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COMMITTEE REPORTS - CONSIDERATION 
Committee 

The Chairman (Hon George Cash) in the Chair. 

Standing Committee on Environment and Public Affairs - Sessional Report on Inquiries and Petitions, 1 January 
to 9 August 2002 - Second Report 

Resumed from 17 October on the following motion moved by Hon Kate Doust - 
That the report be noted. 

Hon NORMAN MOORE:  I had almost completed my comments last week.  However, I want to reiterate my 
concern about the ongoing inquiries and speculation in the community about Alcoa World Alumina Australia.  I 
made the point last week that Alcoa has been a very good corporate citizen in Western Australia; it provides jobs 
for many people and is a significant player in the State’s economy.  As I said then, that does not give Alcoa any 
right to poison people or provide unsafe working conditions.  At the same time, it is entitled to have some 
finality in some of these issues.  I am aware of Alcoa’s concerns about what is happening in Western Australia.  I 
am also aware of what opportunities it has in other parts of the world.  I am concerned that we may be sending a 
bad message to a company that is a significant investor in Western Australia.   

I am a little concerned that this inquiry has a very long time frame.  Perhaps, if the chairperson responds, she 
may be able to tell me how long this inquiry can be expected to continue, bearing in mind that the report talks 
about the first half of 2003.  From what little experience I have in these matters, I have never known a committee 
to report ahead of time and 999 times out of 1 000 they report after the time set down for the report to be 
completed.  In this case, I hope we get an example of a report that comes down ahead of time.  Knowing the 
capacity of the members on the committee, I am sure it will be a balanced report, and I look forward to reading 
it.  I make the point that the committee’s hearings provide a forum for people to express points of view and those 
points of view are then reported.  There appears to be at least one reporter in Western Australia who has some 
sort of a vendetta against this company in particular, and some others in general.  That is disappointing because 
some of the information that has been appearing in at least one newspaper has been blatantly false and is scare-
mongering of the worst kind.  Although committees obviously have to have their hearings in public, and the 
Press can attend, the longer this goes on, the longer it provides these opportunities for people to put forward 
these incorrect impressions or unsubstantiated allegations about what is happening at a particular industrial site 
in Western Australia.   

I notice also, looking at the report, that it seems that almost every environmental issue that is facing Western 
Australia is being subjected to consideration by this committee.  As I go through the report, I come across waste 
treatment plants, sewage pumping, gene technology, the live sheep trade, Pangea and nuclear activities, 
genetically engineered products, the Burrup peninsula rock art and the Yeelirrie mineral tenement, renewable 
energy, underground power and Cockburn Cement Ltd dredging; it seems that at this time every environmental 
issue of any significance in Western Australia is currently before the committee.  That makes its task very 
difficult.  This House has a unique opportunity for petitioners to have their petitions considered by a committee.  
However, members who present petitions ought to acknowledge there is a limit to the capacity of a committee of 
this sort to deal with every environmental issue that exists.  I know of tactics by members in the past by which 
one person signs a petition and members’ gripes are automatically referred to a committee for consideration.  I 
am not being critical in this instance but I am demonstrating that if we have a committee with a schedule of 
inquiries of that magnitude, clearly it is not capable, in terms of time and resources, to thoroughly investigate 
every environmental issue.  It might not be a bad thing, if members want to promote particular environmental 
matters, to give the committee a chance to deal with the issues now on its plate before they bring in the next lot.  
It would be a pity if this committee was being used by those who want to promote particular causes as the 
vehicle for promoting those causes.   

I would be interested, if the chairperson of the committee responds, if she will give me some further information 
on the Yeelirrie mineral tenement issue.  I understand from the report, and I should be more up to date than I am, 
that Western Mining Corporation was required to provide information to the minister by mid-2002.  I also notice 
in respect of its status that it will continue, subject to being retabled after prorogation.  I would be interested to 
know whether it has been retabled and whether that inquiry into Yeelirrie will continue.  I would also be 
interested to know whether the Minister for State Development is satisfied with Western Mining’s proposal for 
the Yeelirrie site.  I have been there on a number of occasions and, having read some of the stories put out by 
Green members and others in respect of that site, I cannot believe the exaggeration and nonsense that is talked 
about that site.  However, I have an ongoing interest in it and, if there is anything further that has happened since 
this report has come down, I would be interested to know what that might be.   



