
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hon Stephen Dawson 

Minister for the Environment 

WA Government 

Minister.Dawson@dpac.wa.gov.au 

11.10.19 

Dear Minister, 

I refer to our letter of 2/10/2019 in which we questioned the veracity of EPA 

report 1648 on their inquiry under Section 46 into Ministerial Statement 870 in 

relation to Yara Pilbara Nitrates Technical Ammonium Nitrate Production 

Facility, on the grounds that – 

1) only the industrial proponent was consulted; 
 

2) the EPA did not consider scientific reports and published papers sent to 
them by Dr John Black, which clearly show that the acidity from industrial 
emissions on the Burrup is already dissolving the patina and will destroy 
the ancient rock art (reports attached); 

 

3) the EPA recommends that Yara Pilbara be required to minimise their air 
emissions ‘as far as practicable’, but does not define what is practicable 
and how it will be enforceable; 

 

4) Yara Pilbara is required to ‘adopt and implement best practice emissions 
control technology’. However, European standards for best practice for 
technical ammonium nitrate production facilities do not reflect true best 
practice for reducing oxides of nitrogen from industries including 
shipping; 
 

5) There is no stated mechanism for checking compliance since the 
Proponent is to write its own Air Quality Management Plan and is 
requested to provide copies of reports and data collected under EPBC 
conditions ‘for information only’. 



 

2. 

Technology now exists to reduce industrial emissions to near zero. 

FARA met with Woodside on 31/7/19 and heard from Jarrod Pittson that 

modern NOx scrubber technology reduces emissions from industrial stacks to 

20 mg/m3, whereas under the current license, the Yara plant is allowed to emit 

103 mg/m3 from the Nitric Acid Plant stack as well as 196 mg/m3 of nitrous 

oxide, which also forms nitric acid. 

Best practice scrubber technology is also available to remove ammonium 

nitrate particles from the atmosphere through solubilisation to liquid form. This 

is necessary because these particles stimulate microbial growth on the rocks 

which causes excessive production of organic acids that also dissolves the 

patina. 

The EPA report 1648 recommends that the Proponent minimise air emissions 

to assist in the maintenance of air quality in accordance with air quality 

standards including the National Environment Protection Measure.  The 

current NEPM for nitrogen dioxide is 30 ppb, but this is being revised to 15 

ppb in 2025.  Doctors for the Environment state that values as low as 9 ppb 

cause asthma in children and they will be working to have new standards set 

below this concentration. https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/lifematters/how-clean-

is-the-air-you-breathe/11400612 

We believe reducing emissions of nitrogen dioxide from the Yara plant is as 

important for the health of people visiting Deep Gorge and Hearson’s Cove as 

it is for the rock art. 

The consideration of human health is particularly important in the light of a 

document submitted to the Senate Inquiry into ‘The protection of Aboriginal 

rock art of Burrup Peninsula’, quoting the former Premier of Western Australia, 

Colin Barnett: 

“The rationale for wishing to see the MLKC (Murujuga Living Knowledge 

Centre) moved away from Hearson Cove is primarily one of public health and 

safety, rather than because of the visual effect of the Yarra Technical 

Ammonia Plant….  Preliminary discussions with relevant State agencies have 

indicated that the development of the MLKC at Hearson Cove could present 

an unacceptable risk to public health and safety.” 

 

https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/lifematters/how-clean-is-the-air-you-breathe/11400612
https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/lifematters/how-clean-is-the-air-you-breathe/11400612


      3. 

We respectfully ask you to consider replacing Condition 5 of Ministerial 

Statement 870 with: 

5 Air Quality 

5-1 The Proponent shall manage the implementation of the Proposal to meet 

the following objectives: 

(1) apply the latest scrubber technology to the Nitric Acid Plant stack 
(A2) to reduce NOx (as NO2) emissions to 20 mg/m3 or less under 
normal operating conditions and to 200 mg/m3 for no more than 2 
hours during start-up; 
 

(2) apply scrubber technology to the Common stack (A1) to ensure 
emissions of ammonium nitrate particles into the atmosphere are 
zero mg/m3. 

