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2 EXISTING ENVIRONMENT 

2.1 Biogeography 

The Study Area falls within the Pilbara biogeographical region as defined by the Interim Biogeographic 

Regionalisation of Australia (IBRA) (Thackway & Cresswell, 1995). The Pilbara bioregion is 

characterised by vast coastal plains and inland mountain ranges with cliffs and deep gorges (Thackway 

& Cresswell, 1995). Vegetation is predominantly mulga low woodlands or snappy gum over bunch and 

hummock grasses (Bastin, 2008).  

The Pilbara bioregion is classified into four separate subregions, Chichester (PIL01), Fortescue (PIL02), 

Hamersley (PIL03) and Roebourne (PIL04), of which the Study Area is located within the Hamersley 

subregion (Figure 1.1). This subregion contains the southern section of the Pilbara Craton and 

comprises a mountainous area of Proterozoic sedimentary ranges and plateaux, dissected by basalt, 

shale and dolerite gorges (Kendrick, 2001). The Hamersley contains extensive open snappy gum 

woodland and hummock grassland communities on ranges and plateaus, with low mulga woodlands 

over bunch grasses on fine textured soils in lower areas and valley floors (Kendrick, 2001). 

The significant and dominant feature of this subregion is the Hamersley Range. This prominent range 

feature is a mountainous plateau, some 450 km in length, which receives considerably higher rainfall 

than the surrounding subregion. The plateau is dissected by deeply incised gorges, containing 

extensive permanent spring-fed streams and pools (Kendrick, 2001). Drainage is into the Fortescue 

River to the north, the Ashburton River to the south, or the Robe River to the west (Kendrick, 2001). 

2.2 Priority Ecological Community 

The vegetation of Weeli Wolli Spring is characteristic of Pilbara drainage features that support 

permanent water. It is dominated by a fringing woodland of silver paperbark (Melaleuca argentea) and 

river red gum (Eucalyptus camaldulensis), and associated with coolibah (E. victrix) and dense shrub 

dominated by wattle species (i.e., Pilbara jam, Acacia citrinoviridis) (van Leeuwen, 2009). The 

permanent water and saturated sediment provide habitat for a unique assemblage of herbs and sedges 

(Stylidium weeli wolli, Lobelia arnhemiaca, Cladium procerum and Fimbristylis sieberiana (van 

Leeuwen, 2009). The area also provides important habitat for birds and other fauna including bats and 

a rich community of surface and subsurface aquatic invertebrates. The high ecological value of Weeli 

Wolli Spring led to its listing as a Priority 1 PEC (Figure 1.1). In 2014, a series of groundwater dependent 

pools upstream of Weeli Wolli Spring were added to the Priority listing by the then Department of Parks 

and Wildlife (DPaW) as a second occurrence of the Weeli Wolli Spring PEC (BHP, 2016). These pools 

are colloquially known as Bens Oasis by BHP and others. Bens Oasis is located approximately 20 km 

upstream, and to the south, of Weeli Wolli Spring (see Figure 3.4 for the location of Bens Oasis with 

respect to the main Weeli Wolli Spring). In this area, groundwater dependent vegetation including 

mature Eucalyptus camaldulensis and Melaleuca argentea are concentrated along a relatively narrow 

creek channel adjacent to groundwater fed water pools. 
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