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL - Thursday, 24 October 2002] 

 p2326b-2330a 
Hon Norman Moore; Hon Robyn McSweeney; Hon Jim Scott; Hon Paddy Embry; Hon Ken Travers; Chairman 

 [2] 

I conclude by saying that I hope the Alcoa inquiry can be completed expeditiously, bearing in mind it needs to be 
a balanced report, and I suspect it will be.  I also indicate to members that continuing to put every environmental 
issue in Western Australia on the agenda of this committee is probably placing a burden on it that it should not 
be expected to meet.  Perhaps members might consider that when they are contemplating using the committee as 
a vehicle to push a particular environmental barrow.  I thank the committee for its report.  It is a worthwhile 
exercise to give us an update every year, and I look forward to more substantive reports from the committee in 
due course.   

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  As a member of the Standing Committee on Environment and Public Affairs, I 
note the report.  As Hon Kate Doust has said, this is a hard-working committee.  The chairman of the committee 
said that is probably because there is a majority of women on that committee. 

Hon Simon O’Brien:  That is a sexist remark. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  I know; it is terrible.  I was waiting for a bite.  I apologise to the males in the 
House. 

Hon Barbara Scott:  Do not apologise. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  I am ashamed of myself for making those comments, Mr Chairman.   

Alcoa’s self-initiated inquiry means something is obviously going on.  People are suffering and we need to get to 
the bottom of things.  It is interesting that the multiple chemical sensitivity being experienced by these people is 
not a recognised disease; it is in the same category as chronic fatigue syndrome.  It is a set of symptoms, but 
doctors do not call it multiple chemical sensitivity, although in New South Wales they have started calling it a 
recognised disease.  From memory, 11 000 workers were tested at Alcoa and very few had multiple chemical 
sensitivity, but the ones who came before the committee were badly affected.  The committee has looked at 
environmental impact, occupational health and safety, public health, loss of amenities, social impact and the 
adequacy of regulatory mechanisms covering these issues.  As Hon Norman Moore said, the committee would 
like to see a conclusion to this matter, and it is working as fast as it can.  This is a difficult issue and a very big 
issue, and the committee has received mountains of information.  The committee cannot just say okay and it is 
finished, as there will be ongoing issues.  We need this industry.  Hopefully Alcoa and the community can work 
together to arrive at a conclusion. 

I now refer to the swimming pool fence inquiry.  Seventy-two thousand pools in Western Australia still have 
categories 2 and 3 safety mechanisms and do not have isolation fencing.  Western Australia has approximately 
110 000 pools, and 30 000-odd have isolation fencing.  We should come to some sort of agreement on categories 
1 and 2 fencing.  When kids are small, or for toddlers five and under, no-one would disagree with having 
isolation fencing; we must put children’s safety first.  As kids grow older, we do not really need isolation 
fencing, and I believe category 2 fencing would suffice.  The committee still has to consider that issue.   

Hon Bruce Donaldson told me that all committees he has been on have travelled, but the only travelling I have 
done has been to the Neerabup waste water treatment plant dealing with poo, and the other trip was to the 
sewage pumping station at Heseltine Park in Busselton.  The committee did not travel very far and we were not 
doing very exciting things!  Nevertheless, the committee is doing very important work. 

The committee has commenced the gene technology inquiry.  This will take us away from sewerage into the 
wide open spaces and back to the paddocks.  This is an interesting Bill.  The committee will have to go through a 
lot of detail and do much work.  I have had very little to do with this area and I am looking forward to working 
on gene technology. 

One of the petitions addressed concerned the live sheep trade.  Recently some live sheep trade ships went from 
Portland in Victoria to the Middle East.  It was very hot and many sheep died.  We should have a live sheep 
trade, but I hope this does not happen again.  We should not subject live animals to that horrific heat.  Being a 
farm girl and having been around farms all my life, I obviously see the need for the live sheep trade and the 
carting of sheep, but hopefully it can be done a little more humanely.  I hate driving behind sheep trucks loaded 
with sheep, even though I am a farm girl, because I often see sheep’s legs hanging out the side when they are up 
the top -  

Hon Paddy Embry:  Especially when you have just washed the car. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  I was not thinking about my car; I was thinking more humanely about the poor 
old sheep with their legs broken.  I understand the need for the live sheep trade but I hope something like that 
does not happen again. 

