
1. What are the values (environmental, social and cultural) you associate or 
identify with in and around Exmouth Gulf? 

 
Exmouth Gulf is a waterway of extremely high significance  environmentally, socially 
and culturally. 
 
Environmental values 
 
Exmouth Gulf is globally significant. At 2600m2, it is the largest intact arid zone 
estuary left in Australia  possibly in the world.  This distinction is important to note: 
most mangrove forests of the scale seen in Exmouth Gulf are tropical systems. It is rare 
for a massive mangrove lined waterway to be fed and supported by such a vast, dry 
hinterland. Even rarer that such an ecosystem should be left intact. To this point, that 
has been the result of good fortune rather than prudent management. We have an 
opportunity to safeguard our good luck with excellent management. This opportunity 
should not be squandered. 
 
 

 
 
Exmouth Gulf has large, undisturbed and enormously important mangrove communities 
 
 
 
The Gulf’s environmental values are well documented. In the 2019 Exmouth Gulf 
Review (Fitzpatrick et al), a summary of agency advice identifying the high values of 
this ecosystem runs to nearly seven pages.  I am confident that by now, the EPA is 
familiar with this advice. By way of reminder, let me offer just a few examples: 
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• In 1975 the WA EPA identified the entire waterway as an area of high priority 

for protection under the state’s conservation reserves system 
 
•  In 1994 the Marine Parks and Reserves Authority recommended it be 

considered for marine park zoning.  
 

• In 2004 the World Heritage Consultative Committee advised that the Gulf be 
proposed for World Heritage protection.  

 
• In 2011 the IUCN described values in the Gulf to be of World Heritage standard. 

 
 

Again, by way of summary, let me remind the board of a few key findings from the 
Fitzpatrick Review.  
 
Exmouth Gulf is notable because of its rare diversity of habitats, including its: 
 

• Massive undisturbed arid zone mangrove system 
• Extensive high intertidal cyanobacterial mats 
• Threatened samphire wetlands 
• Subterranean limestone waterways 
• Modern and fossil coral reefs 
• Important seagrass meadows 
• Rich intertidal zones 
• Sponge beds 
• Sand islands (part of the world’s largest sand archipelago) 

 
Such diversity of habitats makes the estuary an enormous source of life and a refuge 
for significant, Endangered and Vulnerable species. It is a refuge for one of the world’s 
last stable populations of dugongs. It is the largest nursery for the world’s most 
successfully recovering cohort of humpback whales.  
 
In summary, the Gulf supports: 

•  831 species of gastropods, bivalves and cephalopods 
• 143 species of echinoderms 
• 173 species of crustaceans  
•  World Heritage inscribed Karst Limestone Stygofauna  
• 790 species of teleost fish 
•  >63 species of elasmobranch, including sawfish 
•   >15 species of sea snakes including endemic, undescribed and Critically 

Endangered species  including species previously thought extinct 
• 5 species of sea turtles including juvenile feeding habitat for Critically 

Endangered hawksbills  
• 8 known marine mammal species and a further 20 marine mammal species 

likely to occur   
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• 95 species of migratory and resident shorebirds, waterbirds and seabirds and 
important nesting, feeding and roosting habitat for 36 Migratory, four 
Endangered, 11 Near Threatened and two Vulnerable species.  

In 2019, after the Fitzpatrick Review appeared, the world’s most revered living 
oceanographer, Sylvia Earle, brought global attention to the Gulf’s values by 
identifying Exmouth Gulf as an ecosystem in need of higher levels of protection. Her 
Mission Blue initiative added the Gulf to its register of international “Hope Spots”. 
 
Also in light of the estuary’s biodiversity and its roster of Vulnerable species, the IUCN 
has this year included Exmouth Gulf as part of its Important Marine Mammal Area 
listing (Ningaloo Reef to Montebello Islands IMMA). 

Exmouth Gulf has important linkages to nearby Ningaloo Reef. These linkages were 
noted by the IUCN in support of World Heritage inscription. Although the scale of 
interdependency is not yet fully understood, the Gulf’s role as nursery environment is 
evident in many species. These include shovelnose rays and mangrove jacks  both are 
present in large numbers as fingerlings and juveniles in the sheltered mangroves and 
flats of the Gulf and later observed or caught as adults in the deeper waters of 
Ningaloo Reef, often hundreds of kilometres away. The Gulf’s mangroves and creeks 
are pupping habitat for Critically Endangered sawfish and these, too, are observed by 
divers as adults along Ningaloo Reef.   

