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PAMELA STORY — INJURIES 

Grievance 
MS M.M. QUIRK (Girrawheen) [9.16 am]: My grievance is to the Minister for Emergency Services, as he is 
responsible for the Bushfires Act 1954. It relates to Pamela Story, who has been a registered volunteer with the 
Keysbrook bushfire brigade for six years. This brigade is run by the Shire of Serpentine–Jarrahdale. Pamela is 
aged 55 years. She is very fit and was a long-distance runner prior to the accident to which I will shortly refer. 
Pamela is in the gallery today.  

On 6 February she and her colleague were fighting a fire in Bullsbrook when they were given a call to attend the 
Roleystone–Kelmscott fires. She and her colleague were fighting ember attacks along the river when they were 
called to a house that was in danger of going up. In the confusion, her fire partner accidentally reversed over her 
with a light tanker. Pamela sustained a number of serious injuries, including a shattered and broken L3, fractures 
of her pelvis and ribs and torn muscles down her leg. She also tore the muscle from her backbone, and sustained 
damage of the pubis. She spent a week in Royal Perth Hospital and, as there was a shortage of beds, was sent 
home, despite being on medication and not being able to walk. Her friend, who is a nurse, kindly took her back 
to her house for three months to recuperate. Pam’s sister has also travelled from Canberra to assist.  

Pamela, herself a foster child, has had a number of foster children over the years and was nominated for the 
Gwyn Lamb award for exceptional care of foster children. At the time of her injury, Pamela was a full-time 
foster carer for Samantha. After the incident, the Department for Child Protection peremptorily removed her 
foster daughter from her care. Pamela received a foster carers allowance from Centrelink and, although not 
employed in any other capacity, had been actively looking for work as a graphic designer. She informs me that 
on 17 February she received a job offer with Landcare, which she would have accepted but for the injuries she 
had incurred earlier that month. 

As the minister would appreciate, Pam has incurred a range of expenses as a direct result of her injury. She has 
made application to the insurers of the local fire brigade for compensation. It is what has happened as a result of 
that application that requires the minister’s attention and action. Under section 37 of the Bush Fires Act, a local 
government that maintains a bush fire brigade shall obtain and keep current — 

(a) a policy of insurance that insures volunteer fire fighters for compensation … for injury caused 
to them while they are engaged … in normal brigade activities; 

That section further provides that, if the volunteer firefighter is a self-employed or unemployed person, either the 
actual weekly earnings received by that volunteer firefighter or the weekly earnings of an officer under the 
CALM act at level 2, year 5, whichever is the greater, is payable as compensation. It also states that the policy of 
insurance must also provide reasonable conditions for the procedure of establishing claims and arbitrating 
differences arising out of the policy.  

The shire used Local Government Insurance Service to broker Chartis Insurance. Chartis refuses to pay 
compensation and maintains that Pamela was not employed at the time of the incident and disputes whether her 
situation comes within the term “unemployed” as she was not in receipt of unemployment benefits nor actively 
seeking work. As an aside, I note that, on its website, Chartis states — 

Our culture derives from our entrepreneurial roots and pioneering spirit. It is this spirit that drives us to 
help our customers create success.  

Whatever that means, maybe the company’s actions suggest that this self-descriptor stands for being a bad 
corporate citizen. 

To date, Pamela has lodged a claim for $2 000 worth of costs to the insurer and only $100 has been paid. I 
understand that Pam’s story may have been raised in the course of the Keelty inquiry. That report is due shortly. 
At this stage, whether a finding or recommendation will be made is mere speculation.  

Ironically, if Pam had been a State Emergency Service volunteer or a Fire and Rescue Service of Western 
Australia volunteer through the auspices of the Fire and Emergency Services Authority, her insurance situation 
may well be different as it would be covered by RiskCover. I think the community would be appalled at this 
artificial distinction that deprives a volunteer who wears one kind of uniform from just compensation, while 
another volunteer who wears a different kind of uniform, but does the same job, gets coverage. 

That brings me to the actions that I require the minister to take and the problems he must address. Firstly, the 
minister must undertake to amend section 37 of the Bush Fires Act 1954 to ensure that the definitions of 
“unemployed” and “employed” are unambiguous and do not present the opportunity for payment to be evaded 
by means of the existing loopholes. Secondly, and most importantly, as any such amendment will not assist 
Ms Story, I suggest that the minister approaches his colleague the Attorney General with a view to securing an 
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ex gratia payment as soon as possible. Thirdly, I suggest that the minister requests FESA to conduct a review in 
consultation with all local governments to assess whether conditions of volunteers often working side by side 
can be better aligned.  

This state is heavily reliant on the excellent work of volunteers and we do not want to see unjust legal anomalies 
such as this acting as a deterrent for the next generation of vollies to step up. Pam tells us that she would not 
have been out there if she knew that she was not covered for compensation. In a press release last October to 
acknowledge the work of volunteers, the following quotes are attributed to the minister — 

“The community is fortunate to be able to rely on such hard working and dedicated volunteers.”  

… volunteers often sacrificed time away from family, loved ones and work to respond to emergencies. 

“It is their selfless actions that make the emergency services in WA as strong as it is today and provide 
local communities with a much valued and vital service … 

The case of Pam Story is not one in which the minister can shirk his responsibility and say that the matter is out 
of his hands and is for lawyers and insurers to resolve. I have outlined some of the concrete measures that the 
minister can and should immediately take. These concrete measures will be evidence that the minister’s 
sentiments about our wonderful volunteers, such as those I quoted, are genuine. It will also assist Pam, who has 
given much to her community, to have a hopeful future, free from the financial stress that she is currently 
experiencing. 