As Hon Norman Moore said, a lot of petitions are coming in from the green side of politics.  One that interested 
me concerned the magnetic resonance imaging scanner for Princess Margaret Hospital for Children.  I do not 
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particularly care who provides funds for the MRI scanner for that hospital; it should have one.  There should also 
be one south of the river somewhere near Bunbury.  There are no MRI scanners south of the river, but one is 
finally going into the Princess Margaret Hospital. 

Hon JIM SCOTT:  The Standing Committee on Environment and Public Affairs would like to conclude the 
Alcoa inquiry.  However, that is an incredibly complex issue, involving complex chemistry and significant 
health issues, work practices and impacts on the wider community.  For instance, the committee is trying to 
discern the correct methodology used to analyse arsenic.  In some health studies, people were found to have high 
arsenic levels.  It was put down to inorganic arsenic, which is a less damaging form of arsenic.  The person who 
made the submission on the finding that the arsenic was inorganic, competed against that claim and said that the 
methodology was incorrect and pointed out that if the proper procedures were followed, it could be shown quite 
clearly that the arsenic causing damage was largely inorganic arsenic.  The committee must wade through 
scientific advice on these types of issues, so it is very difficult.   

Part of the committee’s inquiry is to look at the regulatory system and how it impacts on the people who are 
being affected by the fumes.  There are different regulations for the wider community and for the people in 
Yarloop, at the Wagerup refinery and in adjoining areas.  The levels of emissions that are acceptable to workers 
are different from those that are acceptable to the community.  It is an extremely complex issue, and it is very 
important to resolve it not only for this facility but also to develop models for the future.  It is no good looking at 
these types of problems and isolating them from everything else that is going on in the State.  If some of the 
levels that are set are wrong or synergies between certain chemicals cause people to get sick, we must ensure that 
that does not happen at Wagerup as well as at a range of other facilities and that measures to prevent that 
happening in the future are put in place.  That is to everybody’s advantage, not only the people who are sick.  It 
will also benefit industry so that it can prevent staff from falling ill and take on that cost itself.  We hope that we 
can make some good recommendations to assist in ensuring that this issue is properly dealt with and does not 
occur in the future.   

I thank the subcommittee members who work on the petitions, because they do a fantastic job in protecting those 
of us who are not on the subcommittee from having to wade through those myriad issues.  Even though we can 
have input into the discussions on those petitions if we wish, we are saved from most of the work.  I thank those 
members who put in that extra work.  It is an important screening role that saves the other members of the 
committee a lot of work.   

Hon Norman Moore is right; the committee’s load is very large.  That is probably due to the complexity of two 
of the issues that we are dealing with.  In fact, the Gnarabup issue was reasonably complex.  It was quite difficult 
to find out the truth of that matter, because the official position was not the fact in that case.  I will talk in more 
detail about that issue when it comes before the Chamber.  It was very difficult to learn the truth of the Gnarabup 
matter because the regulation process had not worked properly.  That issue, along with the inquiries into 
genetically modified organisms and Alcoa, have been difficult to deal with quickly.  Now that the Gnarabup 
issue is before the Parliament in a separate report, the committee will be able to focus on the next complex issue 
of GMOs.  Until the Alcoa matter is dealt with, the committee will have a massive workload.  I say that with a 
sense of guilt, because in the past I have presented a lot of petitions.  

Hon Norman Moore:  I can’t understand that!   

Hon JIM SCOTT:  I am not a regular presenter of petitions now that I am a member of the committee that deals 
with them; I do not have time.  

Hon Ken Travers:  You have to be responsible for your own actions.  It is vertical fiscal balance coming home to 
roost!   

Hon JIM SCOTT:  Yes, that is quite so; I must admit to that. 

Hon Ken Travers:  I might start sending in some petitions for the committee; it’s payback time! 

Hon JIM SCOTT:  I agree with Hon Norman Moore that people should look at the best avenue by which to 
pursue an issue.  Some petitions are a last resort.  The standing orders that relate to petitions require a petition to 
meet a number of standards before it is accepted by the committee.  A lot of issues could come before the 
committee but are prevented from doing so by those standing orders.  All I can say is thank goodness, because 
we could not manage to deal with them if that were not the case.   

