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SHARK ATTACKS 
Grievance 

MR C.J. BARNETT (Cottesloe - Leader of the Opposition) [9.10 am]:  My grievance is to the Premier.  I 
appreciate that he is not in the Chamber today and I do not complain about that, but this is a matter of some 
significance.  I grieve on behalf of beach goers, particularly those in my electorate.  I speak not only as the 
member for Cottesloe but also as vice-patron of the Fremantle, Cottesloe, North Cottesloe and Swanbourne surf 
lifesaving clubs.  The issue I wish to raise today is that of previous attacks by sharks along that part of the coast 
and the threat they pose to swimmers.   

I will give a brief recap of recent history.  On 28 October 1997 two paddlers, Brian Sierakowski, a well-known 
lawyer, and Dr John Hanrahan, a well-known surgeon, were attacked just south of Cottesloe Beach.  The attack 
gained international attention and I suggest those two gentlemen were very lucky to come out of that incident 
unharmed. 

On 6 November 2000 there was a fatal attack in very shallow water in the middle of the North Cottesloe bathing 
area, literally only 20 metres offshore, on a person I knew quite well, Ken Crew, who died as a result of that 
attack.  The attack was in an area where most swimmers in North Cottesloe swim on a regular basis; it is hardly 
beyond the break. 

In August this year an experienced lifesaver and paddler from North Cottesloe was training some 300 metres off 
the beach at Swanbourne when he was circled in a threatening way by a large shark.  He identified the shark as a 
great white or white pointer and he estimated it to be about four and a half metres in length. 

Those three incidents in recent times have occurred in a fairly confined part of the Western Australian coast.  
They have all occurred under similar conditions: early in the morning, calm seas and a low grey cover of cloud.  
Those are what people now, in a somewhat nervous way call “bitey conditions” or “bitey weather”.  There is no 
doubt in the view of most people who use the beach, in particular surf club members, that it is most likely the 
same shark returning to that place.  I believe that shark will return again and that it poses a threat to people using 
the beach. 
I will make a few other comments about why these attacks have occurred.  It is estimated that up to 6 000 
humpback whales migrate north along the Western Australian coast in winter and return during August to 
December.  On their return, the mothers have calves with them or are calving and they therefore travel more 
slowly than usual.  Often older and weaker whales are subject to attack by sharks.  There is no doubt - this is 
borne out in sightings by fishermen and whale spotters - that groups of great white sharks follow and trail the 
migration of those whales.  It is not known whether Western Australia can claim to have a shark season; 
however, there is no doubt that the sightings and the incidence of attacks indicate that the most dangerous time is 
probably September to November when the sharks follow the whales.   
The great white is the largest predatory shark in the world and can be up to six metres in length.  It is 
widespread, essentially found in all temperate waters of the globe, though it is a rare species.  It is common in 
the lower west of Western Australia, particularly on the south coast, which is considered the normal domain of 
the great white.  They are primarily a coastal species, but will sometimes come in close to the beach, particularly 
in the conditions I mentioned.  The diet of great whites varies according to their age.  Young great whites eat 
entirely fish.  Larger and older sharks tend to have a broader diet and will attack fish, other sharks, rays, seals, 
dolphins and occasionally whales.  It is unknown why sharks, in particular great whites, attack humans.  There is 
certainly no evidence that they attack humans for food, as they rarely eat any of the part of a human that is 
attacked.  They may attack for territorial reasons; or, as is my suspicion, in a state of raw aggression.  It may be 
they mistake a human being for a seal.  Whatever the reason is, they do attack and they are particularly 
aggressive.  They, along with the tiger shark and the bull shark, are acknowledged as probably the most 
dangerous of all sharks.  The white shark is, and has been since the late 1990s, a protected species in both 
Western Australian and commonwealth waters.  People cannot fish them or take them for any other reason.   
The patrols that have been set in place, in my opinion, are not conducted early enough.  I am conscious that 
aerial patrols will resume in December.  I compliment the pilots trained through the Edith Cowan University 
program and the ECU students who volunteer and man the aircraft used in the patrols.  The surf clubs themselves 
have put in place their own surface patrols using rubber duckies, experienced paddlers on the outside of 
swimmers and the like.  Last year the State Government organised a fisheries patrol boat in the water along the 
Cottesloe to Swanbourne area.  That has not happened this year.  My point is that aerial patrols need to be in 
place from the beginning of September, particularly in the early morning. 

I now come to perhaps the contentious part of my grievance.  The great white shark is a protected species.  I 
have no sense of vengeance, dislike or lack of respect for the species.  However, in my opinion, if one is sighted 
acting in a menacing way close to the beach, it should be destroyed.  If a great white shark, considered to be the 
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same specimen, is found in that vicinity, I ask the Premier to give authority to fisheries officers to make a 
decision to destroy that shark.  That must happen.  The shark should have been destroyed following the attack on 
Ken Crew but the procedure was too cumbersome.  I ask the Premier to please reinstate aerial patrols in future 
from about September and give authority to fisheries inspectors, or whoever it might be, to destroy that shark or 
any other shark that comes close into the beach and is regarded as a threat to swimmers. 