MR R.F. JOHNSON (Hillarys — Minister for Emergency Services) [9.22 am]: I say at the outset that I have 
a deal of sympathy for Pamela Story and the incident that took place and the injuries that she suffered. I want to 
make that quite clear. I also want to make quite clear the appreciation of the valued service that she has given 
over many years as a volunteer. I think that almost goes without saying, but it is important to once again put it on 
record. As the member for Girrawheen said, we have nearly 30 000 volunteers across the whole of WA and I do 
not know how we would cope with emergencies without them. Volunteers are valued by every community that 
they serve. That is one point that I think everybody in Western Australia would agree with.  

I take the member’s less-than-subtle points about the insurer, and that may be the view of many, many people. 
Insurance companies are well known for taking premiums in but never wanting to pay out claims. I will not 
comment on that particular issue at this stage because I do not want to in any way prejudice a case that Pamela 
Story might have against the insurers. Certainly, if I were a legal adviser, I believe that she should go through the 
court system. I believe that that is the appropriate way to go against the insurer. People are injured in the 
workplace, but under the Bush Fires Act the local authorities must ensure that their volunteers are covered by 
insurance and able to claim damages for injuries and so forth. I am not a legal expert and it is not for me to 
prejudice the case in any way, but I think most people would say that it is a case in which the local authority has 
insurance in place.  

Ms M.M. Quirk: The local authority is getting out of it by virtue of provisions in your legislation.  

Mr R.F. JOHNSON: No, the local authority is trying to use that way to get out of it. I do not know whether it 
will get out of it. I am told that the case is before arbitration at the moment.  

Ms M.M. Quirk: No date is set down, minister.  

Mr R.F. JOHNSON: No, I know that no date has been set down, but one will be set down. I have enough faith 
in commonsense in an arbitration situation to think that fairness and justice will be done. I want nothing but 
fairness and justice to be given to Pamela Story. She is a truly wonderful person who has done not only the 
voluntary work — 

Mr W.J. Johnston interjected. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON: I am sure the member for Girrawheen does not need any help from the member for 
Cannington.  

Pamela Story is a truly wonderful person. She has not only done tremendous work as an unpaid volunteer, as all 
our volunteers are, but also, I know, a lot of work caring for children in a foster care situation. I think it takes a 
very special person — 

Ms M.M. Quirk: Is the minister prepared to approach the Attorney General for an ex gratia payment?  

Mr R.F. JOHNSON: I do not know whether it would be appropriate for me or Pamela Story to approach the 
Attorney General for an ex gratia payment. 

Ms M.M. Quirk: Would the minister support that approach?  

Mr R.F. JOHNSON: I obviously support all our volunteers, and in this instance — 

Ms M.M. Quirk: Not all our volunteers are in the same position, minister.  
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Mr R.F. JOHNSON: The member should let me finish. I do not want to make this political, because this is too 
important to be political.  

Ms M.M. Quirk: I do not care if the minister wants to take all the credit; I just want him to do something.  

Mr R.F. JOHNSON: I assure the member for Girrawheen that I do not want to take credit for anything. I want 
to see justice done and Pamela Story receive compensation for the terrible injury that she suffered, as everybody, 
other than perhaps the insurance company, would also want to see. I am sure she must have been in terrible pain 
while she was suffering from this. Our thoughts are certainly with Pamela and I am sure all the volunteers’ 
thoughts are with one of their colleagues who is one of the many volunteers in this state. I will talk to the 
Attorney General and I will see whether it is appropriate for me to put something formally to him or whether it 
would be more appropriate for Pamela Story to make a request for an ex gratia payment. I do not want to 
influence or prejudice anything that might happen in the arbitration area. I do not want an insurance company to 
get away with something because Pamela Story may or may not get something via another avenue. When 
insurance companies take premiums for cover of any nature, they have an obligation to pay appropriately when 
compensation is sought.  

Ms M.M. Quirk: What about the legislation, minister?  

Mr R.F. JOHNSON: I will look at the legislation to see what can happen. As I understand, it is already covered 
by ensuring that local governments must have insurance for their volunteers.  

Ms M.M. Quirk: The definition of “employed” is the problem.  

Mr R.F. JOHNSON: As I understand it, Pamela Story was looking for work and as the member said this 
morning—I did not know that she had been offered a job, but she certainly —  

Ms M.M. Quirk: She is also a foster carer, and that is not counted as being unemployed.  

Mr R.F. JOHNSON: I agree. Once again, quite frankly I do not have good words to say about some insurance 
companies. If insurance companies can use some clause to get out of paying what they should be paying, we may 
need to address that in some way to ensure that people receive justice and rightful compensation. I will certainly 
talk to FESA, but I do not want the insurance company to get away with not meeting its obligations under the 
insurance policy and the premiums that are paid by the local authorities, which is covered in the Bush Fires Act 
1954, as the member said.  

All I can say to the member today is that I am sincerely sympathetic to Pamela Story. She is probably still 
suffering.  

Ms M.M. Quirk: The member for Serpentine–Jarrahdale is not looking very happy behind the minister. She is 
his constituent.  

Mr R.F. JOHNSON: And she is one of the volunteers for whom I am responsible.  

Ms M.M. Quirk: You will have to tell her you are not doing anything.  

Mr R.F. JOHNSON: The member for Girrawheen said that she is in the Speaker’s gallery. I am more than 
happy to talk to her afterwards. The member should not try to make this political. I will do whatever I can for 
Pamela Story.  
 