Hon PADDY EMBRY:  First, I thank the committee for the work it has done.  I am pleased that it is a 
hardworking committee.  All members who work on committees feel that they work very hard and hope that 
others do as well.   
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I am also pleased to have the opportunity to comment on a couple of issues.  I will touch on the Alcoa issue first.  
It must be remembered that people’s metabolisms vary considerably, and so does the way their bodies react to 
certain chemicals.  My wife has a terrible allergy to petrol.  It seems to be highlighted when the car needs fuel 
and it is raining!  However, in all seriousness, she has sensitive skin, and a little spot of petrol on her hand burns 
her, whereas in my case it does not appear to make the slightest difference.  It is just that it sometimes seems to 
be brought home when it is raining.  That is perfectly true, and I have no reason to not speak the truth. 

I was lucky enough to be taken on a tour of the company’s plant.  I was most impressed with the efforts that 
company has made and the money it has spent to try to successfully respond to the concerns of people, 
particularly local residents.  It is interesting to note that whereas some residents in that area are trying to sell their 
homes, a building estate to the south of Wagerup is being opened up, where even more people are trying to build 
quite close to the Wagerup refinery land.  Maybe the Government should ascertain whether it is wise to 
encourage, or even allow, a housing development that is so close to the refinery, if there are major health 
concerns. 

I will touch on the question of the shipping of live animals.  I share everyone’s concern that the extremely hot 
weather in the Middle East appeared to cause horrific losses of both cattle and sheep.  Any reasonable person 
would be concerned about that.  However, I point out that the federal minister acted quickly and correctly to 
ensure that the shipping of animals did not continue during that period of extremely hot weather in the Middle 
East.  I should put it on the record that the number of sheep and cattle shipped from Western Australia that die is 
approximately half the number of those from other States.  It is very easy to jump on the bandwagon and just 
assume that the same live shipment losses occur among stock shipped from Western Australia as from South 
Australia.  That is not the case.  Western Australia has a much better track record.  When it comes to legislation, 
obviously we are interested in, or obliged to be concerned with, Western Australian legislation. 

Even if the companies were interested only in their financial returns - which is not the case - they would be 
extremely concerned about the number of cattle that die in transit, because there is no value in an animal that 
dies between departure and arrival at the port of destination.  Once again, I commend the minister for acting so 
promptly.  Accidents happen.  Hopefully, with better and improved technology, weather forecasting will become 
more accurate. 
Most of the animals from Western Australia die of salmonella poisoning.  The companies involved have done a 
lot of work in that area, and are continuing to do so.  Freak weather conditions brought about the terrible state of 
affairs recently.  The companies are continuing to work hard to try to improve the type of feed given to the 
animals on the ships.  Probably more important is the adaptation of the animals to the change of feed.  Unless 
things have changed recently, in Western Australia most animals have roughly a three-week conversion period.  
The companies have found, through observation, that certain animals do not adjust to the feed, and in fact do not 
eat at all.  The companies have a policy of drafting out those animals and sending them to a conventional market.  
They will make mistakes, of course; that happens.  I thank the House for the opportunity to speak on this issue. 

Hon KEN TRAVERS:  I was inspired to make some comments in response to Hon Jim Scott’s contribution.  I 
previously served on the Standing Committee on Constitutional Affairs, which conducted inquiries into petitions.  
I believe that this is an important role, which makes this Parliament unique among other Parliaments in 
Australia.  I made some jovial interjections, but I want to make sure that my views are recorded. 

My first point is that we have standing orders, and petitions must comply with them.  As members, we should 
encourage people to submit petitions to this Chamber as often and as regularly as possible to inform the House 
about certain matters.  The next question is what the committee does with those petitions.  I believe I am 
reasonably aware of the processes of the Standing Committee on Environment and Public Affairs, which are 
basically the same as the processes of the previous Standing Committee on Constitutional Affairs, with some 
variations.  I take the view that people should submit their petitions.  Those petitions must then be sifted through 
to ascertain what the petitioners are seeking to do.  Often, they are simply seeking to inform the House.  Some of 
the petitions contained in the report we are discussing today are clearly seeking to inform the House.  I believe 
that, through the committee, the House should write back to the petitioners and say, “Your views are noted by 
the House.  Thank you.  We now understand the situation.” 

One problem is the way in which petitions must be couched; that is, they must call for some action to be taken.  
Consideