor

Trawl, trap 
and l�ne

2800
(Trawl, 2222; 
Trap, 473; 
and l�ne, 
105) 

26 (Trawl, 
11; trap, 6 
and l�ne, 9) 
vessels

10.5 (Trawl, 
7.5; trap 
2.5 and l�ne 
0.5)

Northern 
Demersal 
Scalefish F�shery

Waters from Broome 
to Western Austral�a/
Northern Terr�tory 
border 30–200 m 
depth  
(B�oreg�ons: Northwest 
Shelf Prov�nce and 
Northwest Shelf 
Trans�t�on).

F�shery 
extends 
�nto North-
west Mar�ne 
Reg�on.

Goldband 
snapper, red 
emperor

Handl�ne, 
dropl�ne, 
traps

801 11 4.6 

Pearl Oyster 
F�shery (w�ld 
caught) - 
most fish�ng 
�n Western 
Austral�a waters

Inshore waters largely 
10–20 m depth  
(B�oreg�on: Northwest 
Shelf Prov�nce).

F�shery 
extends 
�nto North-
west Mar�ne 
Reg�on.

S�lver l�pped 
oysters

Hand 
collect�on

538 882 
pearl oysters

17 l�censees 122 

West Coast Deep 
Sea Crab F�shery

Depths of 150–1200 m 
�n Commonwealth 
waters around the shelf 
break parallel from 
Exmouth to Kalbarr� 
(B�oreg�ons: Central 
Western Trans�t�on, 
Central Western 
Shelf Prov�nce and 
Central Western Shelf 
Trans�t�on).

F�shery 
extends 
�nto North-
west Mar�ne 
Reg�on.

G�ant (k�ng) 
crabs, 
crystal 
(snow) 
crabs, 
champagne 
(sp�ny) 
crabs

Pot 207 7 perm�ts (5 
full-t�me, 2 
part-t�me) 

2.4

Shark Bay 
Snapper F�shery 

Cont�nental
shelf waters off Shark 
Bay  
(B�oreg�on: Central 
Western Shelf 
Prov�nce).

F�shery 
extends 
�nto North-
west Mar�ne 
Reg�on.

Ocean�c 
stock 
of p�nk 
snapper, 
goldband 
snapper, red 
emperor

Mechan�sed 
handl�nes

540 (318 
p�nk 
snapper; 
222 other 
spec�es)

53 l�cences 3.4

Mackerel Inter�m 
Managed F�shery

Around reef, shoal and 
headland waters
(B�oreg�on: Northwest 
Shelf Trans�t�on, 
Northwest Shelf 
Prov�nce and Central 
Western Shelf 
Prov�nce).

F�shery 
extends 
�nto North-
west Mar�ne 
Reg�on.

Span�sh, 
grey and 
other 
mackerel

Troll�ng or 
handl�ne

291 18 perm�ts 2.7
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le F�shery Ma�n area of fishery by 

catch and b�oreg�on

Relat�onsh�p 

to North-

west Mar�ne 

Reg�on

Ma�n 

spec�es 

targeted

Ma�n fish�ng 

method

Tonnes 

caught

Number of 

l�censes

GVP 

($ m�ll�on)

West Coast 
Demersal 
Scalefish F�shery

Waters adjacent to 
Kalbarr� (26°30´ S to
28° S). Inner shelf zone 
to 150 m contour (p�nk 
snapper). Outer shelf 
(150 m+) snapper and 
jobfish 
(B�oreg�ons: Central 
Western Shelf 
Trans�t�on and 
Central Western Shelf 
Prov�nce).

F�shery 
extends 
�nto North-
west Mar�ne 
Reg�on.

P�nk 
snapper, 
emperors 
plus other 
scalefish.

Handl�nes 
and 
dropl�nes

975 60 perm�ts 7.8

K�mberley Prawn 
F�shery 

B�oreg�on: Northwest 
Shelf Trans�t�on. 

Extends 
�nto North-
west Mar�ne 
Reg�on. 
and abuts 
western 
boundary 
of the 
Northern 
Prawn 
F�shery.

Banana 
prawns.
Secondary 
spec�es 
- t�ger, 
endeavour 
and k�ng 
prawns

Trawl 335 137 l�cences 
although 
only 22 
boats 
actually 
operated �n 
2006

3.1

Bêche-de-mer 
(trepang) 
F�shery

Muddy, sandy 
bottomed areas from 
waters adjacent to 
Exmouth Gulf to 
Northern Terr�tory 
border.

F�shery 
extends 
�nto North-
west Mar�ne 
Reg�on.

Sandfish Hand 
collect�on 
by d�v�ng 

56 6 endorse-
ments 

0.45

Western 
Austral�an 
Trop�cal Shark 
fisher�es (2004–
2005 season) 

(�ncludes 
Western 
Austral�a 
North Coast 
Shark F�shery 
(WANCSF) 
and the Jo�nt 
Author�ty 
Northern Shark
F�shery (JANSF)) 

Cont�nental shelf 
waters  
(B�oreg�ons: Northwest 
Shelf Prov�nce, 
T�mor Prov�nce and 
Northwest Shelf 
Trans�t�on).

F�shery 
extends 
�nto North-
west Mar�ne 
Reg�on.

Blackt�p, 
t�ger, 
hammer-
head , 
lemon and 
sandbar 
sharks

Demersal 
longl�ne 
and some 
g�llnett�ng.

189 14 perm�ts
9 �n 
WANCSF 
and
5 �n JANSF

0.49

Sources: Fletcher & Santoro (2007); Heupel & McAuley (2007)
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Employment

The fish�ng �ndustry and related bus�nesses are �mportant 

sources of employment �n the coastal commun�t�es 

adjacent to the Reg�on as reflected �n F�gure 5.5. In 

2006, the est�mated number of �nd�v�duals d�rectly 

employed �n State-managed fisher�es that operate �n 

the Reg�on was around 330 (Fletcher & Santoro 2007). 

Employment �n AFMA-managed fisher�es �n the Reg�on 

�s more d�fficult to determ�ne because operators tend 

to be act�ve �n more than one fishery. For example, the 

North West Slope Trawl F�shery and Western Deepwater 

Trawl F�shery are opportun�st�cally and seasonally 

fished by Northern Prawn F�shery operators (Cl�fton et 

al. 2007). Nonetheless, the number employed �n AFMA-

managed fisher�es would be cons�derably fewer than 

�n the DoF-managed fisher�es. Because sk�ppers and 

crew may work �n more than one fishery, employment 

figures may overest�mate the number of �nd�v�duals 

d�rectly employed �n commerc�al fish�ng. However, 

�t �s more probable that they underest�mate total 

employment �n commerc�al fish�ng, because the major�ty 

of employment �s e�ther part-t�me or seasonal, and 

d�rect employment figures tend not to account for the 

contr�but�on of fam�ly members to the fish�ng bus�ness. 

Nor do employment figures for the �ndustry reflect 

the �mportance for commun�t�es of jobs generated 

downstream by fish�ng. 

The ma�n fish process�ng and wholesal�ng fac�l�t�es 

adjacent to the Reg�on are located at Denham, 

Carnarvon, Exmouth, Onslow and Broome. F�gures 

from the ABS (2006) �nd�cate that 137 �nd�v�duals were 

d�rectly employed �n fish process�ng and wholesal�ng �n 

towns adjacent to the Reg�on �n 2006. The Pearl Oyster 

F�shery d�rectly employed 72 �nd�v�duals �n 2006 but the 

downstream pearl �ndustry employed an est�mated 500 

people �n north-west coastal commun�t�es (Fletcher & 

Santoro 2007). The future of fisher�es �n the Reg�on �s 

dependent upon a number of factors, �nclud�ng the long 

term ava�lab�l�ty of adequate stocks, costs assoc�ated 

w�th access�ng fish�ng grounds, pr�ce rece�ved for catch 

and the d�stance from ports and markets. Also s�gn�ficant 

�s the shortage of labour �n the �ndustry (part�cularly 

�nd�v�duals exper�enced �n the �ndustry) w�th crew 

shortages adversely affect�ng the number of fish�ng days 

per tr�p. The shortage of sk�lled labour �n the fish�ng 

�ndustry �s exacerbated �n the Reg�on by the current 

strong growth of the petroleum and m�nerals sectors �n 

the north-west, wh�ch are typ�cally able to offer h�gher 

wages than the fish�ng �ndustry.

Figure 5��5 Percentage of total population adjacent to the Region employed in fishing and related industries
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Most fish stocks w�th�n the Reg�on are e�ther class�fied 

as uncerta�n or adequate (Table 5.5). An �mportant 

except�on �s the Western Austral�an Trop�cal Shark 

F�shery where catch levels �ncreased s�gn�ficantly from 

591 tonnes �n 2003–2004 to 1294 tonnes �n 2004–2005. 

Th�s �ncluded an �ncrease �n the catch of the slow 

grow�ng, long l�ved sandbar shark from 209 tonnes �n 

2003–2004 to 762 tonnes �n 2004–2005. However, 

new management arrangements have been �ntroduced, 

and the total catch of shark �n th�s fishery reduced by 

85 per cent �n 2006–2007 to 189 tonnes, w�th sandbar 

shark compr�s�ng less than one tonne of the total catch 

(Fletcher & Santoro 2007). 

Breed�ng stocks of ocean�c p�nk snapper, wh�ch 

are targeted �n the Shark Bay Snapper F�shery, are 

cons�dered depleted and as a result, DoF has reduced the 

Total Allowable Commerc�al Catch of th�s spec�es. Future 

reduct�ons �n the Total Allowable Commerc�al Catch may 

be requ�red to rebu�ld stocks (Fletcher & Santoro 2007).

