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Executive Summary 
Mineral Resources Limited (MRL) is intending to develop the Ashburton Hub Project (AHP) 
which will involve the expansion of port facilities as part of the Ashburton Infrastructure 
Project (AIP).  The expansion includes the dredging of a new berth pocket with dredge 
material being dumped in an existing approved offshore spoil ground, a modularised jetty 
and wharf to be installed to facilitate offloading services and the establishment of offshore 
anchorages. 
MRL commissioned Cosmos Archaeology Pty Ltd to undertake a desktop assessment of 
non-aboriginal maritime heritage that may be impacted by the proposed works. 
The objective of this desktop assessment is to: 

• Identify known and potential maritime heritage in the study area that may be 
impacted by the AIP development. 

The scope of this desktop assessment is confined to: 

• Seabed impacts arising from the implementation of the proposed works – such as 
piling and dredging as well as the installation and functioning of mooring systems; 

• Maritime heritage which mostly relates to shipwrecks but also includes former 
maritime infrastructure, potential plane wrecks and other archaeological deposits of 
non-Aboriginal origin. 

A review of historical sources, databases and marine geophysical information found that the 
Ashburton/Onslow area has had constant use during the post-contact period with European 
interactions and settlement.  
Several jetties were constructed over the past two centuries, with their longevity dictated by 
seasonal cyclone activity. The jetties facilitated maritime trade. The town of Onslow was also 
moved 18 km northeast from its original position along the Ashburton River.  
There is one known shipwreck within the study area used for this assessment. The identity of 
the wreck, however, is unknown and it has been given the arbitrary title, Ashburton 
Unidentified.  This shipwreck lies c.550 metres northeast of the berth pocket and is unlikely 
to be impacted by the proposed works.  It is also not currently protected under the Western 
Australian Maritime Archaeology Act 1973.  
Other shipwrecks were found to have been wrecked in the nearby area of Onslow and 
Ashburton, however, these fall outside of the study area.  
The review of marine geophysical survey data revealed no targets of potential cultural 
heritage significance.  
In the improbable event of significant maritime heritage being discovered during the 
construction phase, the creation and implementation of an Unexpected Maritime 
Archaeological Finds Protocol to responsibly manage such finds would be prudent. 
Recommendations based on the findings of this desktop assessment are presented in the 
accompanying document titled: Ashburton Infrastructure Project, Technical Memo: Maritime 
Heritage Non-Aboriginal Recommendations.  An Unexpected Maritime Archaeological Finds 
Protocol is appended to the aforementioned Technical Memo. 
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1.0 INTRODUCTION 
Cosmos Archaeology Ltd (CA) was engaged by Mineral Resources Limited (MRL) to 
undertake a non-Aboriginal maritime heritage desktop assessment of the Onslow area.  The 
assessment includes reviewing historical literature, heritage register searches and marine 
geophysical survey data to identify potential maritime heritage, that may be impacted by 
seabed impacts associated with the Ashburton Infrastructure Project (AIP).  
 

1.1 Project background 
MRL is intending to develop the Ashburton Hub Project (AHP) which will involve the 
expansion of port facilities as part of the AIP.  The proposed Port facilities are expected to 
initially support the export 30 million tonnes per annum (Mtpa) over a 10-year period as a 
Direct Shipping Ore (DSO), with future plans to support the export of up to 40 Mtpa over a 
30-40-year period.  Five Offshore anchorages west of Thevenard Island and an existing 
approved Pilbara Ports Authority (PPA) sea dumping location, east of Thevenard Island, will 
help to facilitate port operations. 
 

1.2 Development Proposal 
This desktop assessment addressed elements of the marine development proposal which 
may have an impact on maritime archaeological remains on or under the seabed up to the 
high-water mark (Figure 1). 
The components of the development considered for this assessment, include a: 

- Berth pocket (requiring capital and maintenance dredging) – total dredge volume is 
expected to be 150,220 m3, using a backhoe dredger and hopper barge; 

- The construction of nearshore maritime infrastructure;.   
- The establishment of an anchorage north west of Thevenard Island composed of 5 

mooring systems installed at depths between 30 m to 50 m. 
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Figure 1. General area of development proposal showing the Nearshore infrastructure berth 
pocket (insert) and the designated areas for anchorages and spoil grounds. Image: Mineral 

Resources Limited. 

1.3 The Maritime Archaeological Study Area 
The maritime archaeological study area has been defined by encompassing existing port 
related areas and proposed areas designated for anchorages and development works.  The 
study area follows the shoreline south from Onlsow to existing port facilities, then the 
boundary extends 35 km northwest and 20 km northeast allowing for a 1.5 km buffer 
between existing spoil dump sites and the indicative anchorage area.  The general study 
area is shown in Figure 2. 
The study area defined by CA is larger than the exact footprint of proposed works.  This is 
because positions of some shipwrecks within the area are unknown and could potentially be 
positioned in the wider area.  Historical and archival sources documenting shipwreck 
positions have a margin of error of a few kilometres.  The defined study area allows for this 
historical inaccuracy to be incorporated into this desktop assessment.  
CA has provided a list of known and potential sites within the study area and those close to 
the area’s boundaries. 
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Figure 2. Study area shown in purple with the offshore infrastructure highlighted in blue and 
inshore infrastructure shown in orange and expanded in the insert. Spoil ground C is shown 

in yellow.  Base image: Google Earth. 

 

1.4 Study Objectives 
The objective of this desktop assessment is to: 

• Identify known and potential maritime heritage in the study area that may be 
impacted by the AIP Development. 

 

1.5 Scope of the Study 
The scope of this study covers: 

• Seabed impacts arising from the implementation of the proposed works – such as 
piling, dredging as well as the installation and functioning of mooring systems; 

• Maritime archaeology which mostly relates to shipwrecks but also includes former 
maritime infrastructure, potential plane wrecks and other archaeological deposits of 
Non-Aboriginal origin. 

This study reviewed maritime archaeological sites which are defined as shipwrecks, aircraft, 
dumped materials, maritime infrastructure and associated deposits on or under the seabed 
below the highest astronomical tide.  
This study does not assess any impacts on submerged terrestrial sites, referring to 
Aboriginal sites that became inundated with the last episode of sea-level rise at the end of 
the Pleistocene (commencing from 21,000 years and ending around 8,000 years ago). 
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2.0 METHODOLOGY 
This desktop assessment used various sources to prepare a list of known and potential 
shipwrecks and other maritime archaeological sites that are or may be present within the 
study area.  Research was confined to what is available online, in the consultant’s library and 
to materials supplied by the client.  

2.1 Sources Consulted 
Online sources include databases and websites with searchable databases and digitised 
archives.  The resources consulted are presented in the table below (Table 1). 
 
Table 1. List of Sources Consulted. 

Source Description 

Australasian Underwater 
Cultural Heritage Database 

(AUCHD) 

The Australasian Underwater Cultural Heritage Database, 
maintained by the Commonwealth Department of Agriculture, 
Water and the Environment, is an online database of known 
and potential shipwrecks, aircraft wrecks and other maritime 
heritage sites and objects in Australian and Commonwealth 
waters. 

Australian Government 
Department of Defence and 

Australia Hydrographic Service – 
Sea Dumping in Australia (AHS 

SD) 

This database of sea dumping sites is managed by the 
Australian Government Department of Defence with Information 
supplied by the Australian Hydrographic Service. 
http://www.hydro.gov.au/n2m/dumping/dumping.htm 

Western Australian Maritime 
Archaeology Shipwreck 

Database 

This database maintains information relating to Western 
Australian shipwrecks recorded by the Western Australian 
Museum (http://www.museum.wa.gov.au/maritime-archaeology-
db/wrecks). 

Archival sources and heritage 
reports 

Primary and secondary sources including newspaper articles, 
historic maps, photographs and text books were assessed as 
part of the background research for this report.  This information 
was supplemented with a number of previous reports and data 
kept on file as part of CA’s in-house archival library. 