Research has shown that dugongs, manta rays, whale sharks, humpbacks, turtles and 
orcas rely on both the Gulf and the Reef and many move seasonally between the two 
ecosystems.  

The link between Reef and Gulf is literal and spatial. This overlap really shouldn’t need 
to be pointed out, but it’s a fact commonly overlooked: Ningaloo’s coral reef system 
projects physically into Exmouth Gulf for several kilometres. 

Because of its proximity to and overlap with the Reef, the Gulf serves to mitigate 
against human pressures on the Reef by providing alternative tourism assets and 
spreading fishing effort.  At present, its sacrificial role in this regard is not sustainable, 
but it does underline a human aspect of ecosystem interdependency often overlooked.  

Exmouth Gulf requires a level of protection commensurate with its exceptional values. 
Moves toward elevating its status would be prudent, logical and welcome. Better 
management of existing extractive pressures is urgently needed. Preventing new 
industrial pressures is the most responsible early step toward improved management 
of the system. A failure to prevent added pressures would foreclose any opportunity to 
secure higher levels of protection; it would also undermine the credibility of claims by 
government as to achieving responsible and sustainable outcomes for Exmouth Gulf. 
It would also serve to undermine its laudable stewardship of the Ningaloo Region. 
This a waterway with World Heritage values that connects with, and is interdependent 
with, an inscribed World Heritage Area. Setting a trajectory toward degradation of 
those values threatens the NWHA itself; internationally, a poor outcome for the 
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NWHA threatens the reputation of those charged with its management. A poor 
outcome would be a cause of community anguish and diplomatic disgrace. 

Increasing protection in the Gulf will not only reduce extractive pressures  it will 
encourage and enable more passive, non extractive uses of the waterway and bolster 
the most environmentally sustainable element of local economy while continuing to 
reduce pressure on Ningaloo Reef.  

Exmouth Gulf is unique. Elsewhere, similar waterways have been badly degraded by 
human impacts. We only need to look to the nearby Pilbara to illustrate this point. 
Poor and sometimes tragic outcomes are the result of historical ignorance, a lack of 
caution, and the mistaken assumption that coastal and marine environments are all 
pretty much the same  robust, infinite and disposable.  

Most of these historical mistakes cannot be undone. But in our own time, with an 
extinction crisis and a climate emergency upon us, we have no excuses. We know 
better and must do better. But sadly, WA’s ongoing loss of habitat and biodiversity 
continues to be enabled by failures of planning, regulation and governance. Too many 
adverse outcomes have their roots in developer led decision making and the 
subversion of science by politics and patronage.  
 
The Gulf’s current predicament is directly related to these perverse forces  a cocktail 
of historical blunders, mixed with speculative commercial pressure and policy inertia. 
Despite its acknowledged World Heritage values, the Gulf remains scandalously 
unprotected. This is largely why the ecosystem is subject to the pressures it now 
endures, and why it still faces new and greater industrial pressures. These past failures 
and ongoing lapses are largely why we find ourselves engaged in this consultation and 
all those that came before it. 
 
Like many citizens who know the Gulf well and rely upon it, I am grateful this 
ecosystem is receiving some policy focus. But I note that this attention is not 
predicated on recognition of the Gulf’s environmental values and imperatives. It has 
not been stimulated by the decades of dispassionate scientific advice already to hand. 
Sadly, it’s the consequence of such advice having been ignored by previous 
governments in favour of ephemeral corporate and political interests. Despite the 
lessons of history, decisions about the Gulf’s future are still proposal driven.  The 
unchallenged perversity of this situation is a cause of ongoing frustration to me as it is 
to many others. 

 

Social values 

The Gulf’s social values are unusually high. It is important to tourism and visitors to 
the region. It is central to the lives of people in the Exmouth community, and in terms 
of local social amenity it is as significant as Ningaloo Reef.  





 6 

The Gulf is a significant social resource for anglers  again, because of high 
biodiversity, but also because of its scale, diversity of habitats, and its aesthetic values.  
The northern reaches of the Gulf are prized for larger sportfishing species like sailfish 
and tunas. Further south  that is, deeper into the Gulf  the islands and corals and 
sponge aggregations offshore are fished for coral trout and various species of cods and 
snappers. The beaches throughout are reliable sources of so called ‘bread and butter 
species’ like whiting, bream, flathead, squid and mullet. The rich intertidal flats are 
targeted by catch and release fly fishers seeking trophy species like permit, for which 
Exmouth Gulf is globally renowned. The mangroves and creeks of the Gulf are where 
prawns, crabs, mangrove jacks, cod and barramundi are sought. 

