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Mr ELMES (Noosa—LNP) (12.21 pm): I rise to speak this afternoon on the North Stradbroke Island
Protection and Sustainability Bill 2011. I was a little surprised recently to see both the Premier and the
minister on the television news during the lead-up to the introduction of this bill accompanied by a media
scrum. They were trampling all over the dunes of North Stradbroke Island, the very dunes of the very
island that they were supposed to be looking forward to protecting. It certainly was not a great example to
be setting. Unfortunately, they were not there with pure hearts. They were there simply to mine for a new
local green issue with which to appeal to the electorates of Brisbane in the upcoming election. They and
the press claimed that they were in a pristine area. However, the reality is that the location of the press
conference they held was a rehabilitated site. On behalf of the Premier and the environment minister, I
thank Sibelco, who did an excellent job in rehabilitating that site. 

As the former shadow minister for climate change and sustainability, I have been very careful in the
past not to accuse the Bligh Labor government of exploiting the environment for obvious political purposes.
On this occasion I must say what I know to be true and what the evidence proves. This bill is simply a
cynical political exercise to continue the reliance of the Bligh Labor government on Greens preferences to
keep it in power. Unfortunately, this government is pimping North Stradbroke Island for exactly that
purpose. 

The Prime Minister is making speeches regularly now to try to distance herself from the extreme
policies of her coalition partner at the federal level. To quote from the quotable Tony Abbott, ‘Labor may be
in government but the Greens are in power.’ The Premier should note this home truth and be wary of the
obligations that she is nurturing through her pandering to extreme views for no good purpose. 

At first glance, the notion of ejecting a mining company from a recreational paradise such as North
Stradbroke Island has some appeal to someone like me who, at one stage, had the lead role in
representing the interests of the environment on this side of the House. My colleague the member for
Clayfield has been taking family holidays there since he was a small child. Many families in the Redlands
and Cleveland electorates and, for that matter, throughout the south-east have a great affinity with the
island because of its close proximity, comparatively cheap access and its affordable family recreation. 

However, like my colleague the local member, the member for Cleveland, I too have spent some
time on North Stradbroke Island to develop a firsthand assessment. A balanced view is that the knee-jerk
proposition which this bill represents is not in everyone’s best interests. How easy it could have been to
achieve a win-win-win situation—a win for common sense and mining, a win for the island and the
islanders, and a win for the Quandamooka people. The first matter to be addressed is the government’s
statement in the explanatory notes—
Creating a mine-free NSI will greatly assist the development and growth of businesses and employment opportunities in ecologically
sustainable tourism and other like activities. 
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This is a statement of ideal; it is not a statement of fact. Worse than that, it is an aspiration which is
not underpinned by any planning or investment. In particular, it is not an aspiration shared by the islanders.
At present, mining on the island generates about $130 million annually for the local economy. In reality,
mining equates to about 55 per cent of the total local economy. The minister is not putting forward any plan
for discussion about how the transition from a mining economy to an elitist ecotourism economy is to take
place, let alone if anyone wants it. There is no staged approach, there is no time line, there is no economic
analysis, there is no financial plan. This is ‘wish and a prayer’ stuff—

Mr Dick interjected.

Mr Dempsey interjected. 

Mr DEPUTY SPEAKER (Mr Hoolihan): Order! Member for Greenslopes and member for
Bundaberg! 

Mr ELMES:—devoid of any community consultation. Indeed, Aunty Margaret Iselin expressed
shock at the announcement and said that it was a disgrace that the minister had failed to consult the
Quandamooka people. She went on to say—
Mining was a godsend to us because there was no work on the island and it gave our families work. 

This is going to affect 50 Aboriginal families on the island who rely on the income from the mine. 

The economy on the island will take many years—

if ever—
to be sustainable on tourism alone ...

Of course, Aunty Margaret is absolutely right. It will take five fully functioning Tangalooma size resorts to
replace mining. The explanatory notes state—
The Government has allocated $27.5 million over five years for the implementation of the NSI strategy. This budget includes the
establishment and joint management of protected areas in the NSI Region, and funding and implementing the Indigenous Land Use
Agreement with the Quandamooka People.