 

2.2 Australasian Underwater Cultural Heritage Database 
The database is currently controlled by the Department of Agriculture, Water and the 
Environment (DAWE), Australian Government.  The Australasian Underwater Cultural 
Heritage Database (AUCHD) contains historical information about shipwrecks and other 
underwater cultural heritage site types, e.g. aircraft in the Australasian and Southeast Asian 
regions.  The database also includes artefacts related to these sites. 
The AUCHD also serves as a register for protected underwater cultural heritage sites under 
the Underwater Cultural Heritage Act 2018.  The database is based on data sets provided by 
the delegated authorities to the Underwater Cultural Heritage Act 2018.  These authorities 
are the heritage agencies of Australia’s States and Territories that manage underwater 
cultural heritage.  The general public can also contribute through registering as ‘public 
researchers’ to create and edit records online.  
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2.3 Australian Government Department of Defence and Australian 
Hydrographic Service – Sea Dumping in Australia (AHSSD) 
The locations of sea dumped materials provided by the Department of Defence are given by 
the Australian Hydrographic Service. For the purposes of this assessment the positions 
provided for the recorded dumped materials are considered to be approximate locations.  
This is because on occasion those originally dumping the material(s) were not concerned 
with recording their locations or positions accurately and as such all positions provided are 
considered to have some level of inaccuracy. 

2.4 Western Australian Maritime Archaeology Shipwreck 
Database 
The Maritime Archaeology Shipwreck Database is an online searchable database containing 
shipwrecks recorded in Western Australia.  The database currently maintains records and 
details for 1,650 shipwrecks.  

2.5  Archival Sources and Heritage Reports 
A wide range of primary and secondary historical sources were assessed as part of the 
background research for this report.  This includes Cosmos Archaeology’s in-house archival 
library of texts, maps and previous reports.  The majority of online research was conducted 
using Trove1, which is a database of primary sources including historical newspaper articles, 
images and documents.  The Western Australian Museum Shipwreck Database was also 
consulted, alongside the Australasian Underwater Cultural Heritage Database. 

2.6 General Statements on Site Locations 
Several of the sites presented in this study do not have accurate positions.  This is because 
most of the shipwrecks highlighted in this report have not been located or verified, and 
therefore approximate areas have been depicted.  Shipwrecks that have accurate registered 
locations are not always a true representation due to scaling errors from nautical charts, 
GPS error and various compass bearings. 
To address these various factors of accuracy which contribute to the confidence of the 
positions provided, all the shipwreck locations have been given an estimation of accuracy 
presented as a radius in metres (m) from the possible position (Table 2). 
 
Table 2. Standard estimated accuracy radius distances. 

Accuracy Reasoning 

200 m Position derived from sonar survey or obtained by GPS since 2001. 

500 m Site has been inspected by government archaeologists prior to 2001 and not 
visited since.  

4000 m Positions provided by reliable source but are unverified. 

10000 m Positions over 10 nautical miles (nm) offshore provided by unknown source. 

 
The accuracy of the 200 m radius for targets derived from GPS and sonar survey also takes 
into account a wider area that may contain elements distributed from the initial wreck site.  

 
1 Trove is a collaboration between the National Library of Australia and hundreds of Partner organisations around 
Australia. The online search portal is accessed via https://trove.nla.gov.au/  

https://trove.nla.gov.au/
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3.0 LEGISLATION 

3.1 Commonwealth Underwater Cultural Heritage Act 2018 
The Underwater Cultural Heritage Act 2018 (UCHA 2018) provides for the protection of 
Australia’s underwater cultural heritage The objectives of this Act are:  

(a) to provide for the identification, protection, and conservation of Australia’s 
underwater cultural heritage.  

(b) to enable the cooperative implementation of national and international maritime 
heritage responsibilities. 

(c) to promote public awareness, understanding, appreciation and appropriate use of 
Australia’s underwater cultural heritage. 

The UCHA 2018 came into effect on 1 July 2019, replacing the Historic Shipwrecks Act 
1976.  Clause 16 of UCHA 2018 provides certain articles of underwater cultural heritage are 
automatically protected.  This includes the remains of vessels and articles associated with 
the vessel or remains of the vessel that have been in Australian waters for at least 75 years.  
This means that articles removed from the wreck at the time of sinking are not automatically 
protected. 
The new Act also extends automatic protection to the remains of aircraft and certain 
associated articles that have been in Commonwealth waters for at least 75 years. 
It should be noted that the 75-year rolling date protection applies to when a vessel or aircraft 
entered the water, for instance when it was wrecked and sank, and does not relate to its age 
at that time.  Therefore, a 75-year-old vessel that entered the water 10 years ago does not 
qualify for automatic protection at that time but does once it has been in the water for 75 
years.  
The automatic protection outlined in Clause 16 replaces the previous approach under the 
Historic Shipwrecks Act 1976 whereby the Minister could declare all remains of ships to be 
historic and therefore protected under that Act.  
Other articles of underwater cultural heritage can be protected if the Minister is satisfied that 
the articles are significant. Such articles may be in Commonwealth waters, Australian waters 
or in waters beyond Australian waters, depending on the kind of article concerned.  Some 
articles are, or can be, protected even if they have been removed from those waters.  If an 
article is removed from waters after it becomes protected, that protection applies to the 
article regardless of its location.  
The designation of Australian and Commonwealth waters is complex.  These maritime 
boundaries are measured from what is defined as the Territorial Sea Baseline (TSB) (Figure 
3).   
The calculation of the TSB is also complex.  The baseline follows the lowest astronomical 
tide (LAT) along the coast except where the coastline is deeply indented and cut into, or 
where there is a fringe of islands along the coast in its immediate vicinity, or at the entrances 
to rivers and bays.  In these instances straight baselines or closing lines are drawn (Figure 
4).   
Commonwealth waters under the Act extends from the seaward boundary of coastal waters 
(3 nm from the TSB) to the seaward boundary of the Exclusive Economic Zone (200 nm from 
the TSB) and to the edge of the continental shelf and up to the borders of Papua New 
Guinea, Timor - Leste and Indonesia. To re-iterate what has been stated above, within 
Commonwealth waters; 

o Planes wrecked over 75 years ago are automatically protected. 
o Younger plane wrecks, as well as other forms of underwater cultural heritage 

such as submerged terrestrial (Aboriginal) sites can be declared protected by 
the Minister.  
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Figure 3: Maritime zone definitions.2   

 

 
Figure 4 : Maritime features, limits and zones.3   

The definition of ‘Australian Waters’ appears to be peculiar to the UCHA 2018.  This term 
covers the seabed of the continental shelf (from 12 nm to 200 nm from the TSB) and the 
territorial sea (up to 12 nm from the TSB) and any waters on the landward side of the 
territorial sea [that is, landward of the TSB] of Australia that are not within the limits of a 
State.  The seabed landward of the TSB is considered to be internal waters but this does 
mean the same as the limits of the State with respect to the UCHA 2018.4  Note that the Act 
therefore applies to all internal waters of the Northern Territory. 
There is no known border or line available that delineates the limit of a State and the seabed 
landward of the TSB for the purposes of administrating the UCHA 2018.  What constitutes 
the limits of a State when applying the UCHA 2018 has to do with such things as the shape 

 
2 Op. Cit., Geoscience Australia Maritime Boundary Definitions. 
3 Op. Cit., Geoscience Australia Maritime Boundary Definitions. 
4 For more information on maritime boundaries see Geoscience Australia Maritime Boundary Definitions 
https://www.ga.gov.au/scientific-topics/marine/jurisdiction/maritime-boundary-definitions 
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of a bay where the entrance is narrower than the width and depth of the bay and/or the 
distance between the headlands of a bay.  Bodies of water such as Port Phillip, Jervis Bay, 
Botany Bay and Port Jackson (Sydney Harbour) are treated as being within the limits of the 
State.   
The applicability of the UCHA 2018 within shallow bays or bays with large entrances and/or 
bodies of water bounded by offshore islands such as Kangaroo Island, Cockburn Sound or 
Moreton Bay is opaque.  In these situations, the legal status of an underwater cultural 
heritage site located landward of the TSB may need to be determined by legal opinion based 
on the application of formulas dedicated to defining the boundary of the ‘limit of State’ and 
‘Australian waters’.  Because of the cost involved in doing this for the whole of the Australian 
coastline, the Commonwealth assesses the legal status of an underwater cultural heritage 
site landward of the TSB on a case-by-case basis.   
In recent years a number of Historic Bays have been proclaimed as being within the limits of 
the State that would otherwise be considered to be in Australian waters.  These bays are 
Anxious Bay, Encounter Bay, Lacepede Bay and Rivoli Bay in South Australia.  Gulf St 
Vincent and Spencer Gulf have also been proclaimed to be within the limits of the State of 
South Australia. 
To re-iterate what has been stated above, Australian waters for the purposes of the UCHA 
2018 encompasses the seabed from the poorly defined - in places - boundary between the 
limits of the State landward of the TSB to a minimum distance of 200 nm from the TSB; and 
in these waters; 

o Vessels wrecked over 75 years ago are automatically protected. 
o Younger shipwrecks can be declared protected by the Minister. 

