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28 August 2009

The Hon Peter Garrett AM, MP

Minister for the Environment

PO Box 6022
Parliament House
Canberra ACT 2600

CC The Hon Kevin Rudd MP
Prime Minister
PO Box 6022

House of Representatives
Parliament House

CANBERRA ACT 2600
CC The Hon Martin Ferguson MP

Minister for Tourism and Resources
Suite MF 23

Parliament House

CANBERRA  ACT  2600

Open Letter re. Kimberley oil spill and Browse Basin development

Dear Minister Garrett,
The Wilderness Society is shocked and concerned by the massive ongoing environmental crisis currently occurring off the Kimberley coast. Latest reports indicate that the West Atlas rig will continue to spew oil and gas pollution into the environment for up to 7 more weeks.

It has been reported that the slick — measuring about 30 meters wide and 15 kilometers long — is about 250 kilometers northwest of the Kimberley coast (see map at the bottom of the page).

Despite comments from Federal Resources and Energy Minister Martin Ferguson and WA Premier Barnett playing down the impact of this spill it is clear that a disaster of this scale will have serious and ongoing impacts on a range of marine life.

The region where this spill is occurring is a ‘marine superhighway’ for a range of species including over 19 species of Whales and Dolphins, including the Humpback Whale. Sea Snakes, many bird species, fish and other wildlife will also be impacted.

The diverse and ecologically crucial coral reef habitat of Ashmore Reef is also threatened should the spill reach this area 150km from the leaking rig. The Kimberley region is home to one of the most significant coral reef provinces in the world.

There are clear ramifications from this environmental disaster for proposed fossil fuel developments in the Browse Basin and proposals to pipe gas onto the Kimberley coast for processing. The gas extraction, sub-sea pipes and greatly increased shipping traffic associated with processing fossil fuels on the Kimberley coast would open the area up to the risk of further major environmental disasters as well as having a range of ongoing environmental impacts.

There is no good reason to put the Kimberley environment at further risk – certainly not economic. 

In the 1970’s Australia said ‘No’ to oil and gas mining in the Great Barrier Reef (GBR) and went on to implement what was then the world’s largest marine park. The GBR now contributes well over $5 billion in sustainable income annually to the Australian economy and supports thousands of jobs. The Kimberley is equally significant, has the potential to be a similar international icon and deserves the same level of protection.
The Kimberley’s waters are a marine wonderland of global significance, but currently less than 1% of this region is within marine protected areas. 
The Wilderness Society is calling on the Federal Government to declare a moratorium on further approvals and expansion of the oil and gas industry in the region – including Woodside’s proposal to commence drilling on Scott Reef -  pending the completion of the North West marine planning process currently underway and the implementation of a comprehensive, science-based network of marine protected areas in the region.

We also support the call for an inquiry into this accident and previous incidents and accidents in the oil and gas industry off the north west of Australia which addresses ongoing calls for improvements in the regulation of the industry and emergency response capability in the North West.
Sincerely

Josh Coates






Kimberley Campaigner
The Wilderness Society (WA)
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