Society Update
Heritage Matters

Pilbara Coastal and Marine
Science Symposium

The Pilbara Coast in north-western Australia, between
Exmouth Gulf and the DeGrey Delta, is one of only a few arid
coasts around the world and the most arid coast in Australia.
It stands uniquely as the most geologically and geomorphologically
diverse arid coast globally, and is of high heritage value. In its coastal
and shallow marine environments are complex coastal forms and
habitats, and a correspondingly rich biodiversity. Bordering a
mineral-rich geological province with hydrocarbon resources
offshore, and of sufficient aridity for solar salt production, the
Pilbara Coast has also been used for industry — along the coast is
export of iron ore and other minerals, extraction and liquefaction
of natural gas, and production of solar salt. Additionally, a rich
archeological heritage is manifest as shell middens and as rock art.
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Main locations of mines (some locations represent amalgamations of a
series of relatively closely spaced sites) and the generalised pathways by
which ore is delivered to the Pilbara Coast; also shown are locations of the
ports and their export commodities. The main ports are: Onslow, Cape
Preston, Dampier, Burrup Peninsula, Cape Lambert, and Port Hedland

(map valid up to 2018). Image reproduced from Brocx & Semeniuk, 2018

The GSA (WA Division) recently facilitated a multidisciplinary
and interdisciplinary day-long symposium on the Pilbara Coast and
nearshore regions. The scope of the Pilbara Coastal and Marine
Science Symposium (PCMSS) was the natural region of the Pilbara
Coast, from Giralia Bay in southern Exmouth Gulf through the
Dampier Archipelago to as far north as Pardoo Creek (eastern
De Grey River delta), including the corridor of near-coastal islands
such as Mangrove Islands, Regnard Island and Depuch Island.

The successful symposium was held at the impressive waterside
WA Maritime Museum venue in Fremantle (sponsored by the
WA Maritime Museum). It is likely to be the forerunner of more
multidisciplinary symposia to come, with the next symposium
planned for 2021. More than 40 abstracts were received and
65 participants from different walks of life attended, bridging the
extremes of the utilisation of the coast — from industrialisation and
conservation to cultural heritage and science and education —
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and spanning the aspects of geology, coastal landforms, deltas,

groundwater, mangroves, coastal habitats, coastal tidal ecology,

coastal vegetation, sawfish, soldier crabs, Pilbara islands, archeology,
industry, monitoring, governance and more. Registrations came from

PCMSS participants Australia-wide (Qld, Sydney, Tas, Adelaide, Perth

and Port Hedland) from universities, government agencies, NGOs and

industry. They came to share research and information, and to
exchange ideas that will lead to a better understanding of the
diverse abiotic and biotic values of the Pilbara Coast and nearshore
marine environment — and therefore, better management practices.

Divided into three sessions followed by an afternoon workshop
with oral poster presentations, keynote speakers consisted of state,
national and internationally recognised experts in their respective
fields of expertise. The thought-provoking oral presentations and
posters were provided by university academics, postgraduate
students, professional staff and managers.

The opening keynote address by Alec Coles, CEO of the WA
Museum, included acknowledging past and present traditional
owners and was titled ‘Whose research? Whose opinion? Whose story?"
Alec's talk included the present and future role of the WA Museum in
Science in WA. Thereafter were keynote presentations by:

e Vic Semeniuk (University of Notre Dame and Geoheritage
Australasia) — Hinterland geology and structure, sediments
and diagenesis as architecture for the Pilbara Coast

e Peter Barnes (et al,, Department of Biodiversity, Conservation
and Attractions, Exmouth District) — Pilbara Islands:
management, conservation and research with Parks and
Wildlife

e lan Cresswell (CSIRO, Hobart) —
Coast

e Ken Mulvaney (University of Western Australia and Rio Tinto)
— 50 000 years of artistic expression and cultural connection
(on Pilbara Coast archeological rock art)

e Margaret Brocx (Murdoch University and GSA) and
Vic Semeniuk — Global geoheritage values of the Pilbara
Coast

e Judy Fisher (University of Western Australia,
Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity
and Ecosystem Services and International Union for
Conservation of Nature) — The importance of community
engagement.

Mangroves of the Pilbara

All in all, a good mix of interesting research and information
was presented on a variety of geological, ecological, cultural/
archeological, and management aspects of the Pilbara Coastal and
Marine environment, as well as the legislative and policy framework,
and climatic setting of this cyclone-prone coast. The symposium was
followed by an enjoyable Sundowner.

Selected presentations will be published in a thematic issue of
AJES at a later date.
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