Any shipwreck located seaward of the TSB is clearly governed by the UCHA 2018 while the 
status of a wreck landward of the TSB may need to be adjudicated by the Commonwealth. 
Certain conduct is prohibited under the UCHA 2018 for protected sites without a permit 
including:  

• conduct that would or is likely to adversely impact the article  
• possessing the article  
• supplying, or offering to supply, the article  
• importing or exporting the article.  

Further, the Minister can declare an area containing protected underwater cultural heritage to 
be a protected zone if the area is within Australian waters and the declaration would be 
consistent with the objectives of the UCHA 2018.  The declaration may regulate or prohibit 
the kinds of activities that can be carried out in the protected zone. 
The UCHA 2018 is aligned with the UNESCO 2001 Convention on the Protection of the 
Underwater Cultural Heritage and identifies a standard for the assessment and management 
of underwater cultural heritage in Australia. 

The areas where seabed impacts are proposed lay within the coastal (State) waters of 
Western Australia (see Figure 1).  The proposed anchorages are seaward of the TSB 
while the proposed nearshore infrastructure and associated dredging is landward of the 
TSB.  This means: 

- The UCHA 2018 applies only to shipwrecks. 

- Any shipwrecks over 75 years old present within the anchorages are automatically 
protected while younger wrecks can be protected by the Minister if deemed to be of 
sufficient cultural heritage significance. 

- The status of any shipwrecks within the dredging nearshore construction footprint 
may need to be adjudicated by the Commonwealth. 
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3.2 Western Australian Maritime Archaeology Act 1973 
The Maritime Archaeology Act 1973 protects an historic ship, meaning any ship, that was 
wrecked, abandoned, lost or stranded, on or off the coast of Western Australia prior to the 
year 1900 (Section 3).  This Act applies to the seabed up to the seaward limits of coastal 
waters which is are 3 nm from the TSB. 
Section 4 defines maritime archaeological sites as: 

a) Any area in which the remains of a ship, which in the opinion of the Director may 
have been a historic ship, are known to be located; 

b) Any area in which any relic is known to be located, or where in the opinion of the 
Director unrecovered relics associated with a ship which may have been a historic 
ship are likely to be located; and, 

c) Any structure, campsite, fortification or other location of historic interest that, in the 
opinion of the Director, is associated with, and was occupied or used by, persons 
presumed to have been in a historic ship. 

Section 4(2) also defines a maritime archaeological site “may be situated below low water 
mark, on or between the tide marks, or on land, or partly in one place and partly in another.” 
Section 6 of this Act declares that “the property in and right to possession of all historic ships 
and maritime archaeological sites is vested in the Museum on behalf of the crown”, the 
‘Museum’ being the Western Australian Museum (WAM). Section 8 of the Maritime 
Archaeology Act 1973 states that a person commits an offence if they: 

a) Without the consent of the Trustees, in any way alters, removes, destroys, damages 
or in any way deals with, or assumes the possession, custody or control of, any 
maritime archaeological site, ship, relic or thing vested in the Museum on behalf of 
the Crown pursuant to this Act; or 

b) Having the consent of the Trustees to do any of the things mentioned in paragraph 
(a), is in breach of any condition to which the giving of the consent was subject; or 

c) Impedes or hinders, or endeavours in any way to impede or hinder, any member of 
the staff or employee of the Museum or any person acting with the authority of the 
Trustees who is inspecting, recovering or otherwise dealing with any such site, ship, 
relic, or thing. 

The penalty is $2,000 or imprisonment for 12 months or both.  It is also an offence to find a 
ship that was, or appears likely to have been, lost before the year 1900 and fail to give notice 
to the Director as soon as practical; the penalty being $500.  The penalty for finding, taking 
or recovering any relic without giving notice to the Director is $100 (Section 17). 

The areas where seabed impacts are proposed lay within the coastal (State) waters of 
Western Australia (see Figure 1).  Therefore: 

- Any vessels wrecked before 1900 within the footprints of the proposed works are 
automatically protected. 
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4.0 KNOWN AND POTENTIAL MARITIME ARCHAEOLOGY 

4.1 Maritime and European History 
As part of the desktop review assessing the potential impact to marine heritage within the 
study area, archival research was undertaken using primary and secondary sources.  The 
following section provides a brief maritime and European history of the Western Australian 
coastline, followed by a detailed analysis of the Onslow area with particular reference made 
to the study area. 

4.1.1 European Exploration and Development of Western Australia – 1616 to 
Early 1800s 
In 1616, Dutch Skipper Dirk Hartog and Gillis Miebais accidentally discovered the west coast 
of Australia while sailing onoard the Eendracht (Unity) on a trade mission to Indonesia. 
This new route to Southeast Asia would prove popular with European traders, resulting in 
many unexpected landfalls and wrecking events along the Western Australian coast, 
particularly by the Dutch.  
The western area of Australia was, at first, deemed unsuitable for colonisation by early 
explorers due to a lack of water and fertile soil, and it wasn’t until 1826 that an outpost was 
established at King George Sound, on the southern coast of WA.  Areas in the northwest of 
WA became a premier wool-producing region, after being settled by sheep-owners in 1863.5  
This area stretched from midway between Port Hedland and Broome, southwards to the 
Murchison River north of Geraldton.  The main port for this area was Port Walcott or 
Cossack, with Port Hedland, Onslow and Carnarvon also becoming significant outlets for 
cargoes of wool.6   
 

4.1.4 History of Onslow 
The original site for the town of Onslow, gazetted in 1885, was at the mouth of the Ashburton 
River (Figure 5).  The establishment of a port town was welcomed by local pastoralists who 
were eager to start exporting the region’s main commodity, wool.  The settlement was 
named after the Chief Magistrate of Western Australia, Sir Alexander Campbell Onslow. 7  
The town serviced the surrounding pastoral industry which had begun in the area around 
1880, with one of the first recorded stations established along the Ashburton River in 1882, 
called Minderoo.8 
Alongside the burgeoning pastoral enterprises and goldfields, pearling was fast becoming 
another lucrative industry for the Onslow area.  After pearls were discovered in the Exmouth 
Gulf, a fleet of pearling luggers was based at the Onslow port and remained until World War 
II.  As the war progressed, the luggers were either commandeered or destroyed.9 
 

 
5 Bach, J., 1976 A Maritime History of Australia. Pan Books, Sydney and London p. 238. 
6 Op. Cit., Bach, J., 1976 A Maritime History of Australia p. 238. 
7 Heritage Council of Western Australia, 2017 ‘Old Onslow Townsite’ Heritage Listing. Available at 
http://inherit.stateheritage.wa.gov.au/Public/Inventory/PrintSingleRecord/7fde23f7-94c6-40fa-968b-47bf5bc0a85d 
Accessed 16th August 2021. 
8 Shire of Ashburton, 2021 ‘Onslow History’, Available at 
https://www.ashburton.wa.gov.au/tour/onslow/history.aspx Accessed 18th August 2021. 
9 Op. Cit., Shire of Ashburton, 2021 ‘Onslow History’. 

http://inherit.stateheritage.wa.gov.au/Public/Inventory/PrintSingleRecord/7fde23f7-94c6-40fa-968b-47bf5bc0a85d
https://www.ashburton.wa.gov.au/tour/onslow/history.aspx
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Figure 5: Map showing location of old Onslow townsite in relation to the current Onslow 
township. Base image: Google Maps. 

 

Figure 6: Men unloading bags of pearl shell onto the beach at Onslow, ca. 
1934.10 

 

The original Onslow township comprised 116 lots, with 10 located adjacent to the Ashburton 
River and the remaining blocks grouped together a short distance inland (Figure 7).11  A river 
port was also constructed, however this infrastructure proved problematic due to the sheer 
volume of water flowing down the Ashburton River during the wet season and cyclone 

 
10 Walker, E., 1934 Men unloading bags of pearl shell onto the beach, Onslow Available at 
https://trove.nla.gov.au/work/237388606 Accessed 18th August 2021. 
11 Op. Cit., Heritage Council of Western Australia, 2017 ‘Old Onslow Townsite’ Heritage Listing. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/work/237388606
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events.  The bar across the river mouth was also hazardous and it was not long before the 
local community decided to investigate alternative port options. 
 