All forms of Gulf based fishing contribute to the local economy. Guided fly fishing 
sustains at least 3 family businesses in town as well as supporting accommodation and 
hospitality providers. Recreational fishing contributes to local marine, mechanical, 
accommodation, hospitality, fuel and tackle outlets, and the commercial prawn fishery 
employs locals, contributes to an export economy and allied service industries ashore. 

 

Culture 

Exmouth Gulf has sustained human life for at least 40,000 years.  Its mangroves, 
creeks, freshwater springs, intertidal zones and floodplain hinterland (including its 
caves and underground waterways) have been a source of food, shelter, art and 
meaning over massive timescales, and despite every attempt by governments and 
pastoralists to remove First Peoples from the landscape and even expunge them from 
local memory, Traditional Owners are still present and resurgent on the Cape and its 
Gulf shores.  

 

The Gulf coast includes places of cultural importance, including freshwater points, 
artefact scatters and special story sites. It is my understanding, from personal 
communication with Traditional Owners and DBCA staff, that cultural mapping is 
ongoing.  My hope is that Indigenous Heritage is given more attention and status than 
it currently enjoys in this community and in this landscape. I note with pleasure the 
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I spend a lot of time on Exmouth Gulf for purposes of recreation and respite  boating, 
snorkelling, paddle boarding, bird watching, hiking, fishing. I use it for photography, 
videography, whale shark observation, whale and dugong observation. I enjoy 
interacting with humpback whales, dugongs, turtles, shovelnose rays, manta rays, and 
sharks, including the whale sharks that enter the Gulf. I visit the Gulf’s islands, 
mangroves and creeks.  

  
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

3. What environmental pressures do you observe in and around Exmouth 
Gulf? 

 
The Gulf already supports a commercial trawl fishery and a substantial recreational 
fishery. Prawning is a significant and historical pressure, but it is, at least, actively 
managed and monitored. In Exmouth Gulf, the operator seems aware of the fragility of 
the environment and sensitive to its social licence. To its credit, it has developed a 
sense of stewardship not always evident in all other commercial extractive users.   
 
The recreational fishing effort is not well managed and requires attention. 
 
Aside from modest reserves attached to some island habitats in the northern Gulf, 
there is almost no spatial conservation management by way of reserves, marine park 
protection, sanctuaries or the like. The low level of protection of Exmouth Gulf 
reflects the low status governments and agencies have condemned it to by neglect and 
policy failure. This is despite decades of advice highlighting its values and the need for 
proper protection.  
 
Fisheries attention on rec fishing effort is largely focussed on Ningaloo Reef. Apart 
from a periodic enforcement presence at the boat ramp in the town marina, it is 
uncommon to see active Fisheries patrols on Gulf waters or shores. Local Fisheries 
officers do an excellent job, but they are hamstrung by a lack of resources and the Gulf 
is given low priority as a result of its low protection status. The unprecedented new 
pressure from the 2020 pandemic season has underlined the urgency of this problem. 
There is broad consensus in the Exmouth community that the recreational fishing 
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effort in the Gulf is unsustainable and that bag limits and possession limits need to be 
reduced. 
 
The Gulf supports three catch and release flyfishing businesses. My observation is that 
these are very low impact operations. 
 
The Gulf experiences some other low level pressure from eco tourism operators 
engaged in whale watching, kayaking and so on.  While these are among the least of 
the estuary’s problems, this sector is likely to expand and will require more focussed 
attention. 
 
Informal, unguided tourism  particularly independent interaction with marine 
mammals  is a growing concern and in need of more urgent attention.  
 
In recent years, shipping pressures associated with the oil and gas industry have been 
a significant concern. Oversight of this sector operating near and within the Gulf is 
patchy.  Sadly, this is a sector that appears to be left to regulate itself with impunity.  
Chevron’s failure to meet its carbon sequestration obligations on Barrow Island, is 
only the most obvious example of this.  
 
Under reporting of accidents, spills and adverse interactions with megafauna is locally 
notorious. I note the recent Jadestone Energy Stag platform incident reported by the 
West Australian on 28 September. Jadestone described the spill as less than 73.5 litres. 
However, workers on the platform reported 30 September in Energy News Bulletin 
claim the volume was far higher, perhaps as much as 10,000 litres.

