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Introduction  

Doctors for the Environment Australia (DEA) is an independent, non-government organization of 
medical doctors and students in all Australian states and territories. Our voluntary members work 
across all specialties in community, hospital and private practices. We work to prevent and address 
the health risks - local, national and global - caused by climate change and damage to our natural 
environment. We are a public health voice in the sphere of environmental health with a primary 
focus on the health harms from pollution, environmental degradation, and climate change. 

Introduction 

The fundamental purpose of the WA EPA under the WA Environmental Protection Act is to use its 
best endeavours -   

• to protect the Western Australian environment (s4a) and 

• to prevent, control and abate pollution and environmental harm (s15).  

Section 3 of the Environmental Protection Act 1986 provides that ‘environment’ means ‘living things, 
their physical, biological and social surroundings, and interactions between all of these’ – and that 
‘in the case of humans, the reference to social surroundings in the definition of environment in 
subsection (1) is a reference to aesthetic, cultural, economic and other social surroundings to the 
extent to which they directly affect or are affected by physical or biological surroundings.’  

Human beings as living things are then intimately part of and contribute to the environment and 
human health is profoundly linked to the health of the environment. 

DEA believes that in approving the North West Shelf Project Extension, the EPA has failed in its 
objectives. 

Context 
Climate change, health, and greenhouse gas emissions reduction targets 

Climate change is the "greatest threat" to global public health requiring urgent action to prevent the 
destruction of nature and to protect health1.  The risks to health of increases above 1.5° C are now 
well established2.  But impacts are already occurring. In the past 20 years globally, heat-related 
mortality among people over 65 years of age has increased by more than 50%3.  Higher 
temperatures have brought increased dehydration and renal function loss, dermatological 
malignancies, tropical infections, adverse mental health outcomes, pregnancy complications, 
allergies, and cardiovascular and pulmonary morbidity and mortality4 5.     

Western Australia is particularly at risk to climate change impacts. The state’s climate has changed 
during the past century, with the south-west region impacted by climate change more than almost 
any other place on the planet. We have seen higher average temperatures, and an increase in the 
annual number of days in Perth over 35 ℃. There has also been a steady decline in rainfall, with a 60 
per cent reduction of inflow to metropolitan dams since the 1970s6. 

The WA Climate Health Inquiry’s Final Report published in December 2020, convened under Part 15 
of the Public Health Act 2016 (WA), acknowledges the widespread and profound health threat posed 
by climate change. The Act recognises the environmental needs of future generations (Sustainability 

 
1 https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMe2113200 
2 https://www.ipcc.ch/sr15/ 
3 https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMe2113200  
4 Rocque RJ, Beaudoin C, Ndjaboue R, et al. Health effects of climate change: an overview of systematic reviews. BMJ 
Open 2021;11(6):e046333-e046333. 
5 Haines A, Ebi K. The imperative for climate action to protect health. N Engl J Med 2019;380:263-273. 
6 https://www.watercorporation.com.au/water-supply/rainfall-and-dams/%20streamflow/streamflowhistorical 
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Principle) and that lack of scientific certainty should not be used as a reason to postpone measures 
to prevent or control a public health risk (Precautionary Principle).  

A summary of health impacts can be found within the report7.  One of the key findings was that the 
next decade (2020-2030) is critical to address irreversible climate risks. Policy decisions which 
increase our emissions fundamentally undermine public health policy seeking to protect the health 
of individuals and communities from climate change impacts.   

To prevent further warming requires a global effort to reduce emissions. Australia at COP26 in 
Glasgow in December 2021 agreed to the Glasgow Climate Pact8. The Pact recognises that “limiting 
global warming to 1.5°C requires rapid, deep and sustained reductions in global greenhouse gas 
emissions, including reducing global carbon dioxide emissions by 45 per cent by 2030 relative to the 
2010 level and to net zero around mid-century, as well as deep reductions in other greenhouse 
gases”9 .  

For Australia as a whole, a 1.5°C compatible domestic emission reductions including land use change 
and forestry (LULUCF), based on the IPCC’s recent 1.5°C pathway analysis, indicates a need for the 
target to be greater than 57% by 2030 from 2005 levels10 . 

The emphasis of contemporary climate science reflected in global climate commitments is for urgent 
action and deep decarbonisation within the decade. Western Australia must have a short-term 
emissions target consistent with contemporary science and Australia’s commitment to the Glasgow 
Pact.  

Yet unlike in all other states, Western Australia’s annual greenhouse (GHG) emissions have been 
increasing. From 2005 to 2019 they have risen by 15.8 Mt CO2e, or 20.8%. Fugitive emissions from 
fossil fuel extraction which also contribute to the State’s emissions have increased 246% since 
200511 . A report from Climate Analytics in 2019 found that without acting to reduce emissions 
urgently, WA was likely to use up its Paris-Agreement 1.5°C compatible carbon budget within 12 
years12 . 

Furthermore, we note that the Greenhouse Gas Emissions Environmental Factor Guideline issued by 
the Environmental Protection Authority in April 2020 commits to working with the then Australian 
Government’s interim target of emission reductions of 26 to 28 per cent by 2030. Additionally, the 
State Emissions Policy in its consideration of projects with significant emissions of GHG has their 
management plans focus on achieving net zero emissions by 2050. Neither of these reflect current 
climate science, the focus on a carbon budget, and the requirement for urgent cuts to emissions. 

We reflect on the adequacy of these Guidelines or whether broader legislative reform options to 
regulate greenhouse gases under Environmental Protection Act 1986 Part V licences are required as 
put forward by others13 . 

