Oil shale project feels the heat
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The developers of the controversial Stuart oil shale project in central Queensland yesterday said the cost of reducing greenhouse gas emissions should not compromise the project's economic viability. 

Southern Pacific Petroleum NL and Central Pacific Minerals NL, which have cross-shareholdings and are run as one company, were responding to claims by Greenpeace that they misled investors about the profitability of the project. 

SPP shares continued to fall yesterday following the environmental group's formal lodgement on Tuesday of a complaint with the Australian Stock Exchange, which the ASX said it would assess. SPP closed at $1.64, down 19¢ on the day and 31¢ in two days, while CPM did not trade yesterday after falling 30¢ to $4.20 the previous day. 

Greenpeace alleged the ``corporate twins" had failed to take account of the high greenhouse gas costs of the development, estimating them at $442 million a year, or 42 per cent of projected annual revenue from Stuart, over its 30-year life. 

Greenpeace asked the ASX to thoroughly investigate the issues it raised with reference to listing rules. The move represented a continuation of the group's campaign against the two companies and the project, which has been beset by operational problems during the commissioning of the $250 million first stage. 

Greenpeace delivered a 104- page report to the ASX on Tuesday that, it said, argued SPP/CPM had failed to inform investors of the material risks associated with greenhouse gas emissions. 

But SPP/CPM said yesterday they believed they could cut their net greenhouse gas emissions to a level comparable to those created in conventional oil production through in-plant measures, a reforestation trial designed to sequester carbon dioxide and other ``offsets". 

``In a commercial oil shale project, our analysis indicates the cost to achieve this goal should not compromise the economic viability of the project," managing director Mr Jim McFarland said. 

He said SPP/CPM were concerned about the potential for climate change, acknowledged their responsibilities and were working to meet the challenge ahead by managing anticipated emissions. 

The project is located near Gladstone on the central Queensland coast. 