This allocation seems to fall a long way short of the annual mining revenues of $130 million. It seems also
to neglect all of the other aspects of the local economy other than the Indigenous community and the
government bureaucracy. How does the government propose to make up this significant economic
shortfall? Where is the government’s action plan for the transition? It is all very well to end mining on the
island, but to create an economic vacuum in the process and to bestow economic hardship on those
dependent on mining is a dereliction of the role of government. It appears to be a deliberate punishment
inflicted on those who have been involved in mining. 

Clearly, a government which has lost its AAA credit rating, run up an $80 billion debt and runs a
significant operating budget deficit is in no position to replace lost revenue in mining. It also would not
seem to be in a financial position to complete the rehabilitation of mined areas costing about $2,000 per
hectare for about 1,000 hectares—and my arithmetic tells me that that is another $2 million—that the
mining company was committed to. It also would not seem to be in a financial position to maintain the
infrastructure on the island which the mining company was committed to. It also will not easily replace the
270 mining jobs of whom 140 are resident workers and 50 of whom are Indigenous workers. Without them,
the viability of so much of the island’s infrastructure and services comes into question. 

The Stradbroke Early Learning Centre believes it is doomed. It will lose clients. It will lose staff.
Stradbroke Ferries is considering downsizing its operations. Even the announcement itself creates panic
and uncertainty. This bill does not mention the impact on Allconnex, but it is highly unlikely that the water
extraction on the island of 35 to 44 megalitres per day and piped on a gravity feed across to the Redlands
will be allowed to continue. How could water extraction from the middle of a national park be allowed to
continue? Will the government compensate Allconnex? What jobs will be created for the existing staff or
will they, too, become a Commonwealth responsibility on unemployment benefits? 

Further, tourism in Queensland is on its knees at present, while the mining industry is carrying the
national and state economies. It is counterintuitive to be wishing to replace a vibrant industry with an
industry on which Queensland is already overreliant and which, as a fledgling, will be competing hard but
uphill against many other tourism destinations within easy reach of Brisbane and seasoned in the
marketing of their product. 

Most importantly, North Stradbroke Island is the last unregulated island in Queensland within easy
reach of the capital. But it is the last island where families can go for an affordable weekend’s camping or
an even cheaper day trip. The ferry is still a reasonable price within the reach of working families.
Compared with the transfer costs for Moreton Island or the even more comparable Kangaroo Island, it is a
bargain. It is hard to imagine a more inappropriate aspiration than what the government claims it is
planning for this place. 
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North Stradbroke Island already has its market niche. But this tired old Labor government, bereft of
original ideas, is likely to achieve the dual outcomes of destroying the island’s economy and destroying its
recreational value to existing lovers of the place in one fell swoop without even in a shred of planning to
support the transition or market research which might indicate it can concede. I say to the minister: if there
is research that shows you can phase out mining almost immediately and replace it with ecotourism, table
it in the House now. More importantly, table the plans submitted by tourism operators who are champing at
the bit to spend tens of millions of dollars to set up their ecotourism resorts. I wonder if there is even an
expression of interest from the local scout group for a camping ground on North Stradbroke Island. 

The second matter to be addressed is that of certainty. We often hear it argued that a government
decision is required to create certainty. For example, it is part of the mantra to justify the carbon tax.
However, here we have the government creating uncertainty for an industry on which the state and
national economies are so dependent. 

Sibelco, formerly Unimin, asserts that the conventional understanding of renewal points for mining
leases is that they represent opportunities to review the operation of the lease against the conditions set
for that lease. The government’s new interpretation, expressed by this bill, is to regard mining leases which
are in renewal as having expired. This is a new concept. The ramifications of this new position include that
the value of all mining leases will no longer be determined by the value of the identified resource reserves
but by the practical extraction of those reserves at a defined point in time. Sibelco argues that to suggest
that a renewal may be cancelled or amended without consultation, agreement or compensation represents
a new form of sovereign risk. Is the government aware that in creating this uncertainty it appeared on the
front page of Belgium’s national equivalent of the Financial Review, just as the federal government’s ill-
conceived super profits tax created panic in the world’s capital markets and amongst international miners?

I ask the minister if she is really aware of how fundamental the change to the accepted status quo
for mining that she is prescribing by her bill is and how strong a message she is sending to the resources
industry. Taken together with the Rudd Labor government’s ham-fisted mining super profits tax,
international mining interests and, more particularly, the banks and funding agencies which finance those
major capital investments will be looking at Australia with increasing scepticism if this Labor trend in
creating sovereign risk is seen to be the norm. In this regard, when dealing with consistency with
fundamental legislative principles, the explanatory notes state—
The bill is generally consistent with fundamental legislative principles.