 

Figure 7: An 1891 survey map of the original township of Onslow, depicting ten 
allotments next to the Ashburton River and further allotments inland. The river port is not 
shown, however there is a landing marked on the map, which was likely the site of the original 
river jetty.12  

 

4.1.5 Onslow Jetty 
To solve the river issues, an 841-metre-long sea jetty was constructed in 1896, not far from 
the mouth of the Ashburton River.  Unfortunately, the new jetty was short-lived.  On 
December 27th 1897, a severe cyclone battered the town and destroyed the wharf structure.  
A newspaper report states that wild winds caused the jetty to completely collapse, leaving 
decking and other materials strewn along the beach for miles.  The damage bill for the jetty 
alone was estimated at £5,000.13  Despite the disaster, the sea jetty would be reconstructed 
again in the same area, with the next jetty built in 1899 just slightly further east.14  
By 1912, the Onslow port was home to approximately 20 pearling luggers and also played a 
key role in the region’s exports, which included wool, lead, copper, pearl shell and kangaroo 
skins.  The pier at this time was 340 m long with a two-ton crane, situated 1.5 miles eastward 
of the Ashburton River mouth.  The structure was connected to the Onslow township by a 
light tramway.15 
However, serious silting of the Ashburton River continued to hinder operations at the jetty.  
The decision was eventually made to move the port facilities 18 km eastward to Beadon 
Point.  For logistical reasons, the township of Onslow was also relocated to Beadon Point, 

 
12 Department of Lands and Surveys (WA), 1891, Onslow, available at https://trove.nla.gov.au/work/159335917 
accessed 14th August 2021. 
13 Anon. 1897 'CYCLONE IN THE NORTH.', The Inquirer and Commercial News, 31 December, p. 1, available at 
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article66700827 accessed 14th August 2021. 
14 Op. Cit. Heritage Council of Western Australia, 2017 ‘Old Onslow Townsite’ Heritage Listing. 
15 Cumming, D.A., Garratt, D., McCarthy, M., Wolfe, A. 1995 Port Related Structures on the Coast of Western 
Australia, Department of Maritime Archaeology, Western Australian Maritime Museum, Report number 98, p. 42. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/work/159335917
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article66700827
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however there was much controversy surrounding the name of the new community and 
where its exact location would be.  Eventually, it was decided that Onslow would retain its 
original title.16 
 

 

 

Figure 8: Excerpt from Army Survey Corps map dated 1942 
showing the original jetty connected to the former Onslow 
township site. The new Onslow township and jetty shown to the 
northeast.17 

Work on the new jetty for the township at Beadon Point commenced in 1923.  The reinforced 
concrete jetty was officially opened in 1925, measuring 2,162 feet (659 m) in length with a 
Tee-head 300 feet (91 m) long (Figure 9).  However, Onslow’s location in one of Australia’s 
most cyclone-prone areas would continue to hinder its maritime infrastructure.  The new jetty 
was badly damaged during a cyclone in 1934 and the outer end was rebuilt in timber to give 
a total length of 2,993 feet (912 m) in 1935.18  It was again damaged by cyclonic activity in 
1953 and 240 piles had to be replaced, with another cyclone in 1958 damaging 73 piles, the 
foreshore and the abutment of the jetty.  In 1961 another cyclone destroyed over 300 m of 
the jetty, with yet another cyclone following in 1963 with wind gusts of 231 km/h.19  At this 
point, the jetty was abandoned, and ships were loaded or unloaded by lighters while they 
anchored offshore.  An alternative landing was constructed in Beadon Creek in 1972, 
resulting in the original jetty falling into disrepair.  In 1982, the Beadon Point jetty was 
destroyed in an Army explosives training exercise.20 
 

 
16 Op. Cit. Heritage Council of Western Australia, 2017 ‘Old Onslow Townsite’ Heritage Listing. 
17 Australian Army Survey Corps 1942,Onslow, Western Australia available at http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-
233278050 Accessed 16th August 2021. 
18 Op. Cit., Cumming, D.A., Garratt, D., McCarthy, M., Wolfe, A. 1995 Port Related Structures on the Coast of 
Western Australia, p. 43. 
19 Op. Cit., Bureau of Meteorology 2014; Op. Cit., Cumming, D.A., Garratt, D., McCarthy, M., Wolfe, A. 1995. 
20 Op. Cit., Shire of Ashburton, 2021 ‘Onslow History’. 

http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-233278050
http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-233278050
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Figure 9: New Onslow Jetty at Beadon Point in 1925 with the M.S. Kangaroo alongside.21 

4.1.6 Wartime Activity 
The township of Onslow played an active role in the WWII defence of Australia, and would 
also be targeted by the Japanese during their bombing campaigns in the country’s north.  
Onslow was the most southern town to be attacked by the Japanese, although this consisted 
of a single bomber dropping eight bombs on a tidal flat that was mistaken to be an airfield, 
resulting in no casualties.22  The port was also used for supplying fuel to naval and other 
ships during WWII.23  

Figure 10: Onslow Jetty during WWII, 1943.24 

 
21 Sloan, A. 1925 ‘New jetty at Beadon’ Available at https://trove.nla.gov.au/work/212725045 Accessed 18th 
October 2021. 
22 Anon. 1943 'JAPANESE PLANES DROP BOMBS NEAR ONSLOW', Newcastle Morning Herald and Miners' 
Advocate, 20 September, p. 2. Available at http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article133427298 Accessed 18th August 
2021. 
23 Cumming, D.A., Garratt, D., McCarthy, M., Wolfe, A. 1995 Port Related Structures on the Coast of Western 
Australia, Department of Maritime Archaeology, Western Australian Maritime Museum, Report number 98, p. 43. 
24 Australian War Memorial, 1943 ‘Onslow, Western Australia. 1943-05-07. The Jetty at Onslow’ Available at 
https://trove.nla.gov.au/work/229177137 Accessed 18th August 2021. 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/work/212725045
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article133427298
https://trove.nla.gov.au/work/229177137
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From 1952 until 1956, Onslow became the headquarters for highly secretive nuclear 
weapons testing undertaken by the British Government on the nearby Montebello Islands.  
The 25-kilton nuclear fission bomb caused a creator in the ocean floor more than 6 m deep 
and 300 m wide.  The purpose of Operation Hurricane was to better understand how food 
products and defensive structures are affected by nuclear explosions and radioactive fallout.  
A 1985 Royal Commission into the tests found that the area was an unsafe and 
inappropriate location for such research.25 

4.1.7 Summary of Cultural Activities 
From the review of the known history of the Onslow area, the following activities can be 
identified: 

• Exploratory activities in the late 17th and early 18th centuries by European nations, 
particularly the Dutch; 

• Colonisation and development of Onslow and surrounding areas; 

• Interstate shipping for the transport of passengers and cargoes to support the 
pastoral and pearling industries; and, 

• WWII infrastructure used to supply fuel to ships. 

4.1.8 Predicted Types of Maritime Archaeological Remains 
The background research indicates the following site types can be expected to be found 
either in or near the study area: 

• Maritime infrastructure, ephemeral and undocumented; 

• Shipwrecks; 

• Wreckage from cyclonic activity, including debris associated with the nearby Onslow 
jetty; and, 

• Materials associated with WWII and post-WWII operations. 

4.2 Known Shipwrecks 
As this assessment focuses on shipwrecks, the extent and frequency of wrecked vessels is 
described here.  
Adverse weather is a primary reason for the loss of vessels in the Onslow area.  In heavy 
seas, vessels may founder, especially if they are poorly maintained or small in size.  In most 
cases, however, vessels are wrecked because they have lost steerage and collided with 
something or a navigational hazard, such as land or a submerged reef.  
Onlsow is a cyclone-prone area, as demonstrated in the historic record, which has likely led 
to many wrecking incidents and the partial or total destruction of vessels and maritime 
infrastructure.  This is evident with the Onslow Jetty experiencing several damaging cyclones 
and undergoing repairs and rebuilding.  Not only do cyclones indicate a higher likelihood for 
wrecking events but also a higher number of vessels with unknown wreck locations.  This is 
because the majority of vessels would have been unattended during the cyclonic event and 
hence there is a lack of information and documentation.  
The likelihood of vessels sinking further out to sea becomes increasingly unlikely.  Despite 
this, the loss of a vessel by mishap such as a fire or unseaworthiness can occur anywhere, 
especially with frequent cyclonic events.  

 
25 National Archives of Australia, 2010 ‘First British Atomic Bomb Test on Montebello Islands’ Available at 
https://www.naa.gov.au/learn/learning-resources/learning-resource-themes/war/defence-equipment-and-
weapons/first-british-atomic-bomb-test-montebello-islands-documentary Accessed 18th August 2021. 

https://www.naa.gov.au/learn/learning-resources/learning-resource-themes/war/defence-equipment-and-weapons/first-british-atomic-bomb-test-montebello-islands-documentary
https://www.naa.gov.au/learn/learning-resources/learning-resource-themes/war/defence-equipment-and-weapons/first-british-atomic-bomb-test-montebello-islands-documentary
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This study has determined one shipwreck to be located within the study area and five 
shipwrecks close to the study area with unknown locations (Table 3 and Table 4) (Figure 11 
and Figure 12). 

