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STOCKTON BRANCH ALP SUBMISSION TO UPPER HOUSE ENQUIRY INTO 
ORICA CHEMICAL LEAK ON 8 AUGUST AND SUBSEQUENT ACTION 

 
The Stockton branch of the ALP has long been concerned about the pollution coming 
from Kooragang Island. Complaints have generally fallen on deaf ears! 
 
Our serious concerns range across a wide field: these include  the specific Orica incidents 
causing so much grief recently; the concentrated mix of potentially dangerous industries 
very close to the dense urban areas of Stockton and Mayfield as well as the city centre of 
Newcastle; the anticipated massive growth of the coal industry  with its increase in 
invasive coal dust; the cumulative effect of the rapid growth in industry close to 
residential areas; the absence of adequate and well-known emergency  procedures in the 
event of serious incidents and the difficulty of speedy evacuation from Stockton. 
 
Previous action by Stockton ALP Branch 
In September 2003, the following resolution was carried at the monthly meeting of the 
Stockton branch.  
 
The Stockton Branch of the ALP informs the Minister for Emergency Services that it 
views – with great concern – the almost complete lack of notification following the latest 
toxic gas escape on Kooragang Island, especially given that Stockton was in electrical 
blackout at the time. 
 
Warnings given via radio and television were not heard because of the power failure that 
lasted over two hours. (See Attachment1) 
 
An open meeting organised by our branch for 4 February 2004 was advertised in The 
Stockton Messenger. Although it was not as well attended as the huge Stockton 
community meetings of recent times, an officer from Waratah Area Command, organised 
by Superintendent Shearer, addressed a significant number of very concerned residents. 
(See Attachment 2) 
 
In February 2005 a second letter was written to the Chairman of the Newcastle City 
Local Emergency Management Committee following the one of 6th

 

 August 2004. (See 
Attachment 3) This letter pointed out the shortfalls in the Newcastle DISPLAN where 
there was no noticeable improvement in the city’s plans to inform the local population of 
the best ways to respond when a disaster occurred on Kooragang Island. 

A former member of our Stockton ALP branch, Mr Bruce Langford (now deceased) 
outlined a number of concerns with the DISPLAN. In part of his submission, Mr 
Langford stated: From the perspective of a resident affected by the episode on 
Kooragang in 2003, it is apparent that a number of the provisions of the DISPLAN were 
ineffective. (See Attachment 4) Mr Langford pursued this matter through Newcastle City 
Council and the Stockton Forum but up until the time of his death a few years ago, he and 
other concerned citizens received little satisfaction.  
 



Pollution concerns, emergency and evacuation procedures, timely informing of 
residents and transport issues 
ALP Stockton Branch members have many concerns regarding the inadequacy of 
pollution controls and emergency procedures.  
 
Why did it take so long for Stockton residents and Hunter Health to be informed of the 
latest dangerous emissions by Orica and the State Government? Why was Newcastle City 
Council not informed officially at all before the issue became public? Our Ward 1 
councillor Sharon Claydon was only informed by local Stockton residents well after the 
spill. 
 
Why did arsenic still remain anywhere near Orica’s premises, resulting into its leaching 
into the Hunter River? Why is any amount of arsenic considered safe in our rivers? Large 
dead fish were sighted by fishermen and residents (including the secretary of our branch) 
near Stockton breakwater just a few days after the recently reported leak of arsenic.  
 
At long last, heavy industry on Kooragang Island is beginning to be held to account. 
The Premier’s letter to Stockton residents dated 6 October outlined the strengthening of 
laws to give better environmental protection, following the O’Reilly Report. This is most 
welcome but inadequate. We expected Mr O’Reilly to produce a better response to 
Orica’s and the Government’s delay in informing residents of the incident on August 8. 
 
It is also noted recently that the Environment Minister, Robyn Parker, on Friday 21 
October held an industry and environmental round-table at Mayfield where she stated that 
the state government’s new environmental laws would go beyond the recommendations 
of the O’Reilly review. But they need to! Hopefully the Minister will really listen to the 
proposed Newcastle community consultative committee on the environment. But 
Stockton residents are very fearful that the power of big industry will again ultimately 
override the well-being of the local community. 
 
Mr O’Farrell did not address the issue of why he or his Government representatives 
(Environment Minister Robyn Parker) and Mr Tim Owen (Member for Newcastle) 
delayed so long in informing the residents of Stockton of the potential disaster following 
the Orica release of very dangerous Cr (V1). Orica took an unacceptable 16 hours to 
inform the Government but the NSW Government failed to alert local residents for a 
further 54 hours! 

 
With the very heavy concentration of a volatile mixture of industries on Kooragang 
Island, Stockton, Carrington, Mayfield and indeed the entire inner city of Newcastle are 
at serious risk. Because Stockton is a narrow peninsula with only one road out of the 
suburb, there is very little chance of a speedy evacuation if an emergency occurs. 
Numerous times it has been demonstrated how gridlocked traffic becomes when many 
vehicles try to exit the suburb, such as when New Year’s Eve fireworks are held on the 
peninsula. Then there are the problems of only one road over Kooragang Island itself and 
the two lane bridge at Tourle Street as well as the single road to north to Williamtown. 
(Note Attachment 5, the Newcastle Herald article from Monday 24 October stating that 



Kooragang Island traffic was brought to a standstill for six hours after a road accident on 
the island.)  
 