The North West Shelf facility is the biggest industrial emitter in Australia. The ongoing operation of 
the facility until 2070 according to the EPA and Woodside documents, will emit an additional 4.395 
billion tonnes of carbon pollution including 385 million tonnes of Scope 1 emissions and an 

 
7 Climate Health WA Inquiry 
8 Available at: https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/cop26_auv_2f_cover_decision.pdf 
9 Available at: https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/cop26_auv_2f_cover_decision.pdf 
10 Climate Analytics, Australian election 2022 political party and independent climate goals: analysis (6 May 2022): 
https://climateanalytics.org/publications/2022/australian-election-2022-political-party-and-independent-climate-goals-
analysis/ 
11 State and Territory Greenhouse Gas Inventories: time series data table (WA data): https://www.industry.gov.au/data-
and- 
publications/national-greenhouse-accounts-2019/state-and-territory-greenhouse-gas-inventories-data-tables-and-
methodology  
12 https://climateanalytics.org/publications/2019/a-15c-compatible-carbon-budget-for-western-australia/  
13 Our statements – The Beeliar Group 
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estimated 4.01 billion tonnes of Scope 3 emissions. The size of these emissions is of state, federal 
and international significance, irrespective of where the carbon is burnt. At a time when we need to 
urgently reduce our emissions, this project will be increasing our carbon pollution and driving up 
temperatures.  

Long-term carbon security requires the application of the mitigation hierarchy to facilities to 
decarbonise at source not by offsets. Uncertainties about future carbon markets, questions about 
integrity of offsets and over-crediting make offsets a last resort strategy for genuinely hard-to-abate 
industrial processes, especially when there are technologies available to mitigate emissions. 
Furthermore, carbon offsets do not support rapid, deep, and sustained reductions in greenhouse gas 
emissions consistent with the Glasgow Climate Pact.   

1. Greenhouse gas emissions 

While the EPA acknowledges the link between GHG emissions and the risk of climate change and 
recognises that climate change will impact on Western Australia’s environment and environmental 
values, it has focused only on Scope 1 and Scope 2 emissions and not considered the impact of 
Scope 3 emissions of the project’s extension. Irrespective of where the carbon is burnt, this will have 
an impact on global temperatures, contribute to further warming of our state, contribute to 
environmental harm, and affect the health and well-being of West Australians. Under section 3 of 
the Environmental Protection Act, human beings as living things and thus part of the environment 
will be profoundly affected. 

The Public Health Act 2016 recognises the environmental needs of future generations. Approving 
the extension to this facility undermines their health. 

Furthermore, with regards to the recommended conditions on Scope 1 and 2 emissions, these will 
still result in exceeding the carbon budget and not reach net zero over the lifetime of the facility. 

The EPA has not applied the most recent science, which requires deep and urgent cuts to GHG 
emissions this decade, when assessing the impact of extending the life of this facility. 

Recommendations 

• The EPA should reject the project outright. The best available science says that there can be 
no new fossil fuel projects if we are to limit global warming to 1.5°C and avoid catastrophic climate 
change. 

• The EPA should have included information on the project’s total GHG emissions including 
Scope 3.  

• EPA should have recommended at a minimum, conditions that require the lifecycle 
emissions (including Scope 3 emissions) of the Project to reach net zero if Australia and the world 
has a chance to meeting the temperature goals of the Paris Agreement. 

• The EPA should not have relied on net-zero by 2050 as this is a meaningless statement if not 
linked to the need to maintain to a carbon budget determined by the goals of the Paris Agreement. 

• The EPA should reassess the project based on current climate science focusing on relevant 
carbon budgets. 

 

2. Impact on Cultural Heritage  

The petroglyphs on Burrup Peninsula and the wider Dampier Archipelago (Murujuga) are unique in 
the World. They document 50,000 years or more of the culture and spiritual beliefs of humankind 
preserved in rock engravings. The petroglyphs are enormously significant in the continuation of 
Aboriginal culture. For indigenous communities, health, spirituality, culture, and the environment 
are intimately linked.  



The engravings are also of global cultural significance in documenting human history. They are 
priceless and irreplaceable. 

The federal government has lodged a submission for the Murujuga cultural landscape on Western 
Australia’s Burrup Peninsula to be included on Australia’s world heritage tentative list. Ongoing 
damage to the artworks would undermine efforts to secure a world heritage listing. 

The EPA considers that there is a lack of full scientific consensus about whether these industrial 
emissions will adversely affect rock art within Murujuga by accelerating the natural weathering. The 
Department of Water Environment and Environmental Regulation (DWER) is currently implementing 
the Murujuga Rock Art Strategy (MRAS) which was released by the State Government in February 
2019 to assess the potential impact of anthropogenic emissions and provide government with 
accurate and appropriate recommendations regarding the protection of the rock art. The program 
has yet to provide data and yet the EPA has recommended that the proposal be accepted.  

Recommendations 

The decision-maker should have placed conditions on the proponent (Woodside) that requires 
immediate and proactive steps with known existing emissions reduction technologies, to reduce 
emissions that could have an impact on the rock art.  

The EPA should delay the project, applying the Precautionary Principle, until the potential impact is 
fully assessed. 

Determination 

The EPA has recommended that the project be approved. 

Doctors for the Environment Australia disagrees. The EPA has not applied conditions that are its best 
endeavours, nor fully considered the cumulative effect of impacts of the proposal on the 
environment. Current science shows that the proposal is not environmentally acceptable, and the 
EPA should have recommended that it not be approved. 

If the project is approved more needs to be done to mitigate the risks to climate, the environment 
and to human health, aligning requirements to more closely reflect the urgent need to decarbonize, 
including a strict adherence to the mitigation hierarchy and offsets to be only used as a last resort. 

 


