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The Honourable. 
The Minister for lUnes, 

HOBART 

Dear Slr, 

1. 
LAUNCESTON 

9th Deoember, 1921 

SEARCH EUR OIL IN TASMANIA 

In aooordanoe with your instruotuins I beg to 
submi t the following oomments on the proposal made 
by loir . J. T. I·loate on behalf of the Adelaide 011 
xploratlon Company to search for oil and 011-

produoing substanoes in Tasmania, which proposal 
reques~s (inter alia) the exolusive right to searoh f 
for 011 and oll-produoing IAibstanoes in Tasmania for 
five years . 
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The suggested soheme purports to be designed to 
bring about the development of some of the natural 
resouroes of Tasmania and as the development of our 
natural resouroes is the great objeotive of the Geol­
ogioal Sul'Te1_ of Tasmania. any proposal bearing thereon 
would naturaJ.l.y reoeive our very earnest oonslderation. 
Aooordingly I have oonsidered the proposal made on 
behalf of the Adelaide Oil xploration Company in great 
detail and have met Mr . J . T. Moate and heard his views 
in conneotion with it . 

There are many different view- points from whioh 
the proposal may be considered and I will deal ;d th 
the matter . under several headings whioh summarise these 
view- points . 

There are tllO 
clearly separable. 

(1) 

(2) 

phases of the proposal which a re 
These are the mention of: 
Liquid 011 ; and 
Oil- produolng substances . 

The ques t lons involved in the~e are distinctly dlfferent , 
and I will therefore deal with them separately. 

( 1) LIQUID OIL 

The proposal requests the exclusive right to 
searoh for llquid oil in Tasmania for five years . 

In dealing with this request I wi&h first to 
disouss the questlon as to whether in the light of 
oertain knowledge we possess any expenditure in this 
direotion is justifiable. I &hall then deal with the 
meri ts or demerits of the proposal if such search were 
justifiable. I will then demonstrate what effeot the 
adoption of the proposal would have on the reputation 
and future of the mining industry in Tasmania. 

(a) Justifioation or Otherwise for "xpendi ture 
on the 3earch for Liquid 011 in Tasmania 
in view of Results of the Work of the 
Geologioal Survey tor the past Thirty Years 

The expressed intention of the Adelaide 011 
Exploration Company , if granted the oonoessions asked 
for in the proposal, is to oarry out geologioal surveys 
in Tasmania in their endeavour to looate liquid oil in 
this s tate. In oonsidering this oontention it is 
essential to asoertain what geological surveys have 
been carried out in Tasmania up to the present time. 
I would therefore beg to draw attention to the fact 



that up to the present date the sum of approximately 
£65 ,000 has been expended in the carrying out of 
geological surveys in Tasmania . In addition to that, 
we have the results, which are very considerable and 
valuable indeed, of the work carried out through a 
long perioddby the late f essrs . R.M. Johnston, I . S.O. 
and Thos . Stephens M. A. The whole of the information 
thus 'acquired is in the possession of the Geological 
Survey of asmania, and I desire to specially emphasise 
at this s tage the fact that the one great authority in 
the world concerning the geology of Tasmania is the 
Geological Survey of Tasmania. A great part of the 
information in our possession has been issued and is 
avail able in printed form, but a very appreciable 
has not been published but is in our possession in 
acquired knowledge and records in the office. That 
the whole of our knowledge has not appeared in 
published form is due tc the influence of those individ­
uals who have demanded the publication of commercial 
reports with the elimination of scientific matter. 
The Geologioal Survey has repeatedly pointed out the 
desirablli ty of ublishing such matter, and through 
the efforts of various Ministers some of it has been 
written up and published, but a considerable part 
which would be of value at the present moment is in 
existence in our minds alone. Such information is 
constantly used by us in making our recommendations 
and reports, and it is therefore clear that the one 
source of detailed information with regard to the 
geology of Tasmania is the Geological Survey. One 
cannot expect new arrivals in Tasmania or those resi­
dents in other parts of the world to possess this 
Knowledge, but it is always available when asked for . 