Many people were relieved when BHP contamination ceased a number of years ago. 
However, the concentration of massive coal loaders with inadequate controls of the 
mountains of coal dust and all the other heavy industry have led to severely decreased air 
purity, especially in Stockton, Carrington, Mayfield and Carrington. Locals are horrified 
by the possibility of a coal loader on the former BHP site at Mayfield because there are 
already anticipated deleterious effects from when the Port Waratah T4 expansion, our 
fourth coal loader, is completed. Will a proposed new goods rail line from Sandgate-
Hexham to Carrington aid the well-being of locals or exacerbate the problems with 
further numerous uncovered coal wagons? 
 
Not only is there only one road leading in any direction from Stockton - be it to 
Newcastle or Nelson Bay - but the building of a mere two lane replacement Tourle Street 
Bridge was an idiotic decision. For a decade our Stockton ALP Branch wrote numerous 
letters to MPs and made appeals for a four lane bridge to be built. Now residents in many 
parts of Newcastle are being subjected to a massive increase of industry traffic on the 
roads as industries and organisations such Newcastle Port Corp plan new developments. 
 
With the cumulative effect of all the existing industries including Simsmetal, Cleanaway, 
Booral Cement, Cargill Canola and Incitec,   the planned expansions of the T4, the Orica 
extension and probably an unbelievable liquid gas export facility by Eastern Star Gas 
close by, it is no wonder that local residents are up in arms and intensely worried about 
the health of future generations! 
 
Orica’s response and what we want in the future 
Thankfully Orica has not yet been permitted to re-open the section of plant involved in 
the chromium leak in August. Apparently Orica is still working on engineering 
improvements as well as streamlining its communications program and emergency 
management plan. While Orica has met with the community on a number of occasions 
and agreed to tours by community members, many people remain opposed to the 
reopening of the industry. Yet Orica’s planned expansion is believed to be a massive 75% 
of its present size and complexity. 
 
It seems that Orica has agreed to fund air monitoring on Stockton but there is very 
significant concern in the community about Orica’s general operations emissions, 
including fine particle matter and dangerous chemicals.  
 
Newcastle residents should be fully informed of the type and amount of toxic chemicals 
being used in their vicinity. The Government should carefully analyse the severity of all 
emissions and challenge the acceptability of certain emissions if they are shown to be 
harmful to people’s health. After the negligent incident at Orica on August 8 many 
Stockton residents have complained of nose bleeds, severe eye irritation and irritating 
coughs. 
 



Orica’s manufacture of ammonia, nitric acid and ammonium nitrate does not operate in a 
vacuum. Its close proximity to residential areas, and taking into account all the other 
associated issues outlined in this submission, mean that local residents have much to be 
distressed about. Being close to the seaside, any chemical company such as Orica should 
be very aware of the prevailing winds during its operation (especially a start-up). 
Management should make it an extremely high priority to examine the potential impacts 
on the surrounding residential suburbs. Why did this not occur on a regular basis? Why 
has Orica been permitted to continue to excessively pollute? 
 
The north Stockton childcare centre was in the direct wind path at the time of the 
emission of Cr (VI) yet this was not seen as a priority area to evacuate. Astonishingly, 
with no notification to the general public, over 500 students from San Clemente High 
School participated in a walkathon at Stockton the very day after the leak! There should 
be a full review of procedures for informing Newcastle residents when a serious incident 
or an emergency occurs. 
 
Because of reporting in The Newcastle Herald after the latest incident, local communities 
are now aware that Orica has a mind boggling history of lack of compliance with its 
licensing obligations. Why has this been allowed to occur? It is urgent that there should 
be a complete review of the existing licensing principles and procedures for this company 
and other Kooragang Island industries. 
 
To add insult to injury, within the last fortnight Stockton residents have been informed 
about the proposed building of another ammonium nitrate plant by Incitec Pivot Limited! 
Has the Department of Planning seriously looked at the cumulative effects of all the 
present and planned heavy industries on the nearby residents? We are already subjected 
to troubling pollution; the greater number of industries that are built in our vicinity, the 
greater the respiratory and other health problems in the community. 
 
In Conclusion 
The Stockton Branch of the ALP has been a long time advocate of the need for 
improvements to the management of the growing concentration of heavy industry on 
Kooragang Island. Particularly, the residents of Stockton and all the nearby residential 
areas at the very least deserve a full risk analysis of the industry on Kooragang Island, a 
careful monitoring of air quality in the suburbs; improved warning systems when a 
significant incident occurs or a leak becomes apparent and a workable, well-tested,  
well-publicised disaster recovery plan for our area. A single government body should be 
responsible for ensuring that all these serious concerns are addressed in detail. 
 
