4.3 Located Shipwreck Sites in Study Area 
There is one known shipwreck located within the study area.  Labelled as Ashburton 
Unidentified, this shipwreck dates from the 1970s and is interpreted to be a modern fishing 
trawler.  The shipwreck site is located directly east of the existing Ashburton port facility. 
 
Table 3. Known shipwrecks located in the study area with a known location. 

Name Year 
lost Tonnage Length Construction Where lost Notes 

Ashburton 
(unidentified) 

Very 
likely 

> 

1970 

Unknown 
39 ft  

(12 m) 
Steel 

Lost in 2.63 m of water 
near existing Port 
facilities south of 
Onslow. Located 
approx. 550 m NE of 
the proposed AIP 
nearshore 
infrastructure. 

Reported by 
RAN 
Hydrographic/
Pilbara Ports 
25 May 2017. 
Appears to be 
post-1970s 
steel vessel. 

 

4.4 Potential Shipwrecks near the Study Area 
There are 1,673 shipwrecks known to have been wrecked off the WA coastline.  Over half of 
these wrecks do not have a known position and there may be other vessels with an unknown 
location.  There is also the remote possibility that an unrecorded wreck may also be present.  
Although there are known shipwrecks in the vicinity of the study area, there may be 
additional shipwrecks that have not been previously located or recorded. 
Potential maritime archaeological sites near the study area include five shipwrecks: 

• Sea Ripple 

• Airlie 

• Cossack 

• Rose 

• Beadon Creek Unidentified 
 
Table 4. Known shipwrecks wrecked near the study area with an unknown wrecking location. 

Name Year lost 
Tonnage  

(Gross) 

Length Construction Where 
lost 

Notes 

Airlie 1889 237 
114.8 ft 
(34.99 

m) 
Wood Ashburton 

River 

Burnt – caused by 
spontaneous 
combustion of coal. 

Cossack 1889 Unknown Unknown Wood Ashburton 
River (?) 

Foundered/Broken 
up. 

Sea Ripple 1893 187 
134 ft 
(41.10 

m) 
Unknown Onslow 

Blown ashore and 
became a total 
wreck. 
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Name Year lost 
Tonnage  

(Gross) 

Length Construction Where 
lost 

Notes 

Rose 1908 14.17 
48.54 ft 
(14.79 

m) 
Wood Ashburton 

Wrecked in cyclone 
off Broome. 

Beadon 
Creek 

Unidentified 
Unknown Unknown Unknown Wood 

Beadon 
Creek, 
Onslow 

Flattened remains of 
a wooden wreck with 
keel and bolts. 
Apparently caught 
fire in the 1980s-
1990s.  

 

 

Figure 11. Located and unlocated shipwrecks shown in relation to the study area. Unlocated 
shipwrecks are encircled indicating that they are likely located within the circle. Base image: Google 

Earth. 
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Figure 12. Ashburton Unidentified shipwreck in relation to existing Ashburton port facilities. 

Green ring indicates a 200 m radius within which it is located. Base Image: Google Earth. 

Sea Ripple 

Sea Ripple was a 187-ton hulk which was used as a lightship in Carnarvon and Cossack, 
providing navigational aid.  It was subsequently sold to J. Clark of Onslow and was towed by 
the SS Albany from Cossack to Onslow in August 1892.26  Less than a year later it would be 
destroyed during a violent 24-hr storm which battered the northwest.  On 25 February 1893, 
Sea Ripple was blown ashore at Onslow and became a total wreck.  The same storm also 
blew a number of cutters ashore in the river.27 
Ashburton Unidentified 
This vessel was first reported by RAN Hydrographic/Pilbara Ports on May 25th 2017.  The 
wreck is located in 2.64 m of water and is believed to be a modern steel vessel, post 1970s.  
The unidentified vessel appears to be a harbour workboat or small trawler, as revealed in a 
multibeam sonar scan.  This wreck is not protected under Commonwealth legislation.28 
Beadon Creek Unidentified 
The remains of an unidentified wooden wreck are situated in Beadon Creek and is known to 
locals as the ‘turtle boat’.  The wreck site contains a keel approximately 24 cm wide and a 
selection of bolts.29  Sometime in the 1980s-90s, the unknown wreck was burnt due to 
vandalism.  According to the Western Australian Shipwreck Database, the wreck could be 
the remains of Will Succeed or Viking.  The ship, Will Succeed, was a sailing lighter lost at 

 
26 Western Australian Museum Shipwreck Database, 2013 ‘Sea Ripple (1893/02/25) Onslow’ Available at 
http://museum.wa.gov.au/maritime-archaeology-db/wrecks/id-472 Accessed 23rd August 2021. 
27 Anon. 1893 'The Storm at the Nor’-West.', The West Australian, 28 February, p. 6., Available at 
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article3045734 Accessed 23rd August 2021. 
28 Western Australian Museum Shipwreck Database, 2013 ‘Ashburton Unidentified’ Available at 
http://museum.wa.gov.au/maritime-archaeology-db/content/ashburton-unidentified Accessed 23rd August 2021. 
29 Western Australian Museum Shipwreck Database, 2013 ‘Beadon Creek Unid, Beadon Creek, Onslow’ 
Available at http://museum.wa.gov.au/maritime-archaeology-db/content/beadon-creek-unid Accessed 23rd 
August 2021. 

http://museum.wa.gov.au/maritime-archaeology-db/wrecks/id-472
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article3045734
http://museum.wa.gov.au/maritime-archaeology-db/content/ashburton-unidentified
http://museum.wa.gov.au/maritime-archaeology-db/content/beadon-creek-unid
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Onslow in 1900, while Viking was wrecked by fire in Beadon Creek on 13th September 1969.  
Both vessels have not been found.  
Airlie 

The ship Airlie was a 3-masted, 237-ton schooner built in 1876 in Dundee, Scotland.  The 
vessel was owned by J.M. Ferguson and was registered to Fremantle Port.30  Airlie was 
undertaking a journey from Maurau, Borneo to Fremantle with a cargo of coal when a fire 
broke out around 4th January 1889.  The crew spent days trying to bring the blaze under 
control.31  A telegram from Captain Knight on the 16th stated the cargo of coal was on fire, all 
hatches were blown off by the gas and that the hold was full of smoke.  The captain decided 
that unless the coal could be extinguished, he would be forced to run the vessel aground and 
scuttle it.  A later telegram stated that Airlie had burnt to the water’s edge and was lying in 10 
ft at low water, stranded at the Ashburton River.32  Research suggests that it is unlikely that 
the wreck of Airlie is located within the study area. 
Cossack 

Little is known about Cossack, other than it may have been wrecked in or around the 
Ashburton River.  It is believed the vessel broke up and sank on 28th February 1889, 
claiming two lives. It was likely a lugger as its cargo was pearl shell.33  While it has been 
recorded that the vessel may have been wrecked in the Ashburton River, the coordinates 
designated to the wreck on the Australasian Underwater Cultural Heritage Database suggest 
Cossack was lost further northwest of the river, and well outside of the study area. 
Rose 

Rose was a pearling lugger built by C. Walker in 1890 in Fremantle, Western Australia and 
was registered to the port of Fremantle.  According to the Western Australian Museum 
Shipwreck database, the vessel was lost off the coastline of the Ashburton area during a 
severe cyclone which hit Broome on 27th April 1908.34  A newspaper report from the time 
called the weather event “the most appalling sea-disaster in Australian pearling history” with 
the whole of the Broome pearling fleet caught unaware, resulting in a death toll of nearly 300 
people.35  Considering Broome is more than 800 km northeast of Onslow, it is possible that 
Rose actually sank closer to Broome, or was possibly wrecked during a serious cyclone that 
devastated Onslow on 5-6th April 1909.  Four luggers with all 24 of their crew were lost in 
this disaster.36  The wreck has not been found.  
 