Now in considering the proposal • it is clear 
therefore that new arrival.s in Tasmania and those paying 
attention to the State residing in other parts of the 
world are at a disadvantage in not possessing this 
information. If, however, the published reports of the 
Geologioal Survey are studied a oonsiderable knowledge 
of the goology of Tasmania could be acqu3,red, but of 
course it is essential that these reports should be 
read in their entirety and the statements contained 
therein considered in proper relation to the whole . It 
has come under our notice that many of those publications 
have been misread and false oonolusiond drawn therefrom. 
As an example in this conneotion I beg to draw attention 
to a mistake made in quoting from Bulletin lIo . 30 , page 
37 . As will be explained later, anticlinal struotures 
are amongst thos which are essential to the storage of 
011 in nature . In bringing forth evidence that the 
Pelion district is favourable for the occurrence of 
liquid oil, a passage from Bulletin 30 which deals with 
this area has been quoted as follows:- "The strata are 
faulted in a series of long, roughJ.y parallel anticlines 
and synclines" . This statement is certainly made on 
page '37 of Bulletin 30, but the whole point of the 
matter is that it is made in connection with the 
Algonkian systetl, and det1ni tely not in regard to the 
Permo-carboniferous system. The significance of this 
Hes in the fact that if the folding occurred in the 
Permo- Carboniferous system the district may be favourable 
for 011, but folding in the AlgonkianI'! is no indication 
of 011 Whatsoever. The full quotation bearing on this 

p~int in Bulletin 30 is as follows: - "Oocupying the 
groater part of the surface are the Algonkian formations 
which underlie all other sediments oocurring here. An 
examination of the structure of these formations shows 
that the strata are folded in a series of long, roughly 
parallel anticlines and synclines which have been 



truncated by Pre-Carboniferous erosion, and also by 1)3 
the action of Pleistocene laciers" . It io re~rett-
able therefore that our publioations are not read 
and interpreted correctly as nothing could be in 
plainer ~n lish than the above. 

Examining now the proposal itself, it is 
perfectly clear to me that it is the result of a very 
incomplete appr ciation of the geology and geological 
history of Tasmania, and in considering the desira­
bility of t he carrying out of the geolo cal surveys 
suggested in the proposal and in the manner indicated 
therein, it is ossential to bear this in mind . It is 
obviously eoing to serve no useful purpose to repeat 
work which has already been carried out at considerable 
expense, and it is there~ore my duty as Director of the 
Geological Survey of Tasmania to point out where this 
expenditure is going to be a duplication. 

t this stage I desire to point out the fact that 
geological structure and geological history are the 
same whether they are considered in relation t o a 
deposit of oopper oro or a deposit of liquid Oil. A 
geological survey is a genlogical survey no matter for 
wh t purpose it may have been carried out. (here is 
the tendenoy at the present moment of referring to 
"oil men" and "oil geologists" as quite apart from 
"geologists" . Certainly there exist men whos 
experienoe has been largely oonfined to eolog1cal 
surveys in oonneotion with oil depOSits , but there is 
no ignoring the faot that the el*oidation of geologioal 
struoture , whioh is the main question to be determi~sd 
in oon idering the os ihilities of any region for 
liquid oil, is the work of a trained geologis t whether 
he oalls himself an "oil geologist" or any thin else . 

It may ae as well here to draw a parallel between 
the geologioal and medioal professions. Just as a 
properl y trained medioal man praotising in a temperate 
climate may enoounter the pr senoe of a disease generally 
oharaoteristio of a t ropioal olimate, and oould diagnose 
and t reat it suooessfully , so a thoroughly trained 
geologist workin~ on g ologio structures oould answer 
any question in regard to the possibility of oil in 
those struotures , whioh may suddenly arise; and so it 
seems to me neo ssary to emphasis e a t this pOint that 
the thoroup,hly tr ined of icers of t he Geolo ioal Survey 
are as oompetent as any eolo sts from any part of 
the ~Torld to express an opinion in re ard to oil 
possi "ilities in asmania; and further than thiS , that 
their possession of a knowledge of facts in regard to 
the geology and eolog1oal his tory of Tasmani possessed 
by no others in addition to their thorou h training, 
gives them authority to speak with reater oertainty 
t han anybody else of the possibility of oil in Tasmania • 

. In oonsidering the proposal therefore to carry 
ou t geolo ioal surveys in Tasmania in oonneotion with 
the attempt to looate liquid oil, it must be remembered 
that we already possess very definite knowledge in 
regard to the salient eologio features in Tarmanian 
oontrolling the 600urrence of oil. We pos ess this tp 
such an extent that it can be definitely stated, and 
is now so stated by me , that 21,000 square mil es of 
asmania has no possibility of containin~ liquid oil. 

