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Pastor Geoffrey Stokes in Kalgoorlie-Boulder in Western Australia after his arrest on firearms charges 
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RATCHETING tensions over 
Western Australia's Aboriginal 
heritage laws have exploded 
out of the barrel of a hunting rifle 
in the state's remote northern 
goldfields. 

Critics of the Barnett govern
ment's decision to dump the 
state's 40-year-old system of pro
tections for standing stones, rock 
art and other Aboriginal heritage 
yesterday lined up to defend 
Christian pastor Geoffrey Stokes, 
who is charged with unlawfully 
discharging a firearm near the for-

mer mission of Mt Margaret, 
700km northeast of Perth. More 
specifically, police claim Mr 
Stokes let the gun go off on a mine 
site as a warning shot to men who 
were excavating on his traditional 
lands on Wednesday. 

Mr Stokes, a Wongatha man 
and a community leader in his 
hometown of Kalgoorlie, was 
arrested and spent the night in 
the Laverton police lock -up. 

Mr Stokes said he went to the 
site to talk, but was ignored. 

"They walked straight past me 
while I was talking to them, like I 
wasn'tthere," Mr Stokes said. 

Police will claim Mr Stokes 

thenwenttohis4WD - wherehe 
allegedly keeps a hunting kit of a 
fishing rod, crowbar and gun -
and fired a warning shot into the 
sky. "This is our land, special 
country, and the excavator was 
eating the hill," Mr Stokes said. 

There are no Aboriginal sites 
registered on the tenement 
where Mr Stokes is alleged to have 
sensationally lost his composure. 

The Department of Mines and 
Petroleum yesterday emphasised 
that mining companies had a 
responsibility to consult trad
itional owners and said that it 
was investigating whether the 
tenement holder, a small operator 

called Darlex, had complied with 
all conditions. 

Greens MP Robin Chapple 
said the episode highlighted anger 
over new state laws to streamline 
the process that miners must go 
through to operate on land where 
there are special Aboriginal sites. 

'We have a government di
minishing the value of heritage 
sites in this state and setting up po
tential conflicts, " Mr Chapple 
said. Goldfields Aboriginal leader 
Kado Muir said traditional own
ers were frustrated. "We don't 
want to stop mining; we want the 
companies to talk to us, listen to us 
then work with us," he said. 