 

 
30 Western Australian Museum Shipwreck Database, 2013 ‘Airlie (1889/01/04) Ashburton River’ Available at 
http://museum.wa.gov.au/maritime-archaeology-db/wrecks/id-1499 Accessed 19th August 2021. 
31 Dickson, R. 1996 Ships Registered in Western Australia from 1856 to 1969. Their Details, Their Owners and 
Their Fate. Unpublished Report. 
32 Anon. 1889 'The Schooner Airlie on Fire', The Inquirer and Commercial News, 16 January, p. 5., Available at 
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article66091627 Accessed 19th August 2021. 
33 Western Australian Museum Shipwreck Database, 2012 ‘Cossack (1889/02/28)’ Available at 
http://museum.wa.gov.au/maritime-archaeology-db/wrecks/id-71 Accessed 23rd August 2021. 
34 Western Australian Museum Shipwreck Database, 2012 ‘Rose (1908/04/27) Ashburton’ Available at 
http://museum.wa.gov.au/maritime-archaeology-db/wrecks/id-417 Accessed 19th August 2021. 
35 Anon. 1934 'Cyclone Ravages', The Central Queensland Herald, 26 April, p. 54., Available at 
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article70317280 Accessed 19th August 2021. 
36 Australian Government Bureau of Meteorology, 2019 ‘Tropical Cyclones Affecting Onslow’ Available at 
https://web.archive.org/web/20190401165135/http://www.bom.gov.au/cyclone/history/wa/onslow.shtml Accessed 
19th August 2021. 

http://museum.wa.gov.au/maritime-archaeology-db/wrecks/id-1499
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article66091627
http://museum.wa.gov.au/maritime-archaeology-db/wrecks/id-71
http://museum.wa.gov.au/maritime-archaeology-db/wrecks/id-417
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article70317280
https://web.archive.org/web/20190401165135/http:/www.bom.gov.au/cyclone/history/wa/onslow.shtml
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4.5 Dumped materials 
A search of the Sea Dumping Database showed no dumping sites within the study area. Illicit 
dumping, however, could potentially be located within the study area, as such activity would 
not have been recorded on the register (Figure 13). 
 

 
Figure 13. Dump sites (1 and 2 ammunition and 3 boat dump) close to the study area and 

other maritime archaeological sites. Base Image: Google Earth. 

 

4.5 Other Potential Maritime Archaeological Sites 
It is possible that debris associated with the 1897 cyclonic destruction of the Onslow jetty 
could be present in the area. Other forms of undocumented maritime infrastructure such as 
short lives jetties, ramps and navigation aids, primarily associated with WWII could also be 
present, although this is considered to be very unlikely. Other evidence related to war activity 
such as UXO could be present within the study area but very unlikely to be situated where 
seabed impacts are proposed. 
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5.0 Predicted Condition of Maritime Archaeological Sites 

5.1 Introduction 
The condition of any submerged maritime archaeological resource is affected by 
environmental and cultural factors.  
Specific to the study area, the following factors are determined to have the greatest impact 
on site formation processes: 

• Cyclone/major weather events; 

• Soft marine sediments; 

• Mechanical damage caused by waves; 

• Salvage; 

• Anchoring; and, 

• Chemical and biological degradation. 
 

5.2 Site Environment 
The seabed within the study area comprises a mixture of sand, coral and mud with a mostly 
‘soft’ shoreline that is subjected to a moderate tide range and cyclonic conditions. 
 

5.3 Shipwrecks 
The initial wrecking event is the first factor that influences the site formation processes.  
Depending on the reasons or forces causing the wrecking event, the vessel may be mostly 
complete or extensively broken up.  A vessel rarely falls or sinks as a result of little to no 
damage.  If a vessel ran aground, the impact could cause partial damage and the vessel 
could sink with various levels of damage.  In this scenario, a vessel could also sink in large 
pieces, depending on the damage, or remain stuck where it ran aground until such a time 
where the hull structure was broken up either by environmental or cultural processes.  
Another event is a fire which, depending on the extent of the fire, can cause considerable 
damage and breaking up of the vessel.  Explosions caused by fires can also send ship 
material some distance from the vessel before the damaged hull sinks to the seafloor.  It is 
reasonable to assume that a large majority of shipwrecks off the WA coast are a result of 
running aground and are also a result of storm events as is historically prevalent in the 
Onslow area. 
With regards to vessels which sink and rest on a sandy/mud and/or coralline seabed, the 
archaeological site will usually be formed in the following manner: 

• Vessel comes to rest on the seabed.  
• The wreck will settle into the seabed up to a certain depth, dependent on the 

resistance of the sediments and the weight of the vessel.  It is a general rule, 
especially with iron hulled vessels, that wrecks sink into softer sediments up to their 
waterline.  

• Parts of the vessel which protrude above the water may be salvaged for re-use.  Non-
perishable, accessible, and high value parts of the vessel situated underwater may 
also be removed.  It is a general rule that the deeper the water in which a vessel 
sinks and the more remote the location, the less likelihood of it being salvaged at the 
time of loss.  Rapidly changing technology in recent times, however, has allowed 
salvage at greater depths.  



Ashburton Infrastructure Project; Maritime Heritage : Non-Aboriginal - Desktop Assessment  Rev 1 

 
Cosmos Archaeology Pty Ltd 27 

 

• Biological processes will commence immediately on a timber wreck, attacking the 
exposed timbers and other organic elements of the wreck.  This will lead to a 
weakening of the hull’s integrity and eventually organic elements above the seabed 
will disappear.  

• If it is in shallow water, wind generated waves would act upon the broader surfaces of 
a wreck thereby breaking down exposed components into sections.  These sections 
will orientate themselves to prove the least resistance to the direction from which the 
waves are more commonly generated.  

• Large waves will raise sediments into suspension, thereby resulting in cultural 
objects, including the hull of the wreck, sinking further into the marine sediments.  
The older the wreck the deeper it would be buried, unless a hard-alluvial substrate is 
present close to the surface of the seabed against which the wreck will rest.  

• Cultural behaviour will have the effect of scrambling wreck sites and masking their 
presence.  Dragging anchors, seafood-industry dredgers and trawling will spread 
wreck material and may also result in the ‘ploughing up’ of buried cultural material.  

• Salvaging will have a destructive effect on the hull and organic elements that have 
survived below the seabed, as well as by removing artefacts and creating a scatter of 
remaining material around the wreck site.  

 
Assessing the condition or, more precisely, the structural integrity of the shipwreck is of 
relevance because this can provide an indication of the nature and scale of the obstacle that 
could affect seabed dredging and infrastructure development.  Several factors influence the 
condition of shipwrecks, the primary ones being the materials used in the construction of the 
vessel, the bottom type upon which the shipwreck rests on, the depth of the wreck and its 
age. 
With regards to detecting shipwreck sites, the two most common remote sensing techniques 
that could be applied to the Onslow area would be magnetometer and side scan sonar 
surveys.  The side scan sonar would be more useful in detecting high profile shipwreck sites 
while the magnetometer is best for detecting ferrous materials, which may be partially or fully 
buried below the seafloor.  
In general, shipwrecks are likely to be better preserved if located in deeper water and 
wrecked closer to its date of construction.  Also, a shipwreck that lies on a sandy bottom 
would be better preserved than if it was resting on a rocky bottom.  When taking these 
factors into account, the method and type of vessel construction is the most important 
variable for assessing the condition of the site.  
Iron/Steel Hulled Wrecks 

If resting on a sandy bottom it could be expected that the hull integrity of the wreck would be 
relatively well intact.  The hull along midships may have collapsed but the stern and bow 
sections may still be upright or heeled to one side.  The engine components, if any, would be 
largely intact and in situ.  Such vessels on a rocky bottom would be relatively disarticulated, 
though the components of the vessel would still be present.  Iron/steel wrecks on either 
bottom type can be detected using a magnetometer.  Locating such a wreck site on a rocky 
bottom with a side scan sonar would be difficult but the opposite is true for such wrecks on a 
sandy seabed. 
Wooden Hulled Wrecks with Engines 

In most cases the hulls of such wrecks would have disappeared.  In situations, however, 
where the wreck rests on a sandy bottom, sections of the hull may have been preserved 
under the sand.  The engine components of such wrecks would be visible.  A magnetometer 
can detect such wrecks on either bottom type.  Such wrecks on a rocky bottom would be 
difficult to detect with a side scan sonar but the opposite is true with such wrecks on a sandy 
seabed. 
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Large Tonnage (> 100 ton) Wooden Hulled Wrecks (Sail) 

In most cases the hulls of such wrecks would have disappeared.  In situations, however, 
where the wreck rests on a sandy bottom, significant sections of the hull may have been 
preserved under the sand.  There would be enough ferrous material present, such as 
anchors, chain and winches, for such wreck sites to be detected using a magnetometer.  The 
identification of such wrecks site using side scan sonar would be difficult as it could appear 
as scattered dumped debris, unless the cargo the vessel was carrying was non-perishable, 
in which case a linear mound may be visible. 
Small Tonnage (< 100 ton) Wooden Hulled Wrecks (Sail) 

The same as for large tonnage vessels except that the size of the target and the amount of 
ferrous material present would be considerably less.  It would be difficult to detect using a 
magnetometer and may be mistaken for dumped material debris from side scan sonar 
imaging. 
 