Of the remaining 5,000 square mil es which is oountry 
of which we know ery little, the greater part~ we have 
evidence to bel ieve , is most unlikely from the point 
of view of the occurr nce of oil . 
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If these salient geologic features were not so 
definitely indicative of the absence of oil, but on 
the contrary gave even the slightest hope , then the 
detailed geologic survey and mapping su Bsted in 
the proposal would be desirable . Under the circum­
stances, however, those proposing to spend the money 
on this work would be well advised not to so waste ~ 
their capital as the work could never give them any 
financial return although it would of course have a 
value, under certain circumstances, to the Geological 
Survey. 

To propose, therefore, to spend £10 , 000 a year 
for the next 5 years in carrying out geological 
surveys searching for liquid oil is to repeat work 
which has already been done . It is of course necessary 
that in the years before us the detailed geologic 
mapping of Tasmania should be continued in those 
areas as there will be objectives to attain by so 
doing which are very desirable but which are quite 
apart from the question of the occurrence of liquid 
oil . The position concisely therefore is that the 
Geological Survey of Tasmania as the result of the 
geologioal investigations carried out by it and by 
other qualified geologists at a cost exceeding 
£65 , 000 is able to definitely state that there is 
no necessity for the proposed expenditure by the 
Adelaide xploration Company in carrying out geological 
surveys as this work would be merely repetition. 
Tasmania. as a matter of fact, should regard itself 
fortunate, in possessing this information and being 
able to give advice which will prevent the useless 
expenditure of that money which, if available, could 
be advantageously utilised in the development of some 
of our actual natural resources . 

The idea prevalent in certain quarters that there 
is a possibility of l i quid oil in Tasmania is due to 
many misconceptions and a lack of knowledge both on 
the peneral question of oil occurrence and on the 
question of the eology and geological history of 
Tasmania. A great deal of this misconception is due 
to the fact that i ndividuals with no training in the 
fundamental prinCiples of geology refer to books on 
the occurrence of Oil , and read them without that 
knowledge of general principles which is necessary to 
properly assimilate the information and to corr31ate 
its various parts properly with the co- ordinated whole . 
Again I would refer to a parallel in the medical profes­
sion. A layman obtaining possession of a popular 
medical work of the type common in many households , 
will, after reading several pages of it , imagine that 
he has several diseases . The trouble arises from hi s 
limited knowledge . There are many individual symptoms 
which ar e common to many diseases , but the existence 
of any symptom must be regarded in its proper relation 
to all the other symptoms and conditions before a 
successful diagnosis is possible . The lack of knowledge 
of thes e other general conditions and symptoms results 
in the layman deducing that because he has oertain 
individual symptoms he has the disease . And so a 
layman reading a work on the occurrence of oil reads 
of certain features as indioating the existence of 
Oil, and in his i~oranoe of the other general 
oonditions essential to the oocurrence of Oil , he makes 
very s erious mi stakes and , in many cases, a f t r readin~ 
the work can see t he exi . tencs of oil almost • 



It seems desirable at the present time to 
indicate several of the mi staken and balanced 
conclusions which are typical of the statements which 
accompany the expression of opinion that oil exists 
in certain parts of Tasmania. 

(i) It has been stated that as it is well 
known that Permo- Carboniferous or 
Tertiary strata in certain parts of the 
world contain oil pools, and as P rmo­
Carboniferous and Tertiary strata occur 
in Tasmania, so asmania should contain 
oil deposits . 

