
Australia's remotest, 
busiest ports

at Port H ed iand  fo r sa lt, iron  ore and 
m anganese; o il rigs com e and go in 
search o f o ffsho re  p e tro leum .

W h ile  the  ports are rem ote  from  
sub urb ia , being 1 5 0 0 k m  n o rth  o f Perth, 
th e y  con s is te n tly  w e lco m e  m ore  d irect- 
a rriva l sh ip s  th a n  m a n y  cap ita l c ity  
ports.

T h is  m eans th e y  are in the  fro n tlin e  
o f A u s tra lia n  trade, and exp la ins  w h y  
C ustom s has b u ilt up such a s trong  
presence in both areas to  ensu re  the  
sam e sc ru tin y  o f people and cargo as in 
any  cap ita l city.

C learing  ships' c rew  and cargo is a 
key p a rt o f C ustom s w o rk .

Says David T h o m s , D is tr ic t M anager 
a t Port H ed iand : "T h e  port here is like  a
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top: Toy cars? The size of the Panamanian- 
registered NSS Dynamic dwarfs cars on the 
Port Hediand wharf.

inset: At Port Hediand are Clare Shaw and 
Chris Jeremieiczyk, pictured at work during 
clearance of the iron ore bulk carrier 
Leopardi.

Where th e  Ind ian  Ocean
m eets the  m in in g  ra ilw a ys  
o f th e  O utback, the re  are 
tw o  a m az ing  sh ip p in g  

ports  f irm ly  linked  in to  C us to m s n e tw o rk  
o f rem ote-area  o ffices.

J u s t a c o u n try  m ile  o r tw o  a p a rt on 
th e  G reat N o rth e rn  H ighw ay, th e  ports o f 
D am p ie r and  Port H ed iand  in W este rn  
A us tra lia  m ove th e  m in e ra l w e a lth  o f the  
P ilbara and N o rth -W e s t S h e lf to  
A u s tra lia n  and overseas m arke ts .

T he  scale o f m a rin e  a c tiv ity  is 
am az ing . Each year, m ore  th a n  1 1 0 0  
b u lk  sh ip s  o r ta n k e rs  m ake  D am p ie r 
th e ir  f irs t p o rt o f call fo r lique fied  
p e tro leum  gas (LPG ), iron ore and salt. 
Each year, a n o th e r 6 0 0  b u lk  sh ip s  a rrive
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Huge loading yards, such as this iron ore storage, keep the Pilbara ports busy day and night.

sh ip p ing , o u r rem ote  area patro ls  are 
com p re hens ive  and he lp  add to  the  
v e rs a tility  o f o u r staff. L ike m a n y  d is tric t 
o ffices, o u r people are invo lved  in every 
area o f C ustom s ac tiv ity , and develop 
great v e rs a tility  as a resu lt.

"O ne day th e y  cou ld  be c lea ring  c rew  
on an o il rig, the  next th e y  cou ld  be 
p a tro lling  iso lated  is land s, and th e  next 
ta lk in g  w ith  iso lated  c o m m u n itie s  in the  
P ilbara. It's a toug h  c lim a te  b u t there 's 
p len ty  o f d ive rs ity  fo r the  sta ff."

T h e  p a tro lling  tasks  are assisted by 
regula r C ustom s C oas tw atch  flig h ts  
w h ic h  occur o ff th e  fu ll leng th  o f the  
W este rn  A u s tra lia n  coast, and o f patro ls 
by C ustom s vesse ls from  the  C ustom s 
N a tio na l M a rin e  U n it. These  patro ls  a im  
to  detec t any  illega l ac tiv ity  such  as 
fish in g , coasta l land ings o f u n a u tho rise d  
en tra n ts  o r susp ic ious  vessels.

From  t im e  to  tim e , both to w n s  p lay 
host to  in te rn a tio n a l cha rte r or cargo 
flig h ts  w h ic h  requ ire  fu ll C ustom s 
clearance.

T h e  h is to ry  and rapid g row th  o f 
these  to w n s  is p h en om ena l. T h e  p o rt o f 
D am p ie r has e ffec tive ly  been opera ting  
s ince 1 9 6 5  w h e n  estab lished  as a port 
fo r M t Tom  Price and Paraburdoo, and 
as a to w n  fo r th e  em p loyees o f those  
m ines . D am p ie r S a lt began sh ip p in g  sa lt 
in 1 9 7 1 , Robe R ive r started  exports  o f 
iron  ore from  Port W a lc o tt in 1 9 7 2 , the  
N o rth  W est S h e lf o il and gas pro jec t 
began in 1 9 8 6 , and O ns lo w  S a lt began 
exp orting  sa lt in 2 0 0 1 .  In 1 9 6 9 , 
b u ild ing  o f D am pier's s is te r to w n , 
K arra tha , began.

Port H ed land  w as  founded  in 1 8 5 7  
as a sm a ll p o rt se rv ing  local p asto ra lis ts , 
and grew  to  be invo lved  in the  export o f 
m anganese and o the r m in e ra ls  from  
m in e s  such as M arb le  Bar. By 1 9 5 4 , it 
w as rece iv ing  7 0  sh ip s  a year; its 
p op u la tion  th e n  w a s  ju s t 6 0 0  bu t it w as 
ab ou t to  undergo rapid g row th .