It is argued in relation to where legislation should not provide for the compulsory acquisition of
property without fair compensation that the government’s approach to terminate several mining leases
before they expire with no compensation payable is reasonably balanced by the renewal of the expired
lease on the Enterprise Mine. This view of a ‘reasonable balance’ is not shared by Sibelco, and nor should
it be. 

Further, I note that the Scrutiny of Legislation Committee was concerned about clause 17, which
amends the environmental authority for the Enterprise Mine lease to restrict the mine path. I share the
committee’s concern, and I have a number of my own which relate to clause 16. The explanatory notes go
on at length about this clause, the effect of which is to nobble the miner by making it impossible to move its
equipment from one site to another. There is no use having a lease if you cannot access it. To have
explanatory notes which disguise this fact seems to me not what the notes are expected to provide to this
parliament. 

I actually find myself shaking my head that we are debating this bill at all. On 20 June last year, less
than a year ago, the minister and the Premier announced the government’s vision for North Stradbroke
Island—their vision. The critical element for the island’s economy and, importantly, the mainland as well—
sandmining—was to conclude by 2027. Sibelco wanted to conclude by 2031. There was the possibility for
every reasonable stakeholder to get an acceptable outcome. The gap to be negotiated was minute. Under
the then vision, the area protected as national park was to increase from one per cent to 50 per cent by the
end of 2011 and to 80 per cent by the phase-out date of 2027. There was to be a managed transition from
270 direct Sibelco jobs and 350 indirect jobs to 400 nature based or ecotourism jobs. So the Premier’s
dream suggests that 400 make-believe eco jobs can effectively replace 620 actual mining and mining
dependent jobs. The maths that I learnt at Everton Park primary cannot make 620 real jobs equal 400
fantasy jobs on any day of the week. Then we fast-forward to today and we find that the dates have
changed, and certainly not to protect the innocent but cynically to preserve the jobs of the Premier and the
member for Ashgrove. 

Sibelco was a family owned private company committed to its mining interests which it entered
through its Queensland business. This is its model for its future interests. It is committed to looking after
the island long after its mining is completed. It is an excellent corporate citizen. Even the government
recognised this. It awarded Sibelco’s mineral sands division an environmental best practice award in 2008
for its operations on North Stradbroke Island. Now the same government that awarded that award treats
this company like a pariah. Compare the focused reality exhibited by this company to the wishy-washy,
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half-baked, ill-considered eco project put up by this tired old Labor government, which would struggle to
run a chook raffle at a profit. 

I hope there are representatives of the Quandamooka people who are watching this debate today. I
hope there are representatives of FOSI and the other residents of Stradbroke Island who are watching this
debate today. I invite them to travel to Fraser Island. If they want to see how this government manages a
really pristine piece of land, I invite them to go to Fraser Island. I invite the Quandamooka people to go and
have a talk to the Butchella people, who are the traditional owners of Fraser Island, and ask them what
they think of this government’s management of Fraser Island. I would say to FOSI: go and have a talk to
the residents of Fraser Island and ask them what they think of this government’s management of Fraser
Island. I would let the decision on the future of the island be based on those discussions. I really suggest
that those people do that. If they did that, they would not be swallowing the half-baked argument that is
coming forward from this government. 

The Fraser Island model takes on further ominous comparisons. We know that the Queensland
Parks and Wildlife Service is in the habit of routinely shooting and hazing the last purebred strain of
dingoes in Australia which inhabit Fraser Island. We are well aware from the debates in this place that the
iconic koala population in the south-east corner is under grave threat. I understand that the government is
to continue this fast-tracking demise by destroying the koala habitat on North Stradbroke Island as part of
its ecotourism recreation plans for the island. It is there on the map.

This is a bill which should be put down—it should be euthanised—in the best interests of
Queensland. The government should put aside its re-election interests on this occasion—just this once—
and do the right thing. The right thing is to return to its 20 June 2010 vision as a starting point from which to
commence negotiations in good faith with Sibelco. It should consult widely and meaningfully with the other
stakeholders, particularly those now employed directly and indirectly by mining as well as those who
provide everyday services to those employees and their families. Lastly, but by no means least, it should
consult the Quandamooka people genuinely and with respect. This present proposal is light years away
from what could have been a very easily achieved win-win-win outcome. 
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