This is a totally erroneous idea ss the 
determining fdctor as to whether these 
rook series carry oil or not is not that 
they are of Permo- Carboniferous or 
Tertiary age, but beoause of what has 
hapnened to them since they were first 
laid down as sediments . The fact 
indisputably established by the Geological 
Survey is that these strata in ' asmania 
have had a totally different experience 
since their formation than those of other 
parts of the world where oil occurs and 
that they have not been subjected to those 
conditions which would r sult in the form­
ation of oil pools . 

(ii) The conclusion has been drawn tha t because 
the chemical composition of a substance 
called "Pelionite" is practically identical 
with that of a substance oalled "Albertite" 
that the two substances are identical in 
character and origin. This results in the 
further inference that because Albertite 
has been determined as ins~issated petrol eum , 
therefore Pelionite is inspissated petroleum. 
This conclusion is again in error, and is due 
to a lack of knowledge of chemistry . 

It is well known to any trained chemist that 
the same chemical composition may characterise 
substances of totally di f ferent general 
character and origin. For instance , starch 
and sugar have the same chemical compOSition, 
but nobody would attempt to say that they 
were ot the eame general character and had 
the same mode of origin. In the same way 
a diamond and black lead have the same 
chemical compOSition, but it would be 
ridiculous to say that they are the same 
substance and have the same mode of origin. 
And so , although Pelionite and Albertite 
have the same ultimate chemical composition, 
the other chemical, physical and microscopical 
properties definitely show, as they do in 
the two cases cited above, that the two 
substances have a totally different ori in 
and are in no way rela ted . 

(iii ) I t h s been stated tha t the g ologi c'll f a " U L-"'tll 

of t he Darn 3luff - Peli on ar~a r es emble t hose 
of cer tai n oi lfi elds in ' exico. hi s agai n 
i s not a fact as t here is a very defini te and 
mar ked difference in g_olo i c s tructure . 



(iv) he reason given, in one instance, for 
the belief that the 3am Bluff- Pelion area 
contains liquid oil, namely , that igneous 
intrusions have distilled the oil from 
certain substances , is to say the least 
very highly improbable as i t a £sumes conditions 
f or the ~ormation of oil which are known to 
occur in no oilfield in the world . 

(v) Refer nce has been made to the "Catalogue 
of the !inerals of ~asmania" by 1 •• Petterd , 
which contains a ref erence to the occurrence 
of asphaltum on the .1.1 ver t-\:ers ey • "'his 
occurrence, i t i s well known to us, was never 
seen by r . T et~erd and is a t least doubtful . 

(b) he Objecti ons to the proposed Scheme 
in I tself if Search for Liquid Oil were 

arranted 

though have shown above t hat the expenditure 
by the Adelaide Oil ',xploration Company on the search 
for 1 iquid Oil has no hope 0 f any valuable result, yet 
i t will serve some useful purpos e if attention is drawn 
to several aspects which would ~ri e if tho e neral 
principle of t he proposal itsel f were worthy of adoption . 

(i) The undertaking to s pend £ 10 , 000 per year 
would not be sufficient in itself and some 
more definite indi cation would have t o be 
given as to what proportion of tha t £ 10 , 000 
would be spent on actual work in raeroania . 
Unless s o such provision is m~de , it would 
be quite ossible to spend a considerable 
portion in Directors' fees and other expenses 
outside of Tasmania . The spirit in ,/hich 
the proposal is ma e indicates t he eneral 
intention of spending the 10 ,000 i n Tasmania 
on field uork , but I beg to submit that some­
thing more definite in the ,esment would 
be desirable than thiS . 

