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Decision: Not Assessed - Advice Given

The EPA considers that the proposal is unlikely to have a significant impact on the 
environment and does not warrant formal assessment.

Background:
On 8 March 2019, the Salt Lake Potash Limited referred the Lake Way SOP 
Demonstration Plant to the Environmental Protection Authority (EPA) under section 
38 of the Environmental Protection Act 1986 (EP Act). The proposal is to extract and 
evaporate natural brines to produce up to 50,000 tonnes per year of Sulphate of 
Potash (SOP). The Project is located in and around Lake Way, approximately 25 km 
south of Wiluna. The proposal includes 757 ha of on-playa disturbance (i.e. the bare 
salt lake surface) and 47 ha of off-playa disturbance.

The proposal was advertised for public comment and the Environmental Protection 
Authority (EPA) notes that three public comments were received. The public 
comments included:

• Hydrological regimes are important in supporting the lake’s ecosystem.

• Environmental surveys are not sufficient to meet EPA guidelines

• The modelling of the impacts on hydrological regimes (both surface water flows 
and groundwater drawdown) is insufficient and the impacts have been 
underestimated. In particular, the modelling has not addressed all aspects of the 
proposal, such as trenches, to determine the full range of impacts. Detailed 
modelling is required.

• Indirect impacts to Tecticornia have not been adequately addressed as changes 
to hydrological regimes have not been assessed properly.

• Need to be consistent with the level of assessment for other potash proposals.

• There are a number of heritage sites in proximity to the proposal and public review 
should be required to allow comment from stakeholders, including the Aboriginal 
community.
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Relevant Statutory and Administrative Provisions
The EPA has considered the proposal in accordance with the requirements of the EP 
Act and the Environmental Impact Assessment (Part IV Divisions 1 and 2) 
Administrative Procedures 2016 and Environmental Impact Assessment (Part IV 
Divisions 1 and 2) Procedures Manual.

Materials considered in making this decision
The EPA has considered and had regard to the referral information, which is available 
on the EPA’s consultation hub, any comments received during the 7-day comment 
period, information conducted through its own inquiries and any further information 
requested from the proponent and government agencies.

Consideration
In making its decision on whether to assess the proposal, the EPA had regard to 
various matters, including the following (as outlined in the EPA’s Statement of 
Environmental Principles, Factors and Objectives):

a) values, sensitivity and quality of the environment which is likely to be impacted

b) extent (intensity, duration, magnitude and geographic footprint) of the likely 
impacts

c) consequence of the likely impacts (or change)

d) resilience of the environment to cope with the impacts or change

e) cumulative impact with other existing or reasonably foreseeable activities, 
developments and land uses connections and interactions between parts of the 
environment to inform a holistic view of impacts to the whole environment

f) level of confidence in the prediction of impacts and the success of proposed 
mitigation

g) public interest about the likely effect of the proposal, if implemented, on the 
environment, and public information that informs the EPA’s assessment

In considering the potential direct and indirect impacts of the proposal on the Flora 
and Vegetation; Terrestrial Fauna; Subterranean Fauna, and Social Surroundings, the 
EPA has had particular regard to:

• the high environmental values but the relatively short duration of planned activities;

• there being existing disturbance and infrastructure on and off-playa at Lake Way 
due to historical mining activities that are being utilised for the Demonstration Plant 
to reduce the impacts of the proposal.

• the mitigation strategies proposed by the proponent to avoid and minimise impacts, 
for example

o location of on-playa infrastructure to avoid direct impacts on Tecticornia 
dominated vegetation; and
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o through an Environmental Monitoring and Management Plan, monitoring of 
hydrological regimes and implementation of adaptive management 
measures should the monitoring indicate responses are required to 
minimise impacts on Tecticornia vegetation.

o use of dewatering from existing mine pits as the water source for the 
proposal.

• the presence of other statutory processes, including the Mining Act 1978 and Part 
V of the EP Act.

As a result, the EPA considers that the likely environmental effects of the proposal are 
not so significant as to warrant formal assessment. The EPA is of the view that the 
potential impacts of the proposal can be adequately managed by the proponent’s 
mitigation measures and dealt with by other statutory processes. These include 
through Part V Division 2 (Clearing) of the EP Act.

1. Advice and Recommendations regarding Environmental Issues

a) Flora and Vegetation and Inland Waters

The EPA notes that the proposal involves clearing of 47 hectares of native vegetation 
off the lake’s surface and construction of on-lake infrastructure that has the potential 
to alter the hydrogeological regimes that support Tecticornia dominated vegetation that 
fringes Lake Way. Changes in inundation patterns during large flood events could 
result in indirect impacts on up to 138 hectares of Tecticornia dominated vegetation.

A number of conservation significant Tecticornia species are known from Lake Way. 
As for most proposals that could impact salt lakes in Western Australia, the EPA was 
concerned with the potential for the Lake Way SOP Demonstration Plant to significantly 
impact on these conservation significant species. However, the EPA considered the 
risk of significant indirect impacts was low given the relatively short- term nature of the 
proposal and that proposal was designed to minimise impacts on surface water flows 
and the hydrological regimes of Lake Way.

In considering the referral, the EPA noted that there was the potential for impacts on 
the lake ecosystem, including Tecticornia species, if the proposal was expanded and 
became an ongoing operation. To address these concerns the EPA requested that Salt 
Lake Potash develop an Environmental Monitoring and Management Plan that 
ensured that flora and vegetation surveys were undertaken, changes and impacts to 
the Lake Way hydrological regimes were monitored, and detailed hydrological models 
were developed, to ensure the EPA had adequate information to assess the potential 
full-scale and ongoing proposal.

Specific management measures detailed in the Environmental Monitoring and 
Management Plan include:

• Abstraction trenches have been positioned to minimise any changes to the brine 
level in and around the Tecticornia community.
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• Lake infrastructure has been located on the higher points of the lake to minimize 
impact to lake surface-water flow.

• Sufficient area is located around the on-playa infrastructure to allow for movement 
of water to minimize water shadow and inundation.

The Environmental Monitoring and Management Plan is expected to form part of the 
Mining Proposal that is to be submitted to the Department of Mines, Industry 
Regulation and Safety under the Mining Act 1978, which requires approval before the 
proposal is implemented.

Given the avoidance of direct impacts on Tecticornia dominated vegetation; and the 
implementation of the Environmental Monitoring and Management Plan, the EPA 
considers that the likely environmental effects of the proposal are not so significant as 
to warrant formal assessment provided that the proposal is implemented consistent 
with the referral information.

The EPA notes that the proponent would be required to obtain a native vegetation 
clearing permit under the EP Act, prior to implementing the proposal.

b) Future proposals

The EPA must consider the proposal in front of it but notes that the Demonstration 
Plant may form part of a larger and ongoing proposal. The EPA notes that the proposal 
is a large-scale trial and, whilst the scale of the proposal is large for a ‘trial’, the EPA 
considers that aspects of the proposal, such as utilisation of existing infrastructure and 
leaving the on-playa trenches unbunded, along with the finite life of the Demonstration 
Plant, means the impacts are not so significant as to require formal assessment.

The EPA would however expect future expansions and/or ongoing operation of the 
Salt Lake Limited’s proposal at Lake Way to be referred to the EPA. This would need 
to occur well in advance of the need to expand or continue the implementation of the 
proposal to allow time for adequate assessment of larger scale and ongoing 
environmental impacts.
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