 
 

  
 
For those who don’t live in Exmouth, it can be easy to overlook the fact that the oil 
and gas fields of the North West Shelf are exploited “in an around Exmouth Gulf” and 
are very close to Ningaloo Reef. These operations are visible from shore. They already 
exert pressure on these ecosystems in the form of seismic testing, air pollution, 
shipping movement, infrastructure, light pollution and shipping noise. 
 
The fossil fuel industry is close and getting closer. It constantly seeks tenements closer 
to Ningaloo Reef and Exmouth Gulf.  
 
I note the recent approval of the Sapura Eagle 1 OMV exploration well, which is only 
about 9km from the Muiron Islands Marine Reserve, in the approaches of Exmouth 
Gulf.  
 
I also note the recent widespread public outcry at the prospect of further acreage 
releases nearby. Over 30,000 citizens asked that these not be granted. A good number 
of those were locals, and some have worked or continue to work in the sector.  
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The oil and gas industry is not simply close to Exmouth Gulf  it is currently allowed 
to operate within it. This already contributes to pressure on the waterway and these 
pressures are not always well regulated. 
 
For example, during its works on the Greater Enfield tiebacks, vessels contracted by 
Woodside Energy were present in the Gulf for many months. This period included the 
whale resting and nursing season and vessels deployed dynamic positioning (DPS). 
The industrial level noise generated by these vessels’ engines, generators  and 
particularly their DPS  was startling. In Exmouth, the noise pulses generated 
comment and complaints by residents and tourists alike. The marine acoustic impacts 
on nursing humpbacks and other resident mammals like dolphins and dugongs can 
only be imagined. For this period, Woodside Energy was operating in the Gulf without 
permit. This situation only came to the attention of NOPSEMA and the EPA as a result 
of intervention by local conservation volunteers.  Every element of this incidence is 
sadly illustrative  of how the oil and gas industry is regulated, how Exmouth Gulf is 
managed, and how much environmental pressure the Gulf is subject to already. 
 
 
 

4. What environmental pressures in and around Exmouth Gulf affect 
you/your sector or business? 

 
Although the Gulf is in relatively good health, it is under significant pressure already. 
This pressure affects me personally. It also affects me professionally and has 
implication for my business.  
 
I observed the prolonged presence of Woodside’s vessels deep in the Gulf in 2017 8. I 
experienced the intrusive noise pollution emitted by vessels’ DPS during whale season. 
Like other residents and tourists with whom I discussed it, this was a bewildering and 
upsetting period. The feeble and tardy response of regulators was a source of personal 
anguish and dismay.  

 
 

 
 

Incidences like these have a corrosive 
social and cultural impact. 
 
Exmouth is a small community. I am aware that the citizens who alerted regulators to 
the Woodside situation faced some unpleasant social consequences. Even though 
tourism is the dominant local industry, the oil and gas sector enjoys the fervent 
support of some local business people and civic leaders. As I have mentioned 
previously, there are no rewards for being a whistleblower. 
 
As a lifetime recreational angler, I am concerned to see the recreational fishing effort 
reach such unsustainable levels. Without urgent attention, this pressure threatens the 
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Needless to say, the regulatory shortfalls that leave Exmouth Gulf exposed to new and 
larger industrial pressures are an ongoing source of personal anguish. For the past 
three years, many residents of Exmouth have felt under siege as a result of the push to 
industrialise the Gulf. The community effort to defend this ecosystem has been costly 
 financially, psychologically, and socially  and many of us feel we’ve been left to do 

the work that our government and its agencies should be undertaking.  
 
I remain personally hopeful that sense will prevail, and that government will heed the 
science and the public consensus and remove the abiding incentive that leaves the 
Gulf exposed to industrial development in perpetuity. I’m optimistic that a responsible 
government will seize the opportunity to correct the mistakes of the past, put 
Exmouth Gulf beyond the reach of added industrial pressure and leave a worthy 
legacy. 
 
 
 
 
 

5. Are there other activities that are proposed (or likely to be proposed) 
that you are aware of, which will impact the Exmouth Gulf? 

 
Yes.  
 

• Subsea 7’s Learmonth Pipeline Fabrication facility 
• Ashburton Salt (K+S) 
• Wyloo Metals 
• Hanson Limestone 
• Gascoyne Gateway’s deep water port at Qualing Pool. 