Both Austral�an and State government fisher�es 

agenc�es have a range of �n�t�at�ves �n place to reduce 

the potent�al for adverse env�ronmental �mpacts by 

fisher�es. The susta�nable management of fisher�es by 

the Austral�an Government �s undertaken through the 

Fisheries Management Act 1991. Support�ng �n�t�at�ves 

�nclude the National Policy on Fisheries Bycatch 2000, 

wh�ch sets a requ�rement for by-catch act�ons �n 

each major Commonwealth fishery to �mprove the 

protect�on of threatened spec�es and m�n�m�se adverse 

�mpacts upon the mar�ne env�ronment. S�m�larly, State 

fisher�es agenc�es use a range of measures to m�n�m�se 

adverse �mpacts on both target and non-target spec�es. 

Measures �nclude output controls to l�m�t the amount 

of target spec�es landed, and �nput controls such as gear 

restr�ct�ons and seasonal or area closures, to avo�d w�der 

�mpacts on the mar�ne env�ronment, protected spec�es 

and/or the target spec�es �tself.

The Austral�an Government also assesses all export and 

AFMA-managed fisher�es under the Environment Protection 

and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act) aga�nst 

cr�ter�a des�gned to ensure that all fisher�es are managed 

�n an ecolog�cally susta�nable way. F�sher�es �n the 

Reg�on are known to �nteract w�th some spec�es l�sted 

under the EPBC Act, �nclud�ng cetaceans, mar�ne rept�les, 

sharks and seab�rds. More �nformat�on on �nteract�ons 

between l�sted spec�es and fisher�es can be found �n 

Append�x D. 

Interact�ons between fisher�es and l�sted spec�es are 

governed by a range of regulat�ons and codes of conduct. 

Assessments for spec�fic fisher�es may �nclude progress 

�n �mplement�ng pract�ces to m�n�m�se �mpacts on the 

mar�ne env�ronment and protected spec�es. Further 

�nformat�on on fisher�es assessments can be found at 

<www.env�ronment.gov.au/coasts/fisher�es>. 

Table 5��5 Status of selected fish stocks in the Region

Jurisdiction Fishery Status of stock

A
us

tr
al

�a
n 

G
ov

er
nm

en
t 

(A
FM

A)
1  

North West Slope Trawl F�shery Uncerta�n. 

Western Deepwater Trawl F�shery Uncerta�n.

Western Tuna and B�llfish F�shery B�geye tuna not overfished; yellowfin tuna and broadb�ll 
swordfish uncerta�n; overfish�ng of b�geye tuna �s occurr�ng 
�n the broader Ind�an Ocean.

Northern Prawn F�shery Banana, brown t�ger and grooved prawns not overfished; 
endeavour and k�ng prawns uncerta�n. 

W
es

te
rn

 A
us

tr
al

�a
n 

G
ov

er
nm

en
t 

(D
oF

)2

P�lbara Demersal F�nfish F�shery Breed�ng stock levels adequate.

Northern Demersal Scalefish F�shery Breed�ng stock levels adequate.

West Coast Deep Sea Crab F�shery Breed�ng stock levels adequate.

Shark Bay Snapper F�shery Spawn�ng b�omass of ocean�c p�nk snapper depleted.

Pearl Oyster F�shery (w�ld caught) Breed�ng stock levels adequate.

Mackerel Inter�m Managed F�shery Breed�ng stock levels adequate.

West Coast Demersal Scalefish F�shery Dhufish and p�nk snapper overfished.

K�mberley Prawn Breed�ng stock levels adequate.

Western Austral�an Trop�cal Shark fisher�es Sandbar shark overfished, other spec�es uncerta�n.

1 Larcombe & McLoughl�n (eds.) 2007  
2 Fletcher & Santoro (eds.) 2007
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5.3.3 Trad�t�onal Indones�an fish�ng 

Indones�an fishers have v�s�ted the northern coast of 

Austral�a and �ts �slands and reefs for almost three 

centur�es. In recogn�t�on of th�s and the �mportance 

of parts of Austral�a’s mar�ne jur�sd�ct�on for the 

l�vel�hoods of some trad�t�onal fishers, a Memorandum of 

Understand�ng (MoU) was s�gned between Austral�a and 

the Republ�c of Indones�a �n 1974 to allow trad�t�onal 

Indones�an fishers to fish �n an area known as the ‘MoU 

Box’ (F�gure 5.6). The MoU defines ‘trad�t�onal fishermen’ 

as fishers who have trad�t�onally taken fish and sedentary 

organ�sms �n Austral�an waters us�ng trad�t�onal fish�ng 

methods and non-motor�sed sa�l�ng vessels. Under the 

MoU, the tak�ng of protected w�ldl�fe �nclud�ng mar�ne 

turtles, dugongs and clams �s proh�b�ted, as �s fish�ng 

w�th�n the Ashmore Reef Nat�onal Nature Reserve and 

Cart�er Island Mar�ne Reserve. F�shers may access the 

reefs of Cart�er Island, Scott Reef, Ser�ngapatam Reef and 

Browse Island, and v�s�t Ashmore Reef for access to fresh 

water and to v�s�t graves (EA 2002).

Target spec�es �nclude trochus, trepang (bêche-de-mer or 

sea cucumber), abalone, green sna�l, sponges, molluscs 

and finfish �nclud�ng shark. In recogn�t�on that target 

stocks �n the MoU Box have decreased s�gn�ficantly as 

a result of overfish�ng (�nclud�ng through �llegal fore�gn 

fish�ng), Austral�a and Indones�a have agreed to work 

towards the development of a jo�nt management plan 

over the next two years w�th the object�ve of conserv�ng 

the MoU Box resources wh�lst observ�ng the needs of 

trad�t�onal fishers. 

More �nformat�on about the MoU on trad�t�onal fish�ng 

�n the Reg�on can be found �n Append�x A.

Figure 5��6 Boundary of Australian-Indonesian MoU Box
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Illegal fish�ng, pr�mar�ly by fore�gn fishers, �s an 

�mportant �ssue �n the northern waters of the Reg�on. It 

�s a s�gn�ficant threat to the susta�nab�l�ty of fish stocks 

and the ecolog�cal values of the Reg�on, as well as a 

quarant�ne and secur�ty r�sk. 

Illegal fishers also have an �mpact on trochus aquaculture 

act�v�t�es managed by the Bard� Abor�g�nal commun�ty 

at One Arm Po�nt. In add�t�on to catch�ng shark, sea 

cucumber, trochus and finfish spec�es �n the Reg�on, 

apprehended vessels have been found w�th protected 

spec�es on board, �nclud�ng dugongs, mar�ne turtles, 

sawfish and dolph�ns.

Coastwatch s�ght�ngs of �llegal fish�ng vessels w�th�n 

Austral�a’s Exclus�ve Econom�c Zone (EEZ) �nd�cated 

a substant�al �ncrease �n �llegal fish�ng �n Austral�a’s 

northern waters up to 2004–2005. In response, the 

Austral�an Government �ncreased mar�ne surve�llance 

and enforcement patrols s�gn�ficantly and has stat�oned 

a ded�cated Customs vessel at Ashmore Reef. Measures 

have also �ncluded �mproved coord�nat�on of border 

secur�ty agenc�es (through the establ�shment of Border 

Protect�on Command (BPC)), �ncreased resources to 

undertake �nvest�gat�ons and prosecut�ons and the 

development of cooperat�ve arrangements w�th the 

Indones�an Government to combat the problem at �ts 

source (BPC 2007). These measures appear to have been 

effect�ve w�th s�ght�ngs of �llegal vessels fall�ng by nearly 

60 per cent between 2005–2006 and 2006–2007 (Abetz 

& Johnston 2007). In 2007 a Reg�onal Plan of Act�on was 

s�gned by Austral�a, Indones�a and other nat�ons �n the 

reg�on to promote respons�ble fish�ng pract�ces �nclud�ng 

combat�ng �llegal fish�ng �n South-east As�a (Reg�onal 

F�sher�es M�n�ster’s Meet�ng 2007). 

Abor�g�nal commun�t�es also play an �mportant role �n 

mon�tor�ng �llegal act�v�t�es �n the North-west Mar�ne 

Reg�on. The Bard� Ind�genous Ranger group at One Arm 

Po�nt �n the K�mberley works w�th Western Austral�an 

fisher�es officers to conduct jo�nt patrols �n waters off 

the K�mberley coast.

5.3.5 Pearl�ng and aquaculture

Pearling

Western Austral�a �s the world’s largest source of qual�ty 

south sea pearls, and the h�story of the �ndustry �n 

the north-west stretches back to the 19th century. The 

product�on of pearls commences w�th the collect�on by 

d�vers of s�lver l�pped oysters from w�ld stocks �n waters 

from Exmouth to Cape Leveque. Pearl oyster spat �s also 

now produced �n hatcher�es (PPAA 2004). 

Pearl aquaculture. Photo: Katar�na Wos, Paspaley Pearl�ng Company Pty Ltd.
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The DoF regulates the �ndustry �n accordance w�th the 

Western Australian Pearling Act 1990. Quotas l�m�t the total 

amount of w�ld shell that can be harvested as well as 

the total amount of hatchery shell that can be seeded. 

To ass�st �n the susta�nable management of w�ld stocks, 

the fishery �s spl�t �nto management zones that l�m�t 

the number of l�censees operat�ng �n each area. In 2006, 

there were 17 l�censees operat�ng �n the fishery (Fletcher 

& Santoro 2007). 

Follow�ng seed�ng, oysters are placed �n panels and 

transported to pearl farms for the grow-out phase of 

pearl product�on (Fletcher et al. 2006). Pearl farms are 

located along the north-west coast, w�th Broome and 

the K�mberley coast accommodat�ng for around 75 per 

cent of the value of product�on (F�gure 5.7). Most pearl 

farms are �n State waters, although the farms south of 

Broome adjacent to E�ghty M�le Beach are largely �n the 

North-west Mar�ne Reg�on. 