MR M. McGOWAN (Rockingham - Parliamentary Secretary) [9.18 am]:  I respond to the Leader of the 
Opposition’s grievance on behalf of the Premier.  I pass on the Premier’s apologies for his absence; he is in the 
north of the State. 
The Leader of the Opposition raised the issue of shark patrols and the threat that sharks pose to swimmers off 
WA’s beaches, in particular Cottesloe Beach and Swanbourne Beach in his electorate.  I also have beaches 
running along my electorate, as do numerous members of this place.  The Government acknowledges that the 
issue of shark attacks is a matter of concern to members of the public.  As members are aware, there were attacks 
back in 1997 on the gentlemen on a surf ski and on Mr Crew in 2000, and there have been a number of sightings 
of sharks off WA’s beaches over the years.   
Mr C.J. Barnett:  There is a very strongly held view in the case of the Cottesloe attacks that it is the same shark.  
There is strong anecdotal and professional evidence that it is the same shark. 
Mr M. McGOWAN:  We realise there is concern about those attacks.  In fact, following the attack on Mr Crew 
in Cottesloe in 2000 there was a massive public impact on the number of people swimming at beaches.  People at 
beachside suburbs such as Cottesloe and Mandurah were afraid to get into the water, which meant that 
businesses in those areas were concerned that something be done about the matter.  I understand that in the final 
year of the Court Government some effort was made to put in an aerial patrol.  When we came to office we put 
into place a broad three-year strategy to address the fear of shark attacks to make sure that members of the public 
felt safe when entering the water off our beautiful beaches.  There are a number of strands to that strategy.  The 
principal part of the strategy is aerial patrols.  I am pleased to inform the Leader of the Opposition that these 
aerial patrols will start this Saturday, 1 November. 

Mr C.J. Barnett:  I think they should start two months earlier. 

Mr M. McGOWAN:  I will get to that in a moment.  These patrols will run until the end of the school holidays, 
between 6.00 am and 12.30 pm, from Mandurah in the south to Two Rocks in the north.  This program has been 
expanded, as the aircraft will be in the air for an extra 90 minutes a day.  This program incorporates Edith Cowan 
University’s flying school, which is a positive achievement.  Evidence shows that aerial patrols are much more 
effective than boat patrols in determining whether sharks are present.  Boat patrols have traditionally had the 
difficulty of being unable to locate sharks because they are not able to see from high above the water.  The aerial 
patrols have been very successful.  We have also initiated the shark telephone hotline.  If people spot a shark 
when they are on their boat or sitting on the beach, they can call the shark telephone hotline or the WA Water 
Police.  We have a combined marine response capacity under the shark emergency response plan.  The WA 
Water Police, the Department of Fisheries and the Department of Conservation and Land Management are on 
hand with their boats ready to go when a shark is spotted.  In fact, those boats are often out on the water anyway 
and they can be called in at a moment’s notice.  The aircraft has a radio that corresponds with Surf Life Saving 
Western Australia, and a siren that can be set off if a shark is spotted in the vicinity of swimmers.  A research 
program is under way involving the Aquarium of Western Australia to satellite-track great whites so we can gain 
a bit more understanding of their movements, which will enable us to learn more about them and refine our 
approach.  Patrols are also in place under Surf Life Saving Western Australia, which is a major component of the 
strategy. 

Mr C.J. Barnett:  I think that is very good.  My point is timing. 

Mr M. McGOWAN:  The Leader of the Opposition raised two points at the end of his grievance.  He said there 
should be the capacity to destroy the sharks.  That capacity is in place.  The executive director of the Department 
of Fisheries has the capacity to order the destruction of a great white or a protected species if its behaviour is 
menacing.  I recall that in the case of Mr Crew there was some confusion and the shark, for want of a better term, 
got away. 
Mr C.J. Barnett:  It was swimming around for about an hour and a half.  It was an appalling circumstance. 
Mr M. McGOWAN:  Protocols have been put in place to ensure a much quicker chain of command to take steps 
to destroy the shark.  I agree that that particular shark should have been destroyed.  If a shark is menacing, there 
is a quick protocol - 

Mr C.J. Barnett:  I would say that a shark coming in close, particularly a large white pointer, is menacing.  If it 
comes in close, it should be destroyed. 
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Mr M. McGOWAN:  We would not want to wait until a shark had taken someone.   

Mr C.J. Barnett:  It does not have to attack someone.  If it is close to a swimming area, it should be destroyed. 

Mr M. McGOWAN:  We now have the capacity to do that earlier and quicker than was the case previously.  The 
best advice we have is that we are covering the field, particularly when people are in the water and when the 
patrols are in operation.  I will refer the Leader of the Opposition’s suggestion to commence the patrols earlier to 
the shark hazard review committee, which incorporates all the bodies, including CALM, AQWA, Surf Life 
Saving WA, WA Water Police and relevant government departments. 

Mr C.J. Barnett:  Even if it was just very early morning. 

Mr M. McGOWAN:  We will pass that on. 
 