 
 
 
Subsea 7 
 
I have presented several detailed submissions on Subsea 7’s proposal at Heron Point.  
In brief, this proposal is incompatible with the values of the receiving environment 
and poses direct and cumulative threats to this environment.  Its many impacts 
include but are not limited to: 
 

• 500 ha of vegetation loss from construction of two 10km rail lines 
• risk to World Heritage listed karst waterways 
• a 380m stone launchway across significant inshore nursery habitat.  
• increased turbidity as a result of construction and operation 
• disturbance to coastal processes so close to the Bay of Rest and its mangrove 

and intertidal nurseries. 
• disturbance and destruction of corals, sponges and filter feeding communities 

over a distance of 1.5 km during launch operations 
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• disturbance and destruction of corals, sponges and filter feeding communities 
from towing operations as a result of deploying 500 ballast chains, and the 
effects of prop scouring from tugs deployed in a shallow and sensitive waterway 

• over 1800 h of benthic disturbance, at best case scenario 
• acoustic impacts to marine mammals  noting that along with some migratory 

species, many marine mammals are year round residents of the Gulf. 
• spatial pressures to marine mammals caused by 10km infrastructure being 

towed through a shallow waterway 
• loss of foraging habitat for dugongs and turtles 
• disturbance to known habitat of sawfish in the launch zone 
• unacceptable risks to corals associated with transit of 10km long infrastructure 

through the Ningaloo World Heritage Area 
• risks attached to the fact that Subsea 7 has never launched and towed 

infrastructure of this scale through such a sensitive and iconic site 
• likely degradation to nearby World Heritage values as a result of large 

industrial presence and infrastructure in the Gulf and in the Ningaloo Marine 
Park  

 
The proposal is likely to produce cumulative impacts to benthic environments over 
decades. Ongoing damage on this scale will erode the Gulf’s environmental values and 
diminish future opportunities to conserve and manage the estuary in a manner 
commensurate with its significance. 
 

 
 
Heron Point proposed launch site (photo: ) 
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The proposal has genuine social impacts. It directly damages at least 3 sustainable 
nature based family businesses and indirectly threatens several others. It curtails 
public access to the Gulf and to Heron Point. It degrades aesthetic values and amenity. 
It restrains the future expansion and diversity of nature based tourism in Exmouth 
Gulf. Industrial uses such as Subsea 7 and its inevitable antecedents will transform the 
estuary as it is currently used and experienced by residents, visitors and existing 
commercial operators.  
 
The proposal is neither justified nor necessary. Approval of this proposal will 
incentivise and enable other and larger industrial activities that will contribute to the 
cumulative degradation of the Gulf’s high levels of biodiversity. Despite the 
proponent’s protestations to the contrary, the Subsea 7 proposal will be a “gateway 
project”. A former proposal for a marine supply base at the nearby Kailis site was 
rejected by the local Shire on the grounds of the precedent such a use would set.  
 
Given the widely acknowledged climate crisis, this proposal  a delivery system for 
high level polluters whose emissions pose a grave threat to the world’s corals and the 
prospects of human safety  is deeply incompatible with the Gulf’s environmental 
values. 
 
In summary, Subsea 7 promises more and unacceptable risks and pressures to 
Exmouth Gulf.  
 
 
 
 
Hanson Construction limestone mining 
 
Hanson Construction has been seeking to substantially increase its quarrying, 
crushing and screening of limestone at Wapet Creek. At present it produces up to 
3000 tonnes per annum and to my knowledge it has made and withdrawn an 
application to increase that extraction to 60,000 tonnes. Recently it adjusted its 
application to 30,000 tonnes and withdrew this second application also.  
 
The tenement is sited within the drainage line of Wapet Creek, a significant feature 
supporting a large mangrove community and wetland on the western shore of the 
Gulf. Wapet Creek is a surface expression of the complex subterranean waterways of 
the World Heritage listed Cape Range National Park. Its rare and endemic fauna are 
highly sensitive to disturbance, damage and pollution. This area also includes gullies 
and shelters used by Endangered black footed rock wallabies.  
 
It is a matter of concern that an exponential increase in disturbance and destruction of 
this scale should be sought, and it’s sobering to note that the proponent should assert 
that a tenfold increase in extraction in such a sensitive area does not constitute a 
proposal significant enough to warrant an environmental impact assessment. 
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Remarkably, this assertion has been made during a period of heightened public 
scrutiny of the nearby Subsea 7 proposal. 
 
Hanson’s quarry operation is an existing pressure. The prospect of a ten or twentyfold 
increase in that pressure is a matter of some consequence. I note the aspiration of 
Gascoyne Gateway Ltd to supply a means of transporting minerals by container. 
 