Th�s valuable �ndustry was worth approx�mately $122 

m�ll�on �n 2005–2006, mak�ng �t one of the largest and 

most successful aquaculture �ndustr�es �n Austral�a, and 

the second most valuable fishery �n Western Austral�a 

after the Western Rock Lobster Managed F�shery, wh�ch 

operates �n the South-west Mar�ne Reg�on. Pearl�ng �s 

also a s�gn�ficant contr�butor to reg�onal employment 

(Fletcher & Santoro 2007). 

Aquaculture

Apart from pearl�ng act�v�t�es, no offshore aquaculture 

currently occurs �n the Reg�on (�.e. Commonwealth 

waters) although �t �s feas�ble that aquaculture �n 

Commonwealth waters could be developed �n the future. 

The farm�ng of other mar�ne spec�es �s confined to State 

waters and onshore areas. In the K�mberley area, the 

trop�cal aquaculture fac�l�ty near the Bard� Abor�g�nal 

commun�ty at One Arm Po�nt has been produc�ng 

trochus shell for a number of years (DoF 2007). Sea-cage 

barramund� farm�ng occurs �n Lake Argyle and a project 

�s underway to commerc�al�se the farm�ng of black 

t�ger prawn by the K�mberley Aquaculture Abor�g�nal 

Corporat�on (Fletcher & Santoro 2007).

Figure 5��7 Location of pearl farms and aquaculture sites 
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Charter fish�ng, d�v�ng, snorkell�ng, whale, mar�ne 

turtle and dolph�n watch�ng and cru�s�ng are the ma�n 

commerc�al tour�sm act�v�t�es �n and adjacent to the 

North-west Mar�ne Reg�on. W�th the except�on of 

offshore charter fish�ng, most mar�ne tour�sm act�v�t�es 

occur �n State waters. Nevertheless, many of the 

spec�es and areas that underp�n mar�ne tour�sm �n the 

north-west are e�ther protected and/or regulated under 

Austral�an Government leg�slat�on, or have s�gn�ficant 

ecolog�cal l�nks w�th the Commonwealth mar�ne 

env�ronment. 

Charter fishing 

Charter fish�ng �s regulated by the DoF, except �n the 

N�ngaloo Mar�ne Park (Commonwealth Waters), where 

charter fishers requ�re a perm�t from the D�rector of 

Nat�onal Parks. All fish�ng boat tour operators must be 

l�censed and are requ�red to subm�t da�ly tr�p returns 

on the overall number of tours, number of fish�ng-only 

tours, catch and effort est�mates and tour�st numbers. 

Charter fish�ng �s a popular tour�st act�v�ty �n the 

Reg�on, and most tours operate out of Broome and 

Exmouth. 

In 2005–2006 there were 181 l�censed fish�ng tour 

operators and 35 restr�cted fish�ng/eco-tour operators, 

although only around 50 per cent of the 181 operators 

used the�r l�cences dur�ng that year. Act�v�t�es conducted 

on these tours �ncluded fish�ng, d�v�ng, snorkell�ng, 

w�ldl�fe observat�on and s�ghtsee�ng. Of the 2594 tours 

conducted �n the Gascoyne (�.e. south of Onslow), a th�rd 

were fish�ng-only tours, w�th p�nk snapper and emperors 

the most targeted fish. In the P�lbara/K�mberley area, 

fish�ng-only tours accounted for two th�rds of all tr�ps, 

the h�gher proport�on perhaps because of the popular�ty 

of fish�ng for spec�es such as barramund� and larger 

gamefish offshore �nclud�ng Span�sh mackerel, sa�lfish 

and swordfish (Fletcher & Head 2006).

Fishing tournaments

There are several offshore pelag�c sport and gamefish�ng 

tournaments held each year �n or adjacent to the Reg�on. 

These �nclude the Exmouth Gamex, the Damp�er Class�c 

and the Broome sa�lfish tournament. Spec�es targeted 

�nclude marl�n, sa�lfish, mackerel, tuna and swordfish 

(Game F�sh�ng Assoc�at�on of Austral�a 2007). 

Marine mammal watching 

In Western Austral�a �n 2006–2007, there were 110 

act�ve whale watch�ng perm�ts, 95 dolph�n watch�ng 

perm�ts and two dugong watch�ng perm�ts (DEC 2007). 

Whale watch�ng �s popular w�th tour�sts, part�cularly 

dur�ng the southward m�grat�on of humpback whales 

from September to late November. Adults and calves are 

numerous and access�ble �n Exmouth Gulf dur�ng th�s 

per�od. 

Dolph�n watch�ng occurs at several locat�ons, pr�mar�ly 

�n State waters. The best known locat�on �s Monkey 

M�a �n Shark Bay, where a pod of dolph�ns regularly 

v�s�ts shallow waters and �nteracts w�th humans. There 

Dolph�ns �n Shark Bay World Her�tage Area. Photo: Ian Anderson, Department of Env�ronment and Conservat�on, WA.
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are two dugong watch�ng perm�t holders l�censed to 

operate �n the Shark Bay World Her�tage Area, wh�ch 

has extens�ve beds of seagrass and �s home to one of the 

world’s largest populat�ons of dugongs (DEC 2007). 

The Austral�an Government has respons�b�l�ty for 

ensur�ng that human act�v�t�es around mar�ne mammals 

are conducted �n a manner that m�n�m�ses potent�al 

threats to them. Whale and dolph�n watch�ng �s 

regulated �n Austral�an waters, and regulat�ons apply 

to all people �nteract�ng w�th whales and dolph�ns, 

�nclud�ng commerc�al tour�sm operators and people 

engaged �n recreat�onal act�v�t�es. The Australian National 

Guidelines for Whale and Dolphin Watching 2005, wh�ch 

were developed jo�ntly by the Austral�an and all State 

and Terr�tory governments, set out standards requ�red 

for whale and dolph�n watch�ng wh�le m�n�m�s�ng the 

potent�al for adverse �mpacts on the an�mals. These 

gu�del�nes are ava�lable at <www.env�ronment.gov.au/

coasts/publ�cat�ons/whale-watch�ng-gu�del�nes-2005.

html>.

Other marine tourism or recreational activities

The North-west Mar�ne Reg�on and �ts adjo�n�ng waters 

support �mportant coral reefs and a d�vers�ty of trop�cal 

mar�ne an�mals and �nclude popular d�v�ng, snorkell�ng 

and nature v�ew�ng areas. Pr�mary d�ve locat�ons �nclude 

N�ngaloo Mar�ne Park (State Waters), the Rowley 

Shoals (�nclud�ng the Commonwealth mar�ne reserve at 

Merma�d Reef), Scott Reef, Ser�ngapatam Reef, Ashmore 

Reef and Cart�er Island (Ashmore and Cart�er are also 

Commonwealth mar�ne reserves). The Mu�ron Islands, 

wh�ch are �n State waters, are the dest�nat�on for most 

of the d�ve charters operat�ng out of Exmouth. 

Broome, Exmouth and Monkey M�a are dest�nat�ons for 

the cru�se sh�pp�ng �ndustry and v�s�tat�on �s l�kely to 

�ncrease �nto the future. At the port of Broome, cru�se 

sh�p numbers have �ncreased from 9 �n 2004-2005, to 14 

�n 2005–2006 and 19 �n 2006–2007 (BPA 2007). 

N�ngaloo Reef �s a major tour�sm drawcard. Not only �s 

N�ngaloo one of the largest fr�ng�ng coral reefs �n the 

world, but �t �s one of only a few places worldw�de 

where annual aggregat�ons of whale sharks occur �n 

nearshore waters. D�v�ng and v�ew�ng whale sharks has 

become a popular tour�sm act�v�ty. In 2006 there were 

15 l�censed whale shark gu�des, 12 of whom operated 

out of Exmouth and three out of Coral Bay. In 2006, 

these gu�des took 520 tours and approx�mately 7590 

passengers. Part�c�pat�on numbers are now more than 

double those of 10 years ago. To m�n�m�se potent�al 

adverse �mpacts on whale sharks and to ensure the long 

term susta�nab�l�ty of the �ndustry, whale shark tour�sm 

operat�ons are regulated by the Western Austral�an 

Department of Env�ronment and Conservat�on (DEC) 

�n conjunct�on w�th Tour�sm WA. For operators �n the 

N�ngaloo Mar�ne Park (Commonwealth Waters), the 

Department of the Env�ronment, Water, Her�tage and 

the Arts �ssues perm�ts for whale shark tour operators. 

Tour operators are requ�red to operate accord�ng to 

a code of conduct and undergo eco-tour�sm tra�n�ng 

(W�lson et al. 2006).

The K�mberley reg�on �s fast becom�ng a des�rable 

tour�sm dest�nat�on because of �ts pr�st�ne mar�ne and 

terrestr�al env�ronments. The operat�on of the K�mberley 

mar�ne tour�sm �ndustry �s rel�ant on these remote 

w�lderness values and �s expected to undergo substant�al 

growth �n com�ng years. Wh�le most mar�ne tour�sm 

act�v�t�es are located �n State waters, luxury cru�ses 

take tour�sts along the coastl�ne and �ncreas�ngly out 

to �solated coral atolls for fish�ng and d�v�ng (K�mberley 

Mar�ne Tour�sm Assoc�at�on 2007). 

Dugong at Shark Bay. Photo: Paul Anderson, Department of Env�ronment and Conservat�on, WA.
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le 5.3.7 Ports and sh�pp�ng

The Reg�on has exper�enced a substant�al boom �n 

the resources sector �n recent years and th�s trend 

�s pred�cted to cont�nue as demand for o�l, gas and 

m�nerals from countr�es such as Ch�na, Korea, Ta�wan and 

Japan �ncreases. G�ven the rel�ance of these �ndustr�es 

on export markets, and the long d�stances �nvolved, 

adequate port fac�l�t�es and rel�able and effect�ve 

sh�pp�ng serv�ces are v�tal. Austral�a’s two largest ports 

�n terms of tonnage, Damp�er and Port Hedland, are 

located adjacent to the North-west Mar�ne Reg�on. The 

major commod�t�es exported through the north-west 

ports are �ron-ore, natural gas and other petroleum 

products, and salt. Other commod�t�es �nclude lead, z�nc, 

manganese, n�ckel and copper. 