5.4 Wreckage from Cyclonic Activity 
The material composition, size and quantity of wreckage from cyclonic activity cannot be 
predicted.  It can, however, be assumed that these remains would likely be 
isolated/disarticulated finds as part of a scatter of wreckage.  It is likely that smaller items 
would be carried by the wind during a cyclone event, with larger items, such as building 
materials, being lifted and deposited in the study area. 
 

5.5 Dumping and/or Localised Discards from WWII and post-WWII 
Operations 
There are no known twentieth-century dumps within the study area, but there may be smaller 
discards that were not historically recorded.  These discards may reflect the types of 
discards that occurred in larger military areas, such as Darwin.  Specific to Onslow, however, 
there is not likely to be a great amount.  These items may include spare parts and broken 
equipment of a variety of sizes and compositions.  If there are any discards within the study 
area, they are likely to be isolated finds, or disarticulated machinery as part of a larger 
scatter. 
 

5.6 General Loss and Discard 
Losses and discards may include personal items, fishing equipment, ship equipment, 
anchors, mooring gear, pearling equipment and other miscellaneous items.  If lost accidently, 
these items may have been in use and were functional at the time of the incident.  However, 
if the items were discarded, they are likely to be damaged or broken.  These items may be 
ferrous or metallic in composition but may also be organic materials, polypropylenes, 
ceramic and glass.  They are mostly single, isolated objects but can occur in scatters created 
in one event or over multiple events.  It can be expected that higher concentrations of 
materials would be closer to shore. 
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5.7 Unexploded Ordnance 
Historical research conducted for this study found a Japanese aircraft bombed a tidal flat 
mistaking it for an airfield during WWII in the Onslow area.  While it is unlikely these bombs 
were dropped in the immediate vicinity of the proposed works, their exact positions cannot 
be determined.  Therefore, a description of Unexploded Ordnances (UXO) in marine 
environments is described here.  
Unexploded ordnance (UXO) coming to rest on sandy environments can become quickly 
buried and retain their integrity for much longer than if resting on rocky topography in a high 
energy environment.  If there is sandy sediment in the study area, it is likely that any UXO 
will be slightly or completely buried and retain most of their original elements.  UXO will likely 
appear as low relief and highly reflective isolated objects rather than as a scatter.  
Historically, UXOs were manufactured from ferrous metal and this assists in their detection 
with a magnetometer and a gradiometer (two magnetometers towed at a fixed distance from 
each other).  These survey units can also indicate their size and depth buried in the seafloor 
sediments.  
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6.0 REVIEW OF GEOPHYSICAL SURVEY DATA 

6.1 Data Provided 
Multibeam echosounder (MBES) and sidescan sonar (SSS) data obtained by O2 Metocean 
for MRL, was examined for potential maritime archaeological seafloor deposits.37   
The multibeam data examined for potential cultural seafloor targets was collected in April 
2021. This was provided by O2 Metocean as geotiff files. The multibeam echosounder 
parameters were set as: 

• Frequency  400khz 

• Angular coverage 120 degrees 

• Bottom sampling Equidistance (512 beams per ping) 
The SSS data was collected on the 15th March 2021 and was of limited use (see Section 6.2 
Limitations). 
 

6.2 Limitations 
The complete review of the marine geophysical survey to identify archaeological features 
was limited to access of two data sources (bathymetry and SSS).  While the bathymetry data 
set covered the area where seabed impacts are proposed in the nearshore berth pocket area 
of impact, the SSS data set did not. This meant that no SSS data covering the berth pocket 
area was reviewed for this report. With regards to the proposed anchorages, the SSS did not 
cover the entirety of the proposed mooring locations (Figure 14). This coverage is not 
satisfactory for underwater cultural heritage assessments. 
  

 
Figure 14. Offshore side scan sonar study survey coverage.  Anchorage areas shown in 

orange.  Image: QGIS Cosmos Archaeology with data supplied by O2 Metocean.  

 
37 O2 Metocean, June 2021  Ashburton Transhipment Inshore and Offshore Bathymetry – Survey Report.   
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6.3 Findings of Review 
No targets of potential cultural heritage significance were identified in the MBES and SSS 
data.  

 
Figure 15 : Overview of nearshore MBES survey. Anomaly 1 (A1) is the end of the existing 
breakwater and A2 upon closer review in the geotiff does not appear to be a cultural object. Image : 
O2 Metocean, June 2021 -  Figure 3. 

 

 
Figure 16 : Overview of MBES of the proposed anchorage.   Image: O2 Metocean, June 2021 - 

Figure 5. 

  

 
A2 
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7.0 POTENTIAL IMPACTS AND PROPOSED MITIGATION 

7.1 Potential Impacts 
Based on the proposed works and plans cited in Section 1.0, it is understood that the 
following activities will potentially impact the seabed within the study area: 

- Berth pocket (requiring capital and maintenance dredging) – total dredge volume is 
expected to be 150,220 m3, using a backhoe dredger and hopper barge. 

- Capital dredging will excavate an area encompassing approximately 200 m x 300 m of 
seabed to depths of between -7 and - 8 m Chart Datum (CD).   

- The construction of maritime infrastructure involving38: 
o 180 m long access jetty comprising of 8 to 9 pile bents; 
o 700 m2 loading platform supported by piles; 
o Six berthing and mooring dolphins comprised of 22 piles; 
o The circular steel and hollow piles with diameters ranging from 1,050 mm to 

1,350 mm.   
- The establishment of an anchorage north west of Thevenard Island composed of 5 

mooring systems installed at depths between 30 m to 50 m. 
 
Dredging will have the effect of destroying the context of any archaeological site and 
breaking down its constituent parts. This activity could completely remove a site and as such 
would have an extreme impact to a site of high cultural heritage significance. 
If wreckage associated with a shipwreck is present on the seafloor, piling into soft sediments 
may cause the wreckage, such as timber, to fragment. This would result in the diminishment 
of the structural integrity of an archaeological structure or object. The level of damage to a 
shipwreck site or associated material may be significant enough that their heritage value 
would be substantially reduced. 
The installation of a mooring through a wreck site, albeit a remote possibility, would have 
localised impact which would lead to some loss of cultural heritage significance. However, 
the chain attached to such a mooring would sweep across the seabed, thereby flattening 
and/or breaking up any cultural material within a certain radius. This could have a substantial 
impact to the cultural heritage values of a maritime archaeological site. 
Construction activities and their seabed impacts are summarised in Table 5. 

Table 5. Identification of seabed impacts caused by construction activities. 

Activity Construction 
method 

Technology 
process 

Basic 
equipment 

Associated impacts 

Nearshore 
Dredging 
and 
excavation 

Mechanical Backhoe 
dredge 

Sediment is excavated from the 
seafloor to a required construction 
depth and lifted to a support barge. 
Mechanical methods are used to 
remove debris and compacted 
sediments. Associated moorings of 
working platforms or vessels may also 
impact the seafloor.  

 
38 Geotechnical and Geological Consultants July 2021 Preliminary Nearshore Geotechnical Interpretive 
Report; Onslow Iron Project, Port of Ashburton Onslow, WA.  Rev 0.   
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Nearshore Piling Percussion Hollow steel 
piles 

Impacts must also consider future 
decommissioning and remediation 
which may cause greater impact than 
the installation.   

Offshore Moorings 

Uncertain – 
dropping or 
screwing 
into 
seabed of 
anchors,  

Weighted 
heavy cable 
or chain 
attached to 
mooring 

Weighted object (anchor) may scour 
and settle into soft sediment caused by 
hydrodynamic processes. Attached 
cables/chains can swing radially 
causing sweeping destruction of the 
immediate seafloor. 

 

7.2 Approach to assessing impact 
For this study there are three components to the assessment of impact:  
 

• Probability of impact on a maritime heritage site or item. 

• Scale of the impact on the heritage site or item. 
 