 
 
Ashburton Solar Salt Project 
 
There is a large industrial salt production being proposed on the eastern shores of 
Exmouth Gulf.  This will involve production of 4 million tonnes of salt per annum over 
a lifespan of 50 years and mean: 
 

• Clearing 15,000 ha of land for salt ponds 
• Clearing 2,000 ha for infrastructure 
• The construction of a jetty 

 
It is sited in a tidal wetland described in A Directory of Important Wetlands in 
Australia (Australian Nature Conservation Agency, 1993) as “an outstanding example of 
tidal wetland systems of low coast of northwest Australia, with well developed tidal 
creeks, extensive mangrove swamps and broad saline coastal flats.” The Gulf’s high 
cyanobacterial algal mats are integral to the productivity of the Gulf. 
 
The Urala coastline is a remote and undeveloped coastline within the Gulf. It is unlit, 
which is an important consideration for Vulnerable and Endangered species of turtles 
in particular. A number of conservation significant marine fauna reside, or pass 
through the area, with some reliant on local habitats during key life stages and there 
are likely impacts to these species as a result of: 

• loss of water quality from dredging 
• loss of habitat from dredging 
• added pressures to fauna from shipping 
• unprecedented lighting pressures on fauna, particularly turtles 
• loss of fauna and nekton via entrapment in seawater intakes  
• loss of marine fauna as a result of dead zones from discharge of toxic bitterns 
• loss of habitat as a result of dead zones from bitterns 
• interruption to tidal and coastal processes from infrastructure, including 

excavation and construction activities associated with terrestrial and marine 
infrastructure  

• impacts to the marine environment from discharge of wastewater from 
proposed sewage treatment facilities    

• discharge of ballast water and introduction of marine pests 
• risks associated with hydrocarbon storage 
• acoustic disturbance to marine mammals from construction and operation 
• changes to beaches/shoreline habitat, particularly turtle rookeries 
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• potential for altered bird behaviours, adversely impacting migratory shorebirds 
and seabirds 

• impacts on Critically Endangered sawfish habitat 
• leaching risks from potential acid sulphate soils 
• risks to flora in a Wetland of National Significance 

I note that the previously rejected Yannerie salt project (Straits Salt) proposed further 
south, was only slightly larger than this proposal.  

It’s also worth pointing out the regional context and the cumulative impacts 
associated with this proposal.  The EPA has previously recommended that the 
maximum loss of algal mats should not exceed 10%. In the wake of the Wheatstone 
project near Onslow, this loss has already reached 24%. 

 

Wyloo Metals 

I note the mooted Wyloo Metals Whalebone project, a sulphate of potash proposal 
also targeting the supratidal flats on the eastern Gulf.  At present there is little public 
information available on this proposal. 

 
 
Gascoyne Gateway deep water port 
 
As foreshadowed by the Minister’s announcement of 28 August, Gascoyne Gateway 
Ltd has ambitions to build a deep water port at Qualing Pool to service the oil and gas 
industry, miners, Defence, Border Force, and cruise ships.   
 
Despite the fact that it has no proposal ready for scrutiny, GGL has begun its public 
relations campaign in the media and in the Exmouth community. A 6 page brochure 
has been distributed to select parties and a (much less detailed) 4 page flyer has been 
sent to residents and ratepayers of Exmouth. 
 
From the more detailed sales brochure we understand that GGL hopes to construct a 
900m wharf facility at Qualing Pool to service ships of 300m. It intends to provide 6 
berths for vessels of 12m draft. Although GGL has been presenting this infrastructure 
as a ‘jetty’, imagery provided in the sales pitch shows a solid causeway with a pylon 
wharf at its eastern extremity. As presented, the facility involves a significant 
terrestrial envelope stretching west from the highwater mark, across Minilya Exmouth 
Road and out onto the Cape Range floodplain. 
 
This proposal is likely to bring new, large and unacceptable pressures to Exmouth 
Gulf.  Exmouth Gulf is a shallow environment and the waters off Qualing Pool are 
particularly shallow. Berths and a turning basin for vessels of 300m and 12m draft 
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would entail dredging on a scale unprecedented in the estuary’s history, and for that 
alone, the concept should be rejected immediately. GGL’s concept includes: 
 

• Large scale destruction of corals, sponges, seagrass  
• A 900m obstruction to coastal flows 
• Elevated turbidity from initial and likely ongoing dredging 
• New and intensified risk of introduction of marine pests from ballast water 
• Increased industrial scale noise from heavy shipping 
• Increased spatial pressures from heavy shipping 
• Increased risk of boat strike to megafauna 
• Unacceptable risk to karst waterways, including large scale hydrocarbon 

storage 
• Loss of foraging habitat in an area known for its dugong aggregations 
• Loss of amenity at a popular local beach 
• Destruction of natural watersheds, creeklines and floodways at its mooted 

laydown area 
• Impacts to Qualing Pool, the most significant freshwater pond on the western 

shores of Exmouth Gulf. This feature appears to support the largest aggregation 
of raptors on NW Cape 