Ports

There are 12 ports adjacent to the North-west Mar�ne 

Reg�on, �nclud�ng the major ports of Damp�er, Port 

Hedland and Broome, wh�ch are operated by the�r 

respect�ve port author�t�es. These author�t�es are 

autonomous bod�es operat�ng under the Western 

Austral�an Government’s Port Authorities Act 1999 and 

are respons�ble for oversee�ng safety, env�ronmental 

management and traffic movements (DPI 2006). The 

ma�n customers and managers of operat�ons at load�ng 

fac�l�t�es are largely the m�nerals and petroleum 

compan�es us�ng the ports. These ports also play an 

�mportant o�l and gas offshore support role and export 

fac�l�t�es for smaller m�n�ng and salt operat�ons. Each of 

the major ports �s d�scussed �n deta�l later. 

Complement�ng these major ports are e�ght non-

port author�ty ports (Table 5.6). Wh�le the Western 

Austral�an Government has jur�sd�ct�on over these ports, 

�t �s not �nvolved �n the day-to-day adm�n�strat�on of 

act�v�t�es. Its pr�mary role �s to ensure the safety of 

port operat�ons. Pr�vate sector firms own, manage and 

operate the ded�cated port fac�l�t�es, serv�ces and related 

�nfrastructure at the s�tes. Of these non-port author�ty 

ports, Onslow and Barrow Island ports are l�kely to 

expand �n the future as BHP B�ll�ton proceeds w�th 

�ts P�lbara L�quefied Natural Gas (LNG) act�v�t�es, and 

Chevron beg�ns process�ng LNG on Barrow Island from 

the g�ant Greater Gorgon gas fields. The locat�on of the 

ports adjacent to the Reg�on �s shown �n F�gure 5.8. 

Other commod�t�es exported from the var�ous ports �n 

the Reg�on �nclude n�ckel and copper.

Potential new ports 

The Western Austral�an Government has been 

cons�der�ng potent�al s�tes for a new export port �n the 

P�lbara reg�on to meet the �ncreas�ng global demand for 

�ron ore and other commod�t�es. Ronsard Island, wh�ch 

�s located between Damp�er and Port Hedland, was 

�dent�fied �n 2007 as hav�ng the potent�al to host a 300 

m�ll�on tonnes per annum (Mtpa) �ron ore export fac�l�ty 

(DPI 2007). Cons�derat�on �s also be�ng g�ven to the 

development of an outer harbour �ron ore export fac�l�ty 

at Port Hedland. The outer harbour would �nvolve the 

dredg�ng of a major new channel. New port fac�l�t�es are 

also l�kely to be requ�red �n the v�c�n�ty of D�xon Island 

to serv�ce a planned �ndustr�al estate at Mount Anketell 

between W�ckham and Karratha (Sh�re of Roebourne 

2005). 

Another port �s planned for Cape Preston to support 

�ron ore exports from the CITIC Pac�fic Ltd owned Cape 

Preston Iron Ore Project. Th�s project w�ll produce 

around 45 Mtpa of �ron ore (IRC 2007).

Port Hedland

Port Hedland serv�ces the m�neral-r�ch eastern P�lbara 

reg�on, w�th �ts ma�n bulk export commod�t�es be�ng 

�ron ore and salt. It �s currently the second largest 

Austral�an port based on total annual tonnage, hav�ng 

been ecl�psed by Damp�er �n 2006–2007. However, the 

current expans�on of the port �s expected to re-establ�sh 

�ts pos�t�on as the largest port �n Austral�a. In 2006–

2007, throughput was 112 Mtpa, w�th �ron ore exports 

account�ng for approx�mately 95 per cent (107 Mtpa) 

of all trade, wh�le salt made up 2.4 per cent (2.7 Mtpa). 

A number of other bulk commod�t�es are also exported 

from the port �nclud�ng manganese, chrom�te and 

feldspar (PHPA 2007). Other key funct�ons of the port 

�nclude the prov�s�on of offshore o�l and gas support and 

export fac�l�t�es for smaller m�n�ng and salt operat�ons. 

W�th bulk carr�ers �n excess of 260 000 tonnes dock�ng 

at the port, ongo�ng ma�ntenance dredg�ng of the port 

area and the sh�pp�ng channel occurs every three to four 

years w�th the approx�mately 700 000–1 m�ll�on tonnes 

of dredge spo�l dumped offshore under a Commonwealth 

perm�t. The current spo�l s�te �s close to capac�ty and 

a new locat�on �n Commonwealth waters (w�th�n the 

Northwest Shelf Prov�nce) �s l�kely to be requ�red �n the 

near future (PHPA 2007). 
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Table 5��6 Non-port authority ports adjacent to the Region (IRC 2007)

Location Operator Export commodity/use

Carnarvon
Damp�er Salt (R�o T�nto) (Cape Cuv�er) Salt

Shark Bay Salt (Useless Loop) Salt

Onslow

Onslow Salt Salt

Chevron Austral�a (Thevenard Island) Crude o�l

Apache Energy (A�rl�e Island) Crude o�l

Varanus Island Apache Energy Domest�c natural gas, crude o�l

Barrow Island Chevron Austral�a Crude o�l

Port Walcott P�lbara Iron (R�o T�nto) Iron ore

Derby Sh�re of Derby/West K�mberley Lead, z�nc, tour�sm

Yamp� Sound 
Portman/Henry Walker Elt�n (Cockatoo 
Island)
Mt G�bson Iron Ore (Koolan Island)

Iron ore

Wyndham Ord R�ver D�str�ct Cooperat�ve Cattle (Malays�a), sugar (Indones�a)

Figure 5��8 Current and potential future ports in the Region

The �ncreas�ng demand for �ron ore, wh�ch �s largely 

dr�ven by Ch�na’s econom�c growth, �s expected to 

exceed 200 Mtpa by 2010–2011. To ensure the port has 

capac�ty to meet these requ�rements, there are several 

expans�ons planned, �nclud�ng BHP B�ll�ton’s development 

of four new berths des�gned to accommodate vessels �n 

excess of 300 000 tonnes. Fortescue Metals Group �s 

also bu�ld�ng two add�t�onal berths to prov�de capac�ty 

to export 45 Mtpa of �ron ore (PHPA 2007). 

Port of Dampier

The Port of Damp�er �s located at the base of the Burrup 

Pen�nsula, and �s one of the major tonnage ports �n 

Austral�a w�th 3404 sh�ps v�s�t�ng over 2006–2007 

(DPA 2007a). The port had a throughput �n 2006–2007 

of 126 m�ll�on tonnes (the h�ghest �n Austral�a) w�th a 

value �n excess of $8.5 b�ll�on. The pr�me commod�t�es 

exported were �ron ore (83 per cent by tonnage), LNG 

(10 per cent) and salt (three per cent) (DPA 2007b). In 
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le compar�son, the Port of Sydney had a throughput of 22.5 

m�ll�on tonnes between March 2007–2008, although �ts 

value of trade was much h�gher at $50 b�ll�on (Sydney 

Ports 2007). 

There are several �ndustry operators at the Port of 

Damp�er �nclud�ng P�lbara Iron Pty Ltd, Damp�er Salt Ltd 

(both subs�d�ar�es of R�o T�nto Ltd), Woods�de Energy Ltd 

and Burrup Fert�l�sers (wh�ch produces l�qu�d ammon�a). 

Three berths are used to export �ron ore and one to 

export salt, wh�le l�qu�d ammon�a �s exported from the 

Damp�er Bulk L�qu�ds Berth. Salt �s exported to countr�es 

�nclud�ng Japan, South Korea, Ta�wan and Indones�a, �ron 

ore �s exported pr�nc�pally to Ch�na and Japan and l�qu�d 

ammon�a to Ind�a, Indones�a and Japan. The �ron ore and 

salt export berths account for 81 per cent of the port’s 

trade throughput. P�lbara Iron �s plann�ng to construct 

an add�t�onal berth and serv�ce wharf to support the 

growth �n �ron ore exports, wh�ch w�ll requ�re dredg�ng 

to �ncrease sh�p s�ze, berth�ng and handl�ng capac�ty to 

140 Mtpa.

The North West Shelf Venture, w�th Woods�de as 

operator, exports LNG, l�quefied petroleum gas (LPG) 

and condensate from the North West Shelf Venture 

process�ng fac�l�ty, located adjacent to the port. In 

2006–2007 12.5 m�ll�on tonnes of LNG were sh�pped 

to markets �n Japan, South Korea and Ch�na (DPA 

2007b). W�th the global demand for petroleum products 

�nclud�ng LNG �ncreas�ng, a fifth process�ng tra�n at the 

North West Shelf Venture fac�l�ty �s be�ng constructed 

wh�ch w�ll �ncrease LNG product�on to 16.3 Mtpa 

(Woods�de 2007). 

To support �ts offshore Pluto gas developments, 

Woods�de �s plann�ng to construct onshore process�ng 

fac�l�t�es at Burrup Industr�al Estate. The plant w�ll 

be located at a new s�te between the ex�st�ng North 

West Shelf Venture Gas Plant and the Damp�er Port. 

Complement�ng th�s fac�l�ty w�ll be a new load�ng jetty 

for LNG vessels.

Port of Broome

Broome �s the pr�mary deepwater port serv�c�ng the 

K�mberley area. In 2006–2007, the port recorded 3931 

trad�ng vessels (up from 128 vessels �n 2005–2006) and 

doubled �ts total throughput to 274 905 tonnes (BPA 

2007). Of the 183 019 tonnes �mported, 80 per cent were 

petroleum products for serv�c�ng petroleum explorat�on 

and development and other �ndustr�es �n the north-west. 

