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to seek that international status. Yet the leaked 
memo raises the prospect of more industrial 
plants there. Black has made  dozens of trips to 
Perth, as he and fellow lobbyists arranged meet-
ings with any minister who would listen. Their 
message is always the same: “Reduce emissions 
down to a very low level, close to zero, or the 
rock art will be destroyed. And move any future 
industrial plants off the Burrup to an industrial 
estate further south.” 

Industry representatives – from giants Woodside 
and Rio Tinto to ammonia nitrate plant owner 
Yara International – have listened patiently. But 
neither government nor industry has budged 
from their mantra that rock art and industry can 
coexist. Yara insists there is no credible scientific 
evidence to indicate that existing industrial 
 emissions have had any measurable impact on 
the rock art. It says it has monitoring in place 
around its operations and independ-
ent monitoring is carried out, too.

International rock art expert 
 Benjamin Smith arrived in Perth six 
years ago from South Africa to take 
up a professorial chair at UWA. He 
has studied the world’s major rock 
art, yet his first sight of Murujuga 
was a revelation. “I couldn’t believe it, it’s an 
astonishing place,” he says. “One tends to get 
blasé, because I’ve seen rock art across Africa. 
But the beauty of the preservation, the landscape 
it lies in, the changes in style through time are 
incredible. It has some of the oldest art in the 
world, probably older than the Chauvet cave 
paintings in France, which date back 36,000 
years. I’m surprised by the lack of acknowledge-
ment that Australia has about this place.”

The CSIRO reports cited routinely by govern-
ment and industry “appear to have been under-
funded, as if they were set up to fail”, Smith says. 
“They were quick studies using less than ideal 
equipment that produced results that are quite 
simply not very useful.” He continues: “Almost 
anywhere else in the world they wouldn’t put 
industry in a place of such cultural importance.  
It could be argued they didn’t know it at the time, 
that it’s a mistake we have to live with. But it may 
require changes in industrial practice. What’s 
 seriously lacking is proper modelling of short, 
medium and long-term effects of emissions.” 

When Yara International sought a licence to 
ramp up production – and emissions – in 2016, 
Black felt desperate. His arguments over flawed 
monitoring and warnings about potential damage 

to the petroglyphs were falling on deaf ears. So he 
went to environmental activist Bob Brown, who 
directed him to Christine Milne, the former 
Greens leader, who in turn urged her  Senate 
 colleagues to instigate a Federal Senate inquiry 
into the fate of the rock art. It began hearings in 
November 2016. “The people on that inquiry did a 
very thorough job,” says Black approvingly. “They 
visited the Burrup; they talked to a lot of people 
and understood what was going on.” 

In March last year, after many delays in pub-
lishing its findings, the Senate committee released 
its report. Greens senators on the panel said there 
should be no further development on the Burrup. 
Labor senators recommended the state Labor 
 government “conduct a comprehensive survey to 
identify all rock art sites in a two kilometre 
radius… which may be affected by emissions.” The 
two dissenting Liberal senators said there was no 
 credible evidence of adverse impact of emissions 
on rock art, highlighting the economic impor-
tance of industry on the Burrup Peninsula.

Some of the ancient faces peering out from 
Murujuga’s rock surfaces have haunting wide eyes 
and a quizzical look, as if surprised at the failure 
to secure their future despite five decades of 

“protection” under WA’s Aboriginal Heritage Act. 
Woodside has announced an $11.4 billion expan-
sion to its Pluto LNG plant; chief executive Peter 
 Coleman has described the plan as part of a 
“Burrup Hub Vision” to “create a pathway for the 
globally cost-competitive development of  Western 
Australian gas resources.” The company told the 
Senate committee it went to significant effort to 
monitor and manage environmental impacts.

Last month, the McGowan government 
released a “Murujuga Rock Art Strategy”, which 
accepts the inadequacy of previous findings and 
monitoring “undertaken over the past 15 years”. 
The strategy was drawn up by a 16-member 
 committee, the majority of them industry and 
government representatives, who first met late 
last year. They were instructed to adopt a “scien-
tifically rigorous approach” in determining an 
“appropriate level of protection” for the rock art. 

Dr Ron Edwards, chair of the committee, says 
the new monitoring program “must be world-
class and peer-reviewed”. He says he’s “in awe” of 
the rock art and likens the “unsatisfactory” nature 
of the CSIRO monitoring thus: “You’ve got the 
Mona Lisa and someone’s left the curtains open on 
it. Murujuga is many times the Mona Lisa.”

Black was invited onto the committee. “We’re 
keen to have John in the room, we need strong 
critics,” says Edwards. But by accepting his seat, 
Black is no longer permitted to comment publicly 
on its deliberations. 

Friends of Australian Rock Art (FARA) spokes-
person Judith Hugo believes the new strategy 
could be a delaying tactic by the state government. 
It lacks funding and no tenders will be issued until 
later this year to begin research, she says, meaning 
that it will produce no meaningful results for 
 several years. Meanwhile, 20 FARA supporters 
have donated $350,000 to pay for an independent 
pilot study to look at the effects of the current acid 
load on the rock surface. Black and archaeologist 
Smith are coordinating the study and have asked 
one of the nation’s top geochemists, Ron Watkins, 
to  analyse rock samples. 

Smith says putting more industry on the 
Burrup just as it is being mooted as a UNESCO 
World Heritage site is “bizarre”. As for Black’s 
 fervour and the enemies he has made along the 
way, Smith remains firmly in his corner. “I’d 
 challenge anyone to go to the Burrup and not 
come away with the passion he has. But what’s 
special about John is he’s acted on his passion, he’s 
not sitting in his lounge room just talking about 
the problem. He’s an extraordinary individual 
who deserves a lot of credit.” l

Culture clash: rock 
outcrop and ancient 
petroglyph on the 
Burrup Peninsula
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