• Large scale clearing of native vegetation on the Cape Range Exmouth Gulf 
floodplain 

 
This concept would introduce new and large industrial pressures to the Gulf’s waters 
and lands. Construction and operation of a deep water port in the Gulf can only be 
achieved at significant cost to the environment  that means large scale damage to 
sensitive habitat and new stresses to Vulnerable and Endangered species. It presents 
as a stress multiplier. Its commercial logic and operational imperatives render this 
obvious and the proponent has expressed it explicitly: GGL aims to attract many more 
 and much larger  ships to the estuary.  

 

 
 
GGL’s proposed site at Qualing Pool 



 20 

 
 
GGL’s claims of building a “green port” are not credible.  They are made without the 
support of any scientist with knowledge of the receiving environment or even 
acquaintance with the proposed site. Such claims insult the intelligence of residents 
and users of this place. 
 
While I have no scientific expertise about the receiving environment either, I am well
acquainted with the Qualing Pool site and I have intense interest in its environmental 
values, particularly the freshwater expressions of the karst system there: its highly 
unusual aggregation of raptors; and the benthic communities that support the local 
dugong aggregation. This is a popular swimming spot and a reliable site for observing 
dugongs. It is a profoundly unsuitable site for large scale infrastructure. 
 
GGL offers a means and an incentive for the resource industry to gain a foothold on 
shore. As such it is an enabler of uses and industries incompatible with the values of 
the Ningaloo region.  
 
There is potential for this infrastructure to be an export point for salt and other 
minerals like limestone and potash. It aspires to be a delivery asset for the Subsea 7 
proposal.   
 
In previous submissions I have said that Subsea 7 is a “gateway project”. The advent of 
the Gascoyne Gateway proposal seems to have proven my point in startlingly literal 
terms.   
 
This prospective proposal should be rejected out of hand.  A summary rejection of 
such an inappropriate concept will save the state and the taxpayer a great deal of time 
and money.  It will also spare the Gulf major new direct and cumulative pressures. 
 
 
 
 
 
Cumulative impacts 
 
I note with some interest that none of the 5 questions put to the public during this 
process actually touches upon the issue at hand, which is the likely added and 
cumulative impacts associated with the various known and likely industrial proposals 
seeking to use Exmouth Gulf.  I have every confidence that in accordance with the 
Minister’s directive, the EPA will commission new scientific research into those 
cumulative impacts and have these reports to hand in good time. But I am surprised 
that at no point in this consultation has there been: 
 

• a question seeking the views of users and residents as to whether they 
anticipate added and cumulative impacts 
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• or an opportunity to express a view about the acceptability of new and larger 
pressures on the Gulf  

 
This strikes me as a troubling oversight. 
 
It will be impossible to make a credible argument that any or all of these proposals will 
add no new and larger pressures to the ecosystem.  It’s clear that there will be 
significant cumulative impacts as a result of any, or all of these proposals being 
approved.  The Minister himself makes this explicit in his statement of 28 August and 
he acknowledges the increasing pressure the Gulf is under. 
 
I understand that the calibration of cumulative impacts is beyond the capacity of a 
layperson.  Given the short time available before reporting to the Minister, it’s 
probably even beyond the capacity of a team of scientists to resolve with any 
precision. But having consulted about matters of social value, personal experience, 
personal use, and personal and business reliance on Exmouth Gulf, why does the EPA 
appear to have no interest in the respondents’ views about these new and cumulative 
impacts?  
 
The Minister, the EPA and the citizens of WA are engaged in this process, in large 
part, as a result of the widespread public outcry over the Subsea 7 development and 
the broader prospect of the Gulf being industrialised.  55,000 people have already 
made submissions and the overwhelming majority were against both.  The only 
reasonable assumption I can make about the absence of a question about cumulative 
impacts, and whether or not users believe that more pressure on the Gulf is 
acceptable, is that the answer is already known.  My hope is that this clear public 
response will be given the weight it deserves. The EPA’s focus on social and cultural 
values gives me some hope in this regard. 
 