It e v e n tu a lly  becam e th e  export port 
fo r iron ore from  M t G o ld sw o rth y  and M t 
N e w m a n  and , in m ore  recent years, the  
exp ort o f sa lt. Today its p op u la tion  is 
m ore  th a n  1 1 ,0 0 0  and its ports hand le  
vesse ls o f up to  1 5 0 ,0 0 0  tonnes.

David T h o m s , w h o  w orked  in

Sydney before becom ing  D is tric t 
M anager a t Port H ed land , describes the  
P ilbara as a fa b u lo u s  p lace fo r w o rk .

"W e  are w ith in  one  days trave l o f 
som e o f th e  best scenery in A u s tra lia ," 
he says. "P laces such as K ijin ia  N a tio na l 
Park, M iils tre a m  C h icheste r N a tio na l 
Park, N ing a loo  Reef and E xm ou th  are 
superb . M a n y  A u s tra lia n s  d o n ’t see 
these  places u n til th e y  re tire  and hook 
up th e  caravan. For us, th e y  are ou r 
backyard.

"T h e  pace o f life  is m ore  com fo rtab le  
th a n  in cap ita l c ities . W e d on ’t have to  
trave l hou rs  to  w o rk , w e  are one  m in u te  
from  the  beach, and th e re ’s a good 
soc ia l life ."

M uch  o f th e  P ilb a ra ’s g row th  s tem s 
fro m  a con trove rs ia l dec is ion  by the  
A u s tra lia n  G o ve rn m e n t m ore  th a n  4 0  
years ago. U n til th e  1 9 6 0 s , th e  export o f 
iron ore had been banned bu t the re  w as 
s trong  com m e rc ia l p ressure to  lif t  the  
ban.

T h e  D ep a rtm e n t o f C ustom s and 
Excise a n n u a l rep ort o f 1 9 6 0 -6 1  
reported th e  dec is ion  th u s :

"T h e  to ta l p ro h ib itio n  upon th e  
exp o rta tion  o f iron ores w as  rem oved ... 
T h is  ac tion  w as  take n  to  im p le m e n t the  
G ove rnm en t's  dec is ion  to  p e rm it 
e xp o rta tion  o f q u a n tit ie s  o f iron  ores 
w h ic h  are considered su rp lu s  to  
A us tra lia n  req u ire m e n ts ."

T h e  dec is ion  take n  by th e  M enz ies 
G ove rn m e n t w as  con trove rs ia l a t the  
tim e . B u t it provided th e  in it ia l im p e tu s  
fo r th e  iron  ore ind us try , and  associated 
deve lop m ents .

W ith  th e  recent s ig n ing  o f a 2 5 -y e a r 
ag reem ent betw een A us tra lia  and C h ina  
fo r lique fied  na tu ra l gas (LN G ) sales, the  
g row th  w ill con tin u e . S ta rtin g  from  
2 0 0 5 -0 6 ,  A us tra lia  w ill sup p ly  th ree  
m illio n  tonn es  o f LNG a year to  
G uangdong  Province. T he  con trac t w ill 
be w o rth  $ 2 0 - $ 2 5  b illio n  in export 
incom e, and w ill be A ustra lia 's  biggest 
s ing le  exp ort deal.

A t th e  sam e tim e , iron  ore exports 
are expected to  increase, as is 
p e trochem ica l, g as-to -liq u id s  processing 
and m a n y  o th e r m in in g  ind us tries .

C ustom s R eg ional D irec to r W este rn  
A us tra lia  Paul O 'Connor, sa id : "W e can 
expect long -te rm  g row th  in m in in g  
op e ra tions  in th is  area, w h ic h  w ill 
requ ire  C ustom s to  m a in ta in  s trong  
a tte n tio n  to  sh ip p in g  in te rv e n tio n  rates, 
c o m m u n ity  p a rtic ip a tion  program s and 
rem ote  area pa tro lling .

"These  tw o  offices are part o f a 
s trong  n e tw o rk  o f C ustom s d is tr ic t offices 
in W este rn  A us tra lia  w h ic h  s tre tches 
fro m  Esperance on the  sou th  coast to  
B room e on th e  n o rth  coast. Th e y  p lay a 
c ruc ia l role in ach iev ing  o u r corporate  
ob jec tive  o f e ffec tive  border m ana g em en t 
by enh a n c in g  the  fle x ib ility  o f ou r 
response capab ility .

"These  o ffices, and im p o rta n tly  the  
s ta ff w h o  w o rk  the re , p rovide C ustom s 
w ith  th e  cap a b ility  to  respond q u ic k ly  to  
s itu a tio n s  o f in te res t in rem ote  loca lity, 
and w he re  necessary to  con ta in  
s itu a tio n s  pend ing  th e  a rriva l o f 
a d d itio na l s ta ff fro m  o the r d is tr ic t offices 
o r F rem a n tle ."