The port also exports l�vestock and serv�ces offshore o�l 

and gas explorat�on and supply vessels, pearl�ng and 

fish�ng vessels, charter boats and large cru�se sh�ps. The 

port also serves as a stopover port for Royal Austral�an 

Navy and Austral�an Customs vessels (BPA 2007). 

To meet �ncreas�ng demand, part�cularly from the 

petroleum and tour�sm sectors, the Port of Broome 

recently extended �ts jetty to allow room for a th�rd 

berth and �ncreased the depth to handle sh�ps up to 

50 000 dead we�ght tonnes. Th�s extra berth allows the 

port to cont�nue operat�ons w�th r�g tenders, charter 

boats, cru�se sh�ps and trad�ng vessels wh�lst tankers 

are d�scharg�ng at the port. Th�s has s�gn�ficantly 

�ncreased the current capac�ty of the port and prov�des 

for �ts cont�nued growth. Major offshore o�l and gas 

explorat�on act�v�t�es are underway �n the Browse Bas�n 

and the development of the Bas�n’s resources �s expected 

to �ncrease demand on the Port of Broome.

Cape Lambert (Port Walcott)

Cape Lambert’s Port Walcott �s the th�rd major �ron ore 

port �n the north-west and �s owned by Robe R�ver Iron 

Assoc�ates and operated by P�lbara Iron (IRC 2007). The 

operat�ons cons�st of an �ron ore handl�ng, process�ng 

and sh�p load�ng fac�l�ty. Current annual sh�p load�ng 

capac�ty �s approx�mately 55 Mtpa, although plans to 

�ncrease capac�ty to 85 Mtpa are currently undergo�ng 

approval. Expans�on would requ�re dredg�ng for 

add�t�onal berths and a deepen�ng of the ma�n sh�pp�ng 

channel. P�lbara Iron also operates a 105 megawatt 

gas-fired thermal power stat�on at Cape Lambert  

<www.r�ot�nto�ronore.com/ENG/operat�ons/301_

p�lbara.asp>. 

Shipping

The ports �n the north-west, �n part�cular Damp�er 

and Port Hedland, handle large tonnages of �ron ore 

and petroleum exports �n add�t�on to salt, manganese, 

feldspar chrom�te and copper. The mass�ve expans�on of 

the north-west’s economy �s reflected �n the number of 

vessel v�s�ts to the Reg�on’s ports and the �ntens�ficat�on 

of sh�pp�ng act�v�ty. Damp�er rece�ves the h�ghest 

number of vessel v�s�ts �n Western Austral�a w�th 3404 

recorded �n 2006–2007 (Table 5.7). Port Hedland was 

th�rd after Fremantle w�th 888 sh�p v�s�ts. F�gure 5.9 

shows the ma�n sh�pp�ng routes �n the north-west �n 

2006, and reflects the �ntens�ty of sh�p movements out 

of Damp�er and Port Hedland but also h�ghl�ghts the 

extent of traffic mov�ng though the Reg�on to and from 

the south. 
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Table 5��7 Number of vessel visits to Western Australian ports in 2006–2007 

Port Vessel visits

Albany 119

Broome 393

Bunbury 353

Damp�er 3404

Esperance 181

Fremantle 1687

Geraldton 305

Port Hedland 888

Figure 5��9 Main shipping routes 2006 

Changes �n econom�c act�v�ty are reflected �n changes 

�n the proport�ons of d�fferent vessel types act�ve 

�n the prov�nc�al b�oreg�ons of the Reg�on (F�gures 

5.10 and 5.11) (IRC 2007). Of note �s the s�gn�ficant 

�ncrease �n Offshore Support Vessels �n the Northwest 

Prov�nce, Northwest Shelf Prov�nce and Northwest Shelf 

Trans�t�on b�oreg�ons, wh�ch are areas of �ntense �nterest 

for petroleum explorat�on and development compan�es. 

These vessels serv�ce offshore dr�ll�ng and product�on 

fac�l�t�es and support construct�on and ma�ntenance 

work for offshore petroleum act�v�t�es. In 2004, around 

three per cent of vessels reported �n the Northwest 

Prov�nce were Offshore Support Vessels. However, just 

two years later these vessels made up 40 per cent of 

total vessel movements �n th�s b�oreg�on. The proport�on 

of �ron ore bulk carr�ers also �ncreased �n the Northwest 

Prov�nce and T�mor Prov�nce, reflect�ng the �ncreased 

trans�t of these vessels through the Reg�on to east As�an 

markets. 

An �ncrease �n sh�pp�ng and port expans�on assoc�ated 

w�th the growth of the resources sector �n the north-

west has potent�al �mpl�cat�ons for the mar�ne 

env�ronment. Potent�al threats �nclude: loss or 

contam�nat�on of mar�ne hab�tat as a result of dredg�ng 

and sea dump�ng, o�l sp�lls, �nteract�ons between vessels 

and protected spec�es, and the �ntroduct�on of mar�ne 

pests through ballast water exchange and b�ofoul�ng of 

sh�p hulls.
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le Austral�a manages env�ronmental r�sks assoc�ated w�th 

port and sh�pp�ng act�v�t�es through a range of nat�onal 

and �nternat�onal leg�slat�on and agreements. Under 

the EPBC Act, proposed dredg�ng operat�ons must be 

referred to the M�n�ster for the Env�ronment, Her�tage 

and the Arts �f the act�v�ty �s l�kely to have an �mpact 

on a matter of nat�onal env�ronment s�gn�ficance. If the 

dredged mater�al �s to be dumped �n Austral�an waters, 

the act�v�ty �s subject to Commonwealth approval 

under the Environment Protection (Sea Dumping) Act 1981. 

Sea dump�ng �s d�scussed further �n sect�on 5.3.8. More 

�nformat�on on leg�slat�on can be found �n Append�x B.

Austral�a meets �ts obl�gat�ons as party to the 

�nternat�onal Convention for the Prevention of Pollution 

from Ships 1973 (MARPOL) through the Protection of 

the Sea (Prevention of Pollution from Ships) Act 1983. To 

manage mar�ne pest �ncurs�ons, Austral�a has mandatory 

ballast water management requ�rements w�th wh�ch 

all �nternat�onal vessels must comply �f �ntend�ng to 

d�scharge ballast water anywhere �ns�de the Austral�an 

terr�tor�al sea. These requ�rements are adm�n�stered 

by the Austral�an Quarant�ne Inspect�on Serv�ce. More 

�nformat�on on these arrangements �s �n Append�x A.

Northern Endeavour float�ng product�on storage and offload vessel. Photo: Woods�de.
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Figure 5��10 Distribution of vessel type by bioregion – 2004

Figure 5��11 Distribution of vessel type by bioregion – 2006
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le 5.3.8 Sea dump�ng

Pr�or to 1981, waste �nclud�ng vessels, ammun�t�on 

and chem�cals were dumped �n the Reg�on. S�nce 

1981 the dump�ng of waste at sea has been regulated 

under the Environment Protection (Sea Dumping) Act 1981. 

Th�s act was enacted to fulfil Austral�a’s �nternat�onal 

respons�b�l�t�es under the London Convent�on of 

1972 and �s adm�n�stered by the Department of the 

Env�ronment, Water, Her�tage and the Arts. It appl�es 

from the low water mark out to the l�m�ts of Austral�a’s 

EEZ. In 1996 the Act was amended to enact the 1996 

Protocol to the London Convent�on. Today l�ttle dump�ng 

occurs. Perm�ts from the Department are requ�red for all 

dump�ng operat�ons �n Commonwealth waters. If a sea-

dump�ng act�v�ty �s l�kely to have a s�gn�ficant �mpact 

on a matter of nat�onal env�ronmental s�gn�ficance �t 

w�ll also tr�gger the EPBC Act.  

Dredged mater�al �s dumped at a number of ports 

adjacent to the Reg�on �nclud�ng Port Hedland, 

Damp�er and Cape Lambert. Th�s �s a result of ongo�ng 

ma�ntenance, upgrad�ng and expans�on of the ports. 

Dredg�ng and hence dump�ng �s l�kely to �ncrease 

markedly �n the future as ports �ncrease �n s�ze to handle 

the s�gn�ficant r�se �n exports as a result of the resources 

boom. 

Generally, no spat�al closures or exclus�on zones are �n 

effect around dump s�tes, but the locat�on of dredge 

mater�al d�sposal s�tes and vessel placements are 

reported on hydrograph�c charts. The past d�sposal of 

ammun�t�on, boats and chem�cals has largely been �n 

State waters and occurred pr�or to the enactment of the 

Environment Protection (Sea Dumping) Act 1981. There are 

also some boat dump s�tes �n the T�mor Prov�nce (F�gure 

5.12). 

Further �nformat�on on the Environment Protection 

(Sea Dumping) Act can be found �n Append�x B and at  

<www.env�ronment.gov.au/coasts/pollut�on/dump�ng>.

Operat�onal d�scharges from sh�ps, such as sewage and 

galley scraps, are regulated by the Protection of the Sea 

(Prevention of Pollution from Ships) Act 1983 adm�n�stered 

by the Austral�an Mar�t�me Safety Author�ty (AMSA 

2007).

Figure 5��12 Sea-dumping in the Region prior to the 1996 amendment to the Environment Protection (Sea Dumping) Act 

1981
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5.3.9 Offshore o�l and gas explorat�on 

and product�on

Offshore o�l and gas explorat�on and product�on �s a 

large and rap�dly grow�ng �ndustry �n the North-west 

Mar�ne Reg�on. It contr�butes s�gn�ficantly to reg�onal, 

State and nat�onal econom�es, prov�des new �nvestment, 

�nfrastructure development, employment, and a range 

of other soc�o-econom�c benefits. Rap�d growth of the 

�ndustry �n the Reg�on �s l�kely to cont�nue, dr�ven by 

h�gh global demand for o�l and gas and concom�tant 

h�gh pr�ces.