But given that social focus, it’s regrettable that there is no consultation about the 
cumulative social and cultural pressures at work “in and around Exmouth Gulf”. 
Because these are substantial and corrosive. As a result of its low protection status, the 
Gulf is subject to ongoing speculation by prospective industrial users, and because 
separately and together they promise new and larger environmental impacts, they 
constitute a constant, grinding force, a cumulative social and cultural pressure that 
produces ongoing psychological stress, exhaustion and fear for many residents.  This 
external commercial pressure feels relentless and it is causing social damage. I think 
this should be acknowledged.  The perpetual sense of jeopardy and uncertainty 
around the Gulf as a result of this constant push for industrialisation can only be 
relieved by an unambiguous signal from government. 
 
For those citizens who use Exmouth Gulf, who live by it, rely on it and cherish it, a 
decision to spare the Gulf from more industrial pressures is one that helps secure their 
wellbeing, supports their social values and culture, and honours their sense of local 
pride and stewardship.  
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All the prospective proposals under discussion involve hard, extractive uses of a 
sensitive and significant waterway. They all involve disturbance to sensitive terrestrial 
and coastal environments.  Several involve:  
 

• significant interruption to inland waterways and coastal flows 
• require significant and possibly ongoing dredging 
• lower water quality 
• significant habitat loss, including losses of the Gulf’s remarkable heat resistant 

corals, its productive sediments and filter feeder communities, and its 
resurgent seagrasses that support one of the last stable populations of dugongs 
left on the planet. 
 

Despite assertions to the contrary, all these proposals contribute to larger greenhouse 
gas emissions. Most, if not all, enable and accelerate the release of dangerous carbon 
dioxide and methane that threaten the world’s coral reefs and add to human suffering 
on a global scale.  This widely discussed suite of cumulative impacts are notably 
absent from this consultation.  They are likely to degrade our local marine 
environment and eventually make human settlement on the North West Cape 
unviable.  This is not an outlier view  this is the global scientific consensus. 
 
The Gulf faces a combination of destruction and disturbance on every possible front  
from its southern reaches at Heron Point; to the Gulf approaches and the World 
Heritage Area in the north; from its western and eastern shores; in its inland 
waterways, over its subterranean waterways.  

 
The Gulf’s marine fauna, particularly its signature mammals, several species of which 
are Vulnerable or Endangered, are likely to be subject to cumulative increases in 
acoustic pressure, spatial pressure, and losses of foraging habitat. Highly sensitive 
stygofauna are potentially exposed to disturbance by at least two of these proposals. 
In the midst of a growing extinction crisis, government decisions that expose 
important species to larger and likely cumulative pressure can only be viewed as 
negligent. 
 
Some of these proposals are potentially related to one another. At least two have been 
explicitly linked by proponents in terms of enabling uses. There is the prospect that 
approval of one may have an enabling effect on others.  
 
Separately and together, these industrial proposals bring a chilling effect nature based 
tourism that underpins the local economy and the local culture. They foreclose the 
prospect of eventually reserving the Gulf for the spatial protection that could and 
should be afforded it to secure the Ningaloo region’s notable biodiversity and its 
reputation once and for all.   
 
Approving industrialisation would unleash cumulative environmental impacts, but 
such a decision would also transform this region and this community in ways that 
diminish it socially and culturally. This would foreclose the opportunity to bolster the 
nature based tourism economy with compatible and sustainable forms of 
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diversification like education, research, the arts and entertainment industries and 
renewable energy generation.   
 
The Ningaloo region has established values. These are globally acknowledged as 
exceptional. Exmouth is already distinctive in this region. And it still has the potential 
to become truly exceptional in its own right  nationally and globally. But a decision 
to industrialise any or all of the waterway on its front veranda would rob it of that 
opportunity and consign it to being just another unremarkable Pilbara town. That 
would be a tragedy. 
 
 

 
 
Dugongs, western flats, Exmouth Gulf. Part of the last stable population not in decline. ( ) 
 
 
 
This is a pivotal moment for Exmouth Gulf. My hope is that decisions will be made to 
restore Exmouth Gulf to its own. By that I mean restored to its sister Ningaloo 
ecosystems  the Reef and the Range. But I also hope its cultural identity and social 
value will be confirmed and honoured. This is a Ningaloo identity and a Ningaloo 
social value. Because Exmouth Gulf is not the southern rump of the Pilbara and it 
shouldn’t be treated as such. 
 
 
Australia is a continent that shapes people, even transforms them over time. The 
North West Cape is a microcosm of this transformative power.  This place changes 
people.  I am one of them.  This why I seek to defend its integrity. 
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Thank you for the opportunity to make comment on this matter. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 