(ii) It is uroposed to hand ove.r to the Government 
the r esults of the Geolo :;ical surveys if lIIade . 
As a matter of fact this ie no ~ore than is 
required under the Mining Act in ragard to 
lic nces t o search , and I would, a t thi s stage , 
point out that the information suppl i ed under 
this provision of th e ct, up to t he uresent , 
by any lic nsees i s not only very meagre, but 
also tot l l y misleadinp and of no value 
whatever in scientific research i n ~asmania . 

hi s brin~s up the oint jn connect ion with 
the proposal of t he employment 0 , as stated 
in the fOIT'al le t t er, "competent geolo ists 
experienc ~d in oi l findi ng" . ~he inducement 
held out is th~t t he r suIt of t h se men ' s 
work ?ein h nded to the Gov~rnment will be of 
value in connection with t he eolo jical survey­
i ng of Ta~mania . If thisi nformation i s to 
be relied upon and used by us , the work mus t 
be carried out by geoloaiats whose capaCi t y 
and c~pability are definitely proved and 
established . Just as the Surveyor General of 
Tasmania cannot accept t he ork of any Jut 
ful l y quali fied and r egister ed surveyors so 
the Geological Survey of Tasmania cannot 
accept the work of any but fully qualified 
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geologists whose qualifications and experience 
they are quite satisfied with . It ould, I 
therefore beg t o submit , be e~s ential that 
in any agreement in ragard to the proposal 
provision be made that no geologist should 
be apPointed by the Adelaide Oil Exploration 
Company to carry out geological surveying in 
Tasmania ~Ti thou t t he approval and concurrence 
of the Geological Survey . If there were any 
value in the proposal it "ould lose the whole 
of it if the results obt ained were found to 
be unr liable owing to the incapacity of the 
officials employed . 

(c) he Result which would follow the 
doption of the Proposal under 

Existing 0ircumstances 

With the knowled e of the facts I have presented 
above, before us , it is -now possible to look for~ard and 
see what would be the ultimate result to Tasmania if t h e 
proposal were adopted . The prominent fact is th~t the 
Geologic~l Survey of ~nsmania h~s def nitely arrived a t 
the conclUSi on that tho expenditure of ~oney on the search 
for liquid oil in ~asmania is not ' ustified . -f holdi ng 
this opinion they as'":ociated t he'T!!'elves with a scheme for 
s uch search fo petroleum , they automatically and naturally 
uould be r ug'lrded by the public as rharing the belief 
tha t there was some chance of locating liquid oil . This 
wou.l d ind,lce the public to subscribe their capital which 

s the very thing the ~ eologiQal SU1~ey wish to prevent 
as they know definitely th t tbe money so subscribed and 
sp nt will be a dead loss to the subscriber . cter the 
inevitable denoument happened and the people rcalis d 
their money had gone, any future recommendations ~ade by 
the " eological Surv3Y would not be heeded by the investing 
publiC, and we would have lost that reputation for reliabil­
ity and bona fide independent expressions of opinion as 
to the value of mineral and other deposits which is our 
most pr ciolAS quali ication and which w~ Dust protect at 
all costa . 

I would desire to str ess the aspect of the case 
that we should think not of the inter ete of the present 
generation but of the interests of an indefinite number 
of generations ahead . I t would not be in the national 
interes t in order to obtain a temnorary circulation of 

. money if by so doing welere creating a handicap 11hich 
would be a very s eriOUS hindrance to the next generation 
in t he development of our natural resources . The intro­
duction of capital in ~asmania is deSirable and ur~ently 
needed , but what the Geological Survey deSires to 
sp~cially point out is that in the proposal we are 
considering the introduction of capital for the carrying 
out of work which could not possibl y give any results . 

he capital which is available should be spent on one of 
the many natural r esources of asmania whi ch by such 
expenditure would show appreciable monetary returns . 

The induc ement held out in the st~to~ent of the 
proposal in r gard to the possibility of discovering 
mineral depOSits during the search for oil has no real 
basis for iust fication . Tt is my duty t o nOint out in 
this connection that in the search for oil and oil 
producin subs·tances in Tasmania attention would naturally 
be confined to t he o~o-~arboniferous rocks and those of 
you~ r a~e . , he act th~ t our ineral depOSits are 



confined to rock series older than these demonstrates 
t hat their discovery would not be hastened by the search 
it is proposed to make, because the two groups of rock 
series have a totally different geographical distribution . 