 
5-2 The Proponent shall implement Condition 5-1 while the plant is currently 

undergoing refurbishment and before production recommences in early 

2020. 

5-3 Once the plant is operating, the Proponent shall measure continuously: 

(1) particulate ammonium nitrate and NH3 emissions from Common 
stack (A1) averaged over 15-minute intervals; 
 

(2) NOx (as NO2), NH3 and N2O from the Nitric Acid Plant stack (A2) 
averaged over 15-minute intervals. 

 
5-4 The Proponent must report to the CEO (of the Office of the 

Environmental Protection Authority) within 48 hours any excedances of 

emission limits, the cause of the excedance and the remedy taken to 

rectify the cause. 

5-5 The report of any excedance under Condition 5-4 shall be made 

available to the public through the Proponent’s website at the same time 

it is delivered to the CEO. 

5-6 The Proponent shall provide to the CEO an annual report by 30 March 

each year detailing: 

(1) emissions from the Common stack (A1) and the Nitric Acid Plant 
stack (A2) with proportion of the time excedances occurred; 
 



 
4. 

(2) methods used and frequency of calibration for accuracy of the 
emissions measurement equipment; 

 
(3) copies of all reports and data relating to ambient air quality 

monitoring and rock art condition / integrity monitoring required by 
the Proponent under the Commonwealth Environment Protection 
and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999; 
 

5-7 These annual reports are to be made available to the public on the 
Proponent’s website at the same time they are delivered to the CEO; 
 

5-8 The 15-minute records of emissions from stacks A1 and A2 must be 

retained for a period of no less than five (5) years and made available to 

the CEO and, through the CEO, to members of the public if requested. 

 

We believe that the conditions outlined are essential if the rock art on 

Murujuga is to be preserved for future generations.  The conditions also 

provide the concerned public with the evidence needed to ensure that 

Government and industry are taking every action possible to preserve this 

unique and irreplaceable rock art on Murujuga/the Burrup peninsula, which 

you agree is of World Heritage significance. 

If you are not persuaded to change the Ministerial Conditions directly as 

requested above, then we urge you to allow, at a minimum, an appeals 

process to occur, so that public submissions can be made in respect of the 

EPA’s recommendations. We note that appeals have been allowed on 

previous Section 46 reports from the EPA so there is prior precedent for this 

practise, which we believe would best serve the public interest in this case.  

Beyond the direct scope of the Ministerial Statement, we believe urgent 

additional action is necessary and available to you under the Environmental 

Protection Act to ensure adequate protection of the Murujuga rock art and to 

prevent the further degradation of the World Heritage values of Murujuga.  

Taking into account the Precautionary Principle and the Principle of 

Intergenerational Equity, we urge you to establish through the provisions for 

an Environmental Protection Policy, a statutory air quality management plan 

for the whole of the Burrup Peninsula that is enforceable on other proponents 

contributing emissions, not only Yara Pilbara Nitrates. 



 
      5. 

Furthermore, we believe that the conditions suggested above for the 

Ministerial Statement must also be reflected in conditions in Yara’s new 

operating licence.  

These are achievable solutions and would demonstrate your stated 

commitment to protect the irreplaceable rock art of Murujuga. I earnestly hope 

that you will seriously consider these steps as a means of better managing the 

risk of permanent and environmental harm from the Yara Pilbara operations 

and other facilities at Murujuga. 

I look forward to hearing back from you at your earliest convenience, but 

should that be while I’m away in Ireland 12-29/10, please reply also to my Co-

convenor, Dr Marie Ferland on ferlandmarie@gmail.com 

 

Yours sincerely, 

Judith 

 

Judith Hugo , Co-convenor  

Friends of Australian Rock Art (FARA) 

 j.hugo@fara.com.au  

0439 090 321 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