Probability of Impact 
When assessing the potential impacts of a large-scale development on maritime or 
underwater heritage, there is always a level of uncertainty that needs to be considered. This 
is because the understanding of the underwater archaeological/maritime heritage resource is 
largely reliant on the interpretation of remote sensing data. The limitations of available 
technologies that obtain such data mean that the presence or absence of underwater 
maritime heritage sites of significance cannot be stated with complete confidence. In 
addition, it is difficult to monitor construction activities around underwater sites as the sites 
themselves are not visible and impacts may not always be noticed at the time they occur. 
Such uncertainties can be addressed by the design of appropriate mitigation measures to 
prevent or minimise impacts on known and potential underwater cultural heritage sites as 
well as assessing the probability, or risk, of impact. 
For example, with regard to the probability of an impact, activities such as dredging would be 
certain to disturb any underwater heritage sites within the footprint of this activity. By 
contrast, there would be a lower likelihood of the chain of an anchored project vessel 
potentially damaging a wreck assessed to have underwater heritage significance. The 
grading system for determining the probability of impact is presented in Table 6. 
 

Table 6: Terms defining probability of impact. 

Term Probability 

Certain 100% 

Highly probable 85–99% 

Probable 50–84% 

Improbable 25–49% 

Highly improbable 1–14% 

Almost impossible < 1% 

 

Scale of impact 
The scale, or consequence, of an impact on a maritime heritage item is a combination of the 
level of impact and its cultural heritage significance. A Major level of impact on a site or item 



Ashburton Infrastructure Project; Maritime Heritage : Non-Aboriginal - Desktop Assessment  Rev 1 

 
Cosmos Archaeology Pty Ltd 34 

 

of Low cultural heritage significance will have a lesser consequence for the maritime heritage 
resource of Western Australia than a Major level of impact on a site or item of High cultural 
heritage significance. For example, dredging could have a Major impact on any maritime 
heritage site or item within the footprint however if this heritage is assessed to be of Low 
cultural heritage significance, then the impact could be considered Minor. Alternatively, if 
dredging were to impact a maritime heritage site of High cultural heritage significance, such 
as a pre-20th century wreck, then the scale of impact could range from Major or greater.  
Table 7 presents a matrix of impact scales of the proposed works on the heritage values of a 
site or item. 

Table 7: Matrix of scale of impact on heritage values of an underwater cultural heritage site or 
item. 

Scale of Impact 
__________________ 
CH significance 

Negligible Minor Moderate Major Extreme 

High 

No discernible 
alterations to existing 
natural and human 
processes already 
impacting on maritime 
heritage sites. 

Detectable impact 
with maritime 
heritage values 
intrinsic to the site 
remaining largely 
intact. 

Partial reduction in 
maritime heritage 
values intrinsic to 
the site. 

Substantial 
reduction in maritime 
heritage values 
intrinsic to the site. 

Complete loss of 
maritime heritage 
values intrinsic to 
the site or 
archaeological 
deposits. 

Medium 

No discernible 
alterations to existing 
natural and human 
processes already 
impacting on maritime 
heritage sites. 

Partial reduction in 
maritime heritage 
values intrinsic to 
the site or 
archaeological 
deposits. 

Substantial 
reduction in 
maritime heritage 
values intrinsic to 
the site or 
archaeological 
deposits. 

Complete loss of 
maritime heritage 
values intrinsic to 
the site or 
archaeological 
deposits. 

N/A 

Low 

No discernible 
alterations to existing 
natural and human 
processes already 
impacting on maritime 
heritage sites. 

Complete loss of 
maritime heritage 
values intrinsic to 
the site or 
archaeological 
deposits. 

N/A N/A N/A 

 
This assessment has not undertaken a cultural heritage significance assessment for any of 
the identified maritime heritage.  This is because; 

1/ No sites other than the > 1970s wreck have been located and so a complete 
assessment cannot be done if the condition of a site is not known. 

2/ It is highly improbable that any significant maritime heritage is present within the 
study area. 

Generally, the older and better preserved a site is, the more significant it will be. Therefore, a 
relatively well-preserved 19th century wreck could be of High cultural heritage significance 
while fragmentary debris of maritime infrastructure from the late 19th or 20th century could be 
of Low cultural heritage significance. The Ashburton (unidentified) wreck may not reach the 
threshold for Low cultural heritage significance. 

7.2 Impact Assessment for Study Area 
Based on the review of historical information and the available marine geophysical survey 
data, it is assessed that the likelihood of culturally significant maritime heritage being present 
is Highly Improbable. 
It is therefore Highly Improbable that dredging, piling and the installation and functioning of 
the moorings will impact maritime heritage. However, the scale of impact on such remains 
may vary from Nil to Extreme as the cultural heritage significance of a site cannot be 
completely assessed until it is found and inspected.  Having said this, the likelihood of the 
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cultural heritage values of a site of High significance being completely lost as a result of the 
implementation of the AIP is Almost Impossible. 
The above discussion is summarised in Table 8 below: 
 

Table 8 : Likelihood of occurrence and scale of impact  

Site 
Potential 

CH 
significance 

Dredging Piling 
Mooring (anchor & 

chain) 

Probability Scale Probability Scale Probability Scale 
Ashburton 
(unidentified) Nil-Low None N/A None N/A N/A N/A 

Potential maritime 
infrastructure Low Highly 

Improbable Minor Highly 
improbable Minor N/A N/A 

Potential 
shipwrecks 

Low - 
Medium 

Highly 
Improbable 

Moderate 
to High 

Highly 
improbable Minor Almost 

Impossible 
Low to 

Moderate 

High Almost 
Impossible Extreme Almost 

Impossible 
Moderate 
to Major 

Almost 
Impossible Major 

Potential 
wreckage 

Low - 
Medium Improbable Low to 

Moderate 
Highly 

improbable Minor Highly 
improbable Minor 

Potential discard Nil - Low Probable Minor Highly 
improbable Minor Almost 

impossible Minor 

UXO Low Highly 
improbable Minor Almost 

impossible Minor Almost 
impossible Minor 

 

7.3 Proposed Management / Mitigation 
The above impact assessment acknowledges that there is a possibility that maritime heritage 
of cultural significance may be impacted by the proposed works. The improbability of this 
occurring does not warrant any further investigations to take place prior to the 
commencement of construction.  It would be prudent to have in place an Unexpected 
Maritime Archaeological Finds Protocol (UFP) so that impacts to cultural heritage 
significance are avoided or kept to a Minor level. 
The document, to be prepared by a suitably qualified maritime archaeologist and 
implemented for all maritime works associated with the AIP would include:  

• Unexpected finds, stop work triggers and notification protocols 

• Heritage induction for contractors 

• Recording methods and procedures 

• Artefact collection and retention policies. 
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8.0 CONCLUSION 
A review of historical sources, online databases and marine geophysical information has 
found that: 

• The wider Onslow area, including both the historic and current town locations have 
been in almost constant use since the first European settlement.  

• Ports were established up the Ashburton River that serviced the first site of the 
Onslow township. 

• Several jetties were constructed along the coast between the Ashburton River and 
the new Onslow town location, with significant rebuilding occurring as a result of 
cyclone damage.  

• The Onslow area saw action during WWII with a Japanese aircraft dropping bombs 
on a tidal flat, mistaking it for an airfield. 

• There is one known shipwreck located within the study area.  This shipwreck being 
labelled Ashburton (Unidentified) and is located c.800 m northeast of the proposed 
berth pocket. 

• Five other known shipwrecks are reported lost outside but near the study area.  One 
shipwreck, Rose, has been assessed to be possibly inside the study area but is 
located some distance away from the area of proposed works.  

• The remains of these vessels are protected under the Western Australian Maritime 
Archaeology Act 1973, except for the shipwreck, Ashburton Unidentified. 

• Bathymetry data collected in April 2021 and side scan sonar data from a marine 
geophysical survey was reviewed.  

• No targets of potential cultural heritage significance were identified in the proposed 
nearshore dredge pocket or offshore anchorage.  

• While it is possible that the proposed dredging, piling and mooring establishment will 
have an impact on maritime heritage, it is highly improbable it will have a major 
impact and almost impossible it will have an extreme impact.  

• In the improbable event of significant maritime heritage being discovered during the 
construction phase, the creation and implementation of an Unexpected Maritime 
Archaeological Finds Protocol to responsibly manage such finds would be prudent. 

 
Recommendations based on the above impact assessment and mitigation are 
presented in the accompanying document titled Ashburton Infrastructure Project, 
Technical Memo: Maritime Heritage Non-Aboriginal Recommendations. 
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http://museum.wa.gov.au/maritime-archaeology-db/content/beadon-creek-unid
http://museum.wa.gov.au/maritime-archaeology-db/content/beadon-creek-unid
http://museum.wa.gov.au/maritime-archaeology-db/wrecks/id-472
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