(2) OIL PRODUCING SUBSTANCES 

Dealing now with the portion of the proposal which 
mentions oil- producing substances as distinct from 
liquid oil, the position is very clear and obvious . In 
the first place, in view of the knowledge possessed by 
the Geological Survey of Tasmania, there is no necessity 
for the carrying out by the Adelaide Oil Exploration 
Company or anybody else of the geological survey proposed . 
\~ e are in the position of being able to give anybody 
intending to search for oil- producing substances full 
information as to exactly where to search and how to 
search. This search will be confined to one horizon in 
the Permo-Carboniferous rock series, and the work will 
be of the nature of systematic surface prospecting and 
trenching within these narrow zones . It is such work 
that an individual prospector or party of prospectors 
can very appropriately undertake, and I beg to submit 
it would be a great pity to lock up the whole of those 
portions of Tasmania "in the hands of one Company and 
shut out the highly valuable work of individual prospect­
ors . Such prospectors wishing to carry out such work 
and coming to us for the information would have it in 
their power to make valuable discoveries of these oil­
producing substances. The elimination of such individual 
effort would, I beg to submit, be disadvantageous to the 
State . 

he Adelaide Oil Exploration Company will have , 
without any such c6ncessions being granted to them as 
t hey have asked for , immense scope to spend their capital 
in the search for these oil-producing substances . This 
search is, in fact, very desirable and the operations of 
any Company in asmania having tha t object in view would 
be very welcome . 

The Geological Survey is convinced that in this 
oil-shale industry Tasmania has a very valuable national 
asset, and it has been our endeavour for some t ime past 
to have them fully developed. With this object in view, 
such investigation has been included in the programme 
of work of the Geological Survey of Tasmania for the 
next twelve months , and it is proposed to carry out 
geological surveys of the oil shale fields including 
the putting down of a series of bores in a systematic 
manner . As a co-ordinate part of this investigation the 
sum of £ has been made available to carry out system­
atic investigations of the best method of retorting the 
va rious types of oil- producing substances occurring in 
Tasmania. 

Under these circumstances it seems to us very 
undesirable indeed to hand over the exclusive rights for 
investigating the resourceo of Tasmania in this connect­
ion to one particular Company . That Company , as stated 
above , will have infinite scope by availing itself of 
the provi sions under the present Mining Act whereby 
they can take up an indefinite number of 3,200 acre 
blocks under licences to search. , 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, therefore, I beg to state tha t the 
Geological Survey is definitely of the opinion that it 
would not be to the advantage of Tasmania to adopt the 
proposal submitted by the Adelaide Oil ~xploration 



Company, the following being the main reasons as some­
what fully indicated above: -

(i) 

(ii) 

(iii) 

(iv) 

The State having expended £65 ,000 in geological 
surveys of Tasmania is in a position to State 
that there is no justification for the expend­
iture by the Adelaide Oil Exploration Company 
of any money in intensive geological mapping as 
the salient geologic features indicate that no 
possibility of liquid oil exists. 
The belief that liquid oil may exist is due to 
an incomplete knowledge of the geology and 
geological history of Tasmania . 
It is not desirable ~at the Geological Survey 
should associate itself with an undertaking 
which they know is foredoomed to failure as it 
is essential that the public can look to us for 
unbiassed and bona fide information as to the 
justification for the expenditure of capital in 
connection with the mineral resources of Tasmania. 
Knowing that the proposal has no hope of success 
we definitely s~v so, and it would be inadvisable 
therefore for us to even acquiesce in the 
proposal . 
The Geological Survey of Tasmania can give definite 
and exact information as to where and how to 
search for oil-producing substances such as 
Tasmanite, Pe1ionite, Kerosene Shale &c. This 
search can be car ried out by individual prospect­
ors as well as by Companies and Syndicates . It 
is clearly undesirable therefore to take away 
from the individual prospector the ri~t to carry 
out such work in Tasmania. Under licences to 
search the Adelaide Oil Exploration Company can 
carry out as much work as they desire in the 
search for oil-producing substances, and the 
covering by them of unneoessary ground could be 
avoided by their accepting the help and advice 
which the Geological Survey is only too willing 
to give them. 

Finally, I therefore beg to advise that there is 
nothing in the proposal which , under all the circumstances 
would warrant its acceptance. 

I have the honor to be, Sir, 
Your obedient servant, 

L. Hills 
DIR~CTOR 