In 2007, there were 68 petroleum produc�ng fields �n 

Western Austral�a, w�th most of these occurr�ng w�th�n 

the Reg�on (Jonasson 2008). N�neteen new offshore 

explorat�on perm�ts were granted across Austral�a �n 

2007, w�th 12 of these �n the Reg�on (DITR 2007). Around 

67 per cent of Austral�a’s o�l and condensate and 69 per 

cent of �ts gas reserves are located �n Western Austral�a 

(Jonasson 2008). F�gure 5.13 shows the petroleum leases 

current �n the Reg�on as at July 2007. 

Value of production

As shown �n Table 5.8, the value of petroleum sales �n 

Western Austral�a �n 2006–2007 was $16.4 b�ll�on 

(DoIR 2007). Th�s was an �ncrease of 11 per cent (or 

$1.6 b�ll�on) over 2005–2006 and reflects h�gh world 

o�l pr�ces and �ncreased LNG sh�pments. The strong 

growth �n LNG product�on �s l�kely to cont�nue, as �t �s 

ant�c�pated that global demand for LNG w�ll �ncrease 

by more than e�ght per cent per annum to 2015. In the 

absence of any new major d�scover�es, Austral�an crude 

o�l and condensate product�on �s projected to rema�n flat 

over the longer term desp�te the expected cont�nuat�on 

of strong world demand for crude o�l.

Petroleum basins, exploration and major 
projects in the North-west Marine Region

There are seven sed�mentary petroleum bas�ns �n the 

North-west Mar�ne Reg�on: the Northern and Southern 

Carnarvon bas�ns, Perth, Browse, Roebuck, Offshore 

Cann�ng and Bonaparte bas�ns (F�gure 5.14). Of these, 

the Northern Carnarvon, Browse and Bonaparte bas�ns 

hold large quant�t�es of gas, and compr�se most of 

Austral�a’s reserves of natural gas (F�gure 5.15). 

Figure 5��13 Offshore petroleum exploration and production permits in the Region
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le Table 5��8 Value and quantity of petroleum products for 2004-2005, 2005–2006 and 2006–2007

2004-2005 2005–2006 2006–2007 

Unit Quantity Value ($M) Quantity Value ($M) Quantity Value ($M)

PETROLEUM       

Condensate G�gal�tre (Gl) 5.63 2 203.11 5.63 2 791.73 5.86 2 972.29

Crude o�l G�gal�tre (Gl) 12.80 5 146.61 11.516 5 935.12 14.49 7 621.48

LNG M�ll�on
Tonnes (Mt)

11.04 3 953.10 11.68 4 625.22 12.21 4 237.23

LPG - butane 
and propane

k�lotonnes 
(kt)

77.17 421.74 871.98 654.42 898.61 605.09

 Natural gas G�ga cub�c 
meters 
(Gm³)

7.64 678.72 7.71 703.28 8.71 919.42

TOTAL   12 403.29  14 709.77  16 355.51

Source: (DoIR 2007)

Figure 5��14 Sedimentary basins in the Region
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Figure 5��15 Australian gas resources - 2006 in trillion cubic feet (Tcf) 

Source: DOIR

Figure 5��16 Petroleum fields and operations in the North West Shelf 

(Northwest Shelf Prov�nce) 

Source: IRC 2007
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Figure 5��18 Petroleum fields and operations in the Bonaparte Basin

(T�mor Prov�nce and Northwest Shelf Trans�t�on)

Figure 5��17 Petroleum fields and operations in the Browse Basin 

(Northwest Shelf Prov�nce, T�mor Prov�nce and Northwest Shelf Trans�t�on)

Source: IRC 2007
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Carnarvon Basin

The Carnarvon Bas�n �s the most �mportant produc�ng 

area. It supports more than 95 per cent of Western 

Austral�a’s o�l and gas product�on, and accounts for 63 

per cent of Austral�a’s total product�on of crude o�l, 

condensate and LNG. It �s also the most heav�ly explored, 

w�th almost 80 per cent of the o�l and gas wells dr�lled 

�n Western Austral�a.

Most of the petroleum product�on and development �n 

the Carnarvon Bas�n occurs �n the Northern Carnarvon 

Bas�n on the North West Shelf (Northwest Shelf Prov�nce 

– F�gure 5.16). One of the major establ�shed projects �n 

th�s area �s the North West Shelf Venture (see Box 5.2). 

S�gn�ficant new gas fields �nclud�ng Gorgon and Pluto 

are currently undergo�ng development �n the Northwest 

Prov�nce. These two future projects are d�scussed 

further below. Enfield, V�ncent, Pyrenees, Stybarrow and 

Laverda (�n the Northwest Prov�nce) are recent o�l field 

d�scover�es and, comb�ned, conta�n over 48 g�gal�tres. 

Browse Basin

The Browse Bas�n �s offshore of the K�mberley reg�on and 

traverses the Northwest Shelf Prov�nce, T�mor Prov�nce 

and Northwest Shelf Trans�t�on b�oreg�ons (F�gure 5.17). 

It �s cons�dered to be relat�vely under-explored, but �s 

expected to be Austral�a’s b�ggest LNG prov�nce outs�de 

the Carnarvon Bas�n. It holds more than 30 tr�ll�on cub�c 

feet of gas, wh�ch �s suffic�ent to prov�de more than 600 

m�ll�on tonnes of LNG (DoIR 2006). It �ncludes the yet-

to-be-developed large and remote Torosa (Scott Reef), 

Brecknock, Call�ance and Icthys gas fields. The Browse 

Bas�n �s l�kely to be a focus of �ntense development �n 

the next decade. 

The need to develop the gas reserves of the Browse 

Bas�n wh�le protect�ng the natural and cultural values 

of the K�mberley prompted the Austral�an M�n�ster for 

the Env�ronment, Her�tage and the Arts and the Western 

Austral�an M�n�ster for State Development �n February 

2008 to jo�ntly announce a strateg�c assessment of the 

K�mberley, under Sect�on 146 of the EPBC Act. The first 

part of the assessment w�ll �dent�fy a common-user LNG 

s�te for the Browse Bas�n. The strateg�c assessment w�ll 

prov�de certa�nty for �ndustry and reduce the �mpacts 

that would otherw�se occur �f p�ecemeal development 

of onshore LNG process�ng fac�l�t�es were to occur 

along the K�mberley coastl�ne. More �nformat�on on the 

strateg�c assessments under the EPBC Act can be found 

�n Append�x B.

Bonaparte Basin

The Bonaparte Bas�n �s located �n the T�mor Sea (�n the 

Northwest Shelf Trans�t�on b�oreg�on) and �s cons�dered 

to be a h�ghly prospect�ve reg�on. It conta�ns s�gn�ficant 

o�l and gas fields under var�ous stages of operat�on, 

construct�on and cons�derat�on. These �nclude the 

Blackt�p, Tern, and Petrel fields (F�gure 5.18). Th�s bas�n 

extends �nto the North Mar�ne Reg�on.

Future projects

The Greater Gorgon gas fields (Gorgon and Jansz), located 

�n the Northwest Prov�nce, conta�n approx�mately 

40 tr�ll�on cub�c feet of gas, mak�ng them Austral�a’s 

largest known undeveloped gas resource. The project 

operator, Chevron, plans to process 5 Mtpa of LNG at 

fac�l�t�es on Barrow Island. Soc�o-econom�c benefits of 

the project �nclude an �n�t�al $11 b�ll�on �nvestment, 

$17 b�ll�on �n taxes and royalt�es, add�t�onal export 

�ncome of $2.5 b�ll�on per annum, and 6000 d�rect and 

�nd�rect jobs, 1700 of wh�ch w�ll be located �n Western 

Austral�a (Chevron 2007). Chevron was granted approval 

to undertake the project by the Western Austral�an and 

Austral�an Governments �n late 2007.

Barrow Island �s home to a number of endem�c and 

rare spec�es, and �s free of �ntroduced predators such 

as foxes and cats. Development of the Gorgon LNG 

process�ng fac�l�ty w�ll need to manage quarant�ne 

r�sks to ensure spec�es are protected from potent�al 

pest spec�es. M�gratory whales, dolph�ns and dugongs 

are also common around the �sland and �t �s a nest�ng 

s�te for flatback and hawksb�ll turtles. As part of the 

env�ronmental approvals process, the developers have 

been requ�red to put �n place act�ons to m�t�gate 

potent�al �mpacts on terrestr�al and mar�ne spec�es.

Greenhouse gas em�ss�ons assoc�ated w�th LNG projects 

are an �ncreas�ng concern for government, �ndustry and 

the broader commun�ty. The carbon d�ox�de em�ss�ons 

from Gorgon are est�mated to be 4 Mtpa, and Chevron 

plans to geosequester carbon d�ox�de �nto aqu�fers 

under Barrow Island to reduce em�ss�ons (IRC 2007). 

Geosequestrat�on on th�s scale has not been attempted 

�n Austral�a before. 

The Woods�de-owned Pluto gas field �s also s�tuated �n 

the Northwest Prov�nce, and conta�ns approx�mately 

5 tr�ll�on cub�c feet of gas. The project �s expected to 

produce 4.3 Mtpa of LNG at an onshore gas process�ng 

plant located on the Burrup Pen�nsula. In add�t�on to 

Woods�de’s $11.2 b�ll�on �nvestment, the development 
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le Box 5��2 North West Shelf Venture

The North West Shelf Venture �s Austral�a’s largest resource development project, w�th �nvestment �n onshore and 

offshore o�l and gas fac�l�t�es valued at more than $20 b�ll�on. The venture �nvolves s�x equal share compan�es: BHP 

B�ll�ton Petroleum (North West Shelf) Pty Ltd, BP Developments Austral�a Pty Ltd, ChevronTexaco Austral�a Pty Ltd, 

Japan Austral�a LNG (MIMI) Pty Ltd, Shell Development (Austral�a) Pty Ltd and Woods�de Energy L�m�ted, wh�ch �s 

also the project operator (Woods�de 2007). 

More than 40 per cent of Austral�a’s o�l and gas product�on comes from the North West Shelf Venture and �t suppl�es 

Western Austral�a w�th 65 per cent of �ts gas needs. 

The North West Shelf Venture has three offshore fac�l�t�es: North Rank�n A, wh�ch �s one of the world’s largest gas 

produc�ng platforms, Goodwyn A, wh�ch produces large volumes of gas and condensate, and Cossack P�oneer float�ng 

product�on, storage and off-take fac�l�ty, wh�ch produces o�l. The project also produces crude o�l from the Cossack, 

Wanaea, Lambert and Hermes o�l and gas fields.

North West Shelf Venture gas �s p�ped onshore to the Burrup Industr�al Estate on the Burrup Pen�nsula near Karratha. 

The Burrup Industr�al Estate process�ng fac�l�ty �ncludes four LNG product�on tra�ns w�th a current output of 11.7 

m�ll�on tonnes of LNG a year. Development of a fifth LNG product�on tra�n �s due for complet�on �n 2008. When 

completed, �t w�ll �ncrease the project’s annual capac�ty to about 16.3 m�ll�on tonnes, mak�ng �t one of the b�ggest 

LNG plants �n the world. The venture has s�gn�ficant LNG export arrangements w�th countr�es �nclud�ng Japan, Ch�na 

and Korea. An agreement to del�ver more than 3 Mtpa of LNG to Ch�na over 25 years represents Austral�a’s s�ngle 

largest dollar value export agreement and �s worth $20–25 b�ll�on.

North-west Shelf Venture Operat�ons (Woods�de 2007)
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�s expected to prov�de 300 d�rect jobs and to �nject 

$28 b�ll�on �nto the nat�onal economy over the l�fe of 

the project (Woods�de 2007). Potent�al �mpacts on the 

mar�ne env�ronment assoc�ated w�th the project �nclude 

no�se em�ss�ons from offshore dr�ll�ng and platform 

construct�on, and l�ght sp�ll from fac�l�ty operat�ons that 

could affect nest�ng turtles and m�gratory spec�es. 

The Burrup Pen�nsula, wh�ch �s part of the Damp�er 

Arch�pelago, �s a Nat�onal Her�tage l�sted s�te that 

conta�ns one of the world’s largest and most �mportant 

collect�ons of Abor�g�nal petroglyph galler�es, stand�ng 

stones, camp s�tes and m�ddens, wh�ch date back as far 

as the last �ce age. Comb�ned, these features make th�s 

area one of the world’s most �mportant monuments of 

preh�stor�c culture. To ensure the Pluto operat�ons do not 

have s�gn�ficant �mpacts on the her�tage l�sted values 

of the s�te, Woods�de has entered �nto a conservat�on 

agreement w�th the Commonwealth under the EPBC Act.

Employment 

The petroleum product�on sector �n Western Austral�a �s 

a s�gn�ficant employer, w�th approx�mately 5000 people 

work�ng �n petroleum operat�ons �n 2005–2006 (DoIR 

2006). Th�s figure does not take �nto account those 

�ndustr�es or �nd�v�duals employed serv�c�ng the sector, 

such as eng�neers or those employed �n the construct�on 

of the sector’s �nfrastructure. Wh�le a very cap�tal 

�ntens�ve �ndustry, the s�gn�ficant o�l and gas projects 

currently underway or planned for the near future w�ll 

result �n cont�nued h�gh demand for labour. F�nd�ng 

suffic�ent sk�lled workers for projects �s a grow�ng 

problem for the �ndustry (APPEA 2006) and �s l�kely to 

�ntens�fy. 

Petroleum administration and legislation

Onshore and �n coastal waters, management of the 

petroleum �ndustry �n the North-west Mar�ne Reg�on �s 

overseen by the Austral�an Government �n partnersh�p 

w�th the Western Austral�an Government. The Austral�an 

Government �s respons�ble for broad econom�c pol�cy 

sett�ngs �nclud�ng tax, fore�gn �nvestment gu�del�nes, 

�nternat�onal agreements and trade. The Western 

Austral�an Government owns and allocates petroleum 

r�ghts, adm�n�sters petroleum operat�ons and collects 

royalt�es from operat�ons onshore and �n coastal waters. 

Petroleum t�tles w�th�n the Terr�tory of Ashmore and 

Cart�er �slands are adm�n�stered by the Northern 

Terr�tory Department of Industry, F�sher�es and M�nes on 

behalf of the Austral�an Government.

Offshore petroleum operat�ons beyond 5.5 km (3 naut�cal 

m�les) from the terr�tor�al sea basel�ne are governed by 

the Commonwealth’s Offshore Petroleum Act 2006 wh�ch 

replaced the Petroleum (Submerged Lands) Act 1967 �n 

2008.

The Commonwealth owns the petroleum r�ghts �n 

Commonwealth waters, wh�le the operat�on of the 

perm�t system �s jo�ntly adm�n�stered by the Austral�an 

Government and the Western Austral�an Government. 

The Commonwealth’s Petroleum Resource Rent Tax 

appl�es to all petroleum projects �n Commonwealth 

waters, except the North West Shelf project, to 

wh�ch royalty and crude o�l exc�se appl�es. Fees are 

collected by the Commonwealth and d�str�buted to the 

Western Austral�an Government to cover the cost of 

adm�n�ster�ng petroleum t�tles �n the area.

In the North-west Mar�ne Reg�on, petroleum compan�es 

are requ�red to conduct the�r act�v�t�es to a h�gh 

standard of env�ronmental performance and protect�on. 

Current Austral�an Government leg�slat�on relevant 

to env�ronmental management of offshore petroleum 

explorat�on and development act�v�t�es �ncludes:

The EPBC Act;

Petroleum (Submerged Lands) (Management of 

Environment) Regulations 1999;

Environment Protection (Sea Dumping) Act 1981; 

Protection of the Sea (Prevention of Pollution from Ships) 

Act 1983; and 

Historic Shipwrecks Act 1976. 

More �nformat�on on these acts can be found �n 

Append�x B.

Petroleum act�v�t�es such as se�sm�c surveys have the 

potent�al to cause phys�cal, behav�oural and perceptual 

effects on whales. Se�sm�c operat�ons are regulated by 

the Austral�an Government’s Interaction Between Offshore 

Seismic Exploration and Whales, EPBC Act Policy Statement 

2.1, March 2007 (DEW 2007). The petroleum �ndustry 

has taken an act�ve role �n the development and 

�mplementat�on of measures to m�n�m�se the potent�al 

�mpacts of explorat�on on cetaceans. 

•

•

•

•

•
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le 5.3.10 Offshore m�neral occurrences and 

m�n�ng

The occurrence of offshore m�nerals and prospect�ve 

m�n�ng locat�ons �n the Reg�on �s uncerta�n as systemat�c 

m�neral explorat�on has not occurred outs�de State 

waters. However, �t �s poss�ble that �ron ore depos�ts 

extend offshore both as hard-rock and as heavy m�neral 

magnet�te sand depos�ts. 

The technology of offshore m�neral explorat�on and 

m�n�ng �n deeper waters �s st�ll �n very early stages of 

development although �t �s undergo�ng tr�als elsewhere 

�n the world.

In State waters adjacent to the Reg�on, m�n�ng �s 

occurr�ng at both Koolan and Cockatoo Islands where 

�ron ore depos�ts extend offshore. At the Cockatoo 

Islands s�te, s�gn�ficant �ron ore depos�ts extend �n depth 

to at least 200 m below the sea level. 

Recorded offshore m�neral occurrences w�th�n the 

Reg�on or �n adjacent State Waters �nclude d�amonds 

at the north-eastern end of the Reg�on �n the Joseph 

Bonaparte Gulf (GA 2008). Other offshore m�neral 

occurrences �nclude heavy m�neral sands �n the K�ng 

Sound and the Fortescue R�ver Mouth.

5.3.11 Submar�ne cables and p�pel�nes

Cables 

Submar�ne telecommun�cat�ons cables are the 

underwater �nfrastructure l�nk�ng Austral�a w�th other 

countr�es. Austral�a’s submar�ne commun�cat�ons cables 

carry the bulk of our �nternat�onal vo�ce and data traffic 

and are a v�tal component of our nat�onal �nfrastructure.

The JASURAUS and the SEA_ME_WE3 cables are two 

submar�ne telecommun�cat�ons cables of nat�onal 

s�gn�ficance currently �n serv�ce �n the Reg�on (F�gure 

5.19). Under the Telecommunications and Other Legislation 

Amendment (Protection of Submarine Cables and Other 

Measures) Act 2005 protect�on zones cover the cables 

to proh�b�t and/or restr�ct act�v�t�es that may damage 

them. Protect�on zones are generally the area w�th�n 

1.8 km (1 naut�cal m�le) on e�ther s�de of the cable and 

�nclude the waters above the area and the seabed and 

subso�l under the area (ACMA 2007).

The JASURAUS Cable �s a fibre opt�c cable routed from 

Jakarta through the Sunda Stra�t to Port Hedland. It 

then has a ded�cated terrestr�al l�nk to Perth. The cable 

traverses through the Northwest Shelf Prov�nce and 

Northwest Trans�t�on b�oreg�ons where the seabed �s

Figure 5��19 Submarine telecommunication cables and pipelines in the Region
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hard l�mestone. The cable �s bur�ed from the coast to 

100 km offshore to protect �t from damage and breakage 

�n shallower water. The JASURAUS Cable was la�d �n 1997 

has a techn�cal l�fe of 25 years.

The South East As�a, M�ddle East and Western Europe 

submar�ne cable 3 (SEA-ME-WE3) Cable, establ�shed �n 

2000, �s also a fibre opt�c cable. It �s a spur of the greater 

SMW3 system, wh�ch travels from Japan to the M�ddle 

East and Western Europe; the longest cable �n the world. 

The relevant sect�on for Western Austral�a travels from 

S�ngapore v�a Jakarta to Perth. The SEA_ME_WE3 cable 

d�ssects the boundary between the North-west Mar�ne 

Reg�on and the South-west Mar�ne Reg�on at the outer 

edge of the EEZ and hence �s almost ent�rely outs�de 

the Reg�on (see F�gure 5.19). The cable has a protect�on 

zone and extends to a depth of 2000 m (approx�mately 

94.5 km from land). Two submar�ne cables currently 

proposed for Western Austral�a w�ll travel through the 

Reg�on. These are the S�ngapore-Indones�a-Austral�a 

Cable wh�ch w�ll connect Western Austral�a, Indones�a 

and S�ngapore, and the Ochre networks cable between 

Perth and S�ngapore wh�ch w�ll enhance the broadband 

�nfrastructure for each country (R�dder et al. 2006).  

Pipelines

There are a large number of offshore gas p�pel�nes that 

e�ther enter or pass through the Reg�on, as shown �n 

F�gure 5.19. Many of these are located on the North 

West Shelf (Northwest Shelf Prov�nce) and are assoc�ated 

w�th connect�ng the North West Shelf Venture 

petroleum fields w�th the onshore Karratha Gas Plant 

located on the Burrup Pen�nsula. The b�ggest of these �s 

the WA-10PL, wh�ch �s the largest offshore LNG p�pel�ne 

�nstalled �n Austral�a. Another �s the North Rank�n A gas 

and condensate p�pel�ne, wh�ch travels 134 km from 

the North Rank�n A platform �n Commonwealth waters 

to the Karratha Gas Plant. Onshore, the North Rank�n A 

p�pel�ne �s connected to the Damp�er to Bunbury Natural 

Gas p�pel�ne, wh�ch travels 1500 km overland to prov�de 

natural gas to Perth and other major reg�onal centres 

along �ts route (IRC 2007).

The East Spar p�pel�ne �s also located �n the Northwest 

Shelf Prov�nce and connects o�l and gas fields to 

process�ng fac�l�t�es on Varanus Island �n State waters. 

O�l and gas �s then transm�tted to the ma�nland v�a 

the Varanus Export Gas p�pel�ne where �t connects to 

the terrestr�al Goldfields Gas Transm�ss�on p�pel�ne (IRC 

2007). 

The Bayu-Undan to Darw�n Gas p�pel�ne �s predom�nantly 

�n the North Mar�ne Reg�on and T�mor Gap Zone but just 

passes through the top of the Northwest Shelf Trans�t�on 

b�oreg�on. It p�pes gas and condensate from the Bayu-

Undan gas field to Darw�n (Santos 2007). 

The construct�on, operat�on and decomm�ss�on�ng of 

p�pel�nes �s adm�n�stered �n Commonwealth waters 

pursuant to the Offshore Petroluem Act 2006 and the 

Petroleum (Submerged Lands) (Pipelines) Regulations 2001. 

In Western Austral�an waters, the Petroleum Pipelines Act 

1969 and Petroleum Pipelines Regulations 1970 apply.

The EPBC Act �s the ma�n leg�slat�ve �nstrument 

concerned w�th the env�ronmental �mpact of cables and 

p�pel�nes. Under the Act, any proposals for submar�ne 

cables and p�pel�nes must be referred to the M�n�ster for 

the Env�ronment, Her�tage and the Arts for assessment 

and approval �f they are cons�dered l�kely to have 

a s�gn�ficant �mpact on the Commonwealth mar�ne 

env�ronment or other matters of nat�onal env�ronmental 

s�gn�ficance.
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le 5.3.12 Defence and border protect�on 

The North-west Mar�ne Reg�on, and the land adjacent to 

�t, �s generally sparsely populated and d�stant from major 

populat�on centres. Th�s vast coastl�ne and mar�ne area 

requ�res ongo�ng surve�llance, report�ng and response 

mechan�sms to guard aga�nst offshore mar�t�me threats 

�nclud�ng �llegal fish�ng, unauthor�sed �mm�grat�on, 

proh�b�ted �mports/exports, b�osecur�ty breaches, �llegal 

act�v�t�es �n protected areas and pollut�on. The defence 

of Austral�a from mar�t�me threats �s coord�nated 

through the Border Protect�on Command, establ�shed �n 

2005. It �s a mult�-agency command centre that ut�l�ses 

the resources and expert�se of Customs, the Austral�an 

Defence Force, the Austral�an F�sher�es Management 

Author�ty, the Austral�an Quarant�ne and Inspect�on 

Serv�ce and other Austral�an Government agenc�es, 

to del�ver a coord�nated approach to the protect�on 

of Austral�a’s mar�t�me borders (Border Protect�on 

Command 2007)

The pr�nc�pal m�l�tary component of Border Protect�on 

Command �s Headquarters Northern Command based 

�n Darw�n. The Headquarters coord�nates and controls 

m�l�tary operat�ons �n Austral�a’s north, �nclud�ng waters 

adjacent to the Northern Terr�tory, northern Western 

Austral�a and northern Queensland. It also coord�nates 

Defence’s reg�onal relat�onsh�ps w�th Indones�a and 

Papua New Gu�nea. The Headquarters also collates and 

analyses �nformat�on on �llegal �mm�grants and fishers as 

well as hav�ng respons�b�l�ty for operat�onal control of 

the Austral�an Defence Force surve�llance and response 

efforts. 

Customs operat�ons �n northern Austral�a �nclude 

Coastwatch a�rcraft m�ss�ons, wh�ch prov�de aer�al 

surve�llance of Austral�a’s coastl�ne and offshore 

mar�t�me areas. Austral�an Customs patrol vessels also 

operate �n collaborat�on w�th the Austral�an F�sher�es 

Management Author�ty, the Royal Austral�an A�r Force 

and the Royal Austral�an Navy to combat �llegal fore�gn 

fish�ng �n Austral�a’s northern waters. 

There are few Austral�an Defence Force bases or tra�n�ng 

areas located �n the North-west Mar�ne Reg�on (F�gure 

5.20), although as a result of the Austral�an Government’s 

Secur�ng Austral�a’s North West Shelf Pol�cy, an operat�ng 

log�st�cs base has recently been establ�shed at Damp�er 

to support vessels patroll�ng the waters around offshore 

o�l and gas fac�l�t�es �n the Reg�on. A ded�cated navy 

adm�n�strat�ve support fac�l�ty �s also be�ng constructed 

at the nearby townsh�p of Karratha.

The Royal Austral�an A�r Force currently ma�nta�ns two 

‘bare bases’ �n remote areas of Western Austral�a: The 

Royal Austral�an A�r Force Base Learmonth �s located 

near N�ngaloo Mar�ne Park at Exmouth, and the Royal 

Austral�an A�r Force Base Curt�n �s located further north 

at Derby. The Royal Austral�an A�r Force ma�nta�ns the 

The Customs Coastwatch Dash 8 a�r fleet detect and report unlawful act�v�ty �n Austral�an waters. Photo: Austral�an Customs Serv�ce.
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Commonwealth Her�tage l�sted Learmonth A�r Weapons 

Range Fac�l�ty (Lyndon Locat�on 97), wh�ch �s located 

between N�ngaloo Stat�on and the Cape Range Nat�onal 

Park. Th�s fac�l�ty �s used for m�l�tary exerc�ses and as a 

bomb�ng range (Defence 2007a). 

The Naval Commun�cat�ons Stat�on Harold E. Holt �s 

also located at North West Cape �n Exmouth (Defence 

2007b). The ma�n role of the stat�on �s to commun�cate 

at very low frequenc�es w�th Austral�an and Un�ted 

States submar�nes �n the Ind�an Ocean and the western 

Pac�fic.

The Austral�an Defence Force has pol�c�es �n place to 

ensure mar�t�me act�v�t�es are conducted �n accordance 

w�th the�r env�ronmental obl�gat�ons and respons�b�l�t�es 

under the EPBC Act and relevant �nternat�onal 

convent�ons (Defence 2007c). M�t�gat�on procedures 

have been developed to avo�d �nterference w�th whales 

when operat�ons are conducted �n areas frequented by 

whales. These procedures prov�de gu�dance to sh�ps and 

exerc�se planners, and �nclude establ�sh�ng safe d�stances 

from whales w�th�n wh�ch certa�n act�v�t�es (e.g. sonar 

operat�ons) are not conducted (Royal Austral�an Navy 

2007).

Figure 5��20 Defence bases/training areas within and adjacent to the Region
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Figure 5��9 Main shipping routes 2006
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Figure 5��12 Sea dumping prior to the 1996 
amendment to the Environment Protection (Sea 
Dumping) Act 1981 
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Figure 5��13 Offshore petroleum exploration and 
production permits in the Region
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le Figure 5��14 Sedimentary basins in the Region
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Figure 5��16 Petroleum fields and operations in the 
North West Shelf (Northwest Shelf Province)
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Figure 5��17 Petroleum fields and operations in the 
Browse Basin (Northwest Shelf Province, Timor 
Province and Northwest Shelf Transition)
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Figure 5��18 Petroleum fields and operations in the 
Bonaparte Basin
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Human Activities

Figure 5��19 Submarine telecommunication cables 
and pipelines in the Region
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Figure 5��20 Defence bases/training areas within 
and adjacent to the Region
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Dolph�ns and yacht, Shark Bay World Her�tage Area. Photo: Ian Anderson, Department of Env�ronment and Conservat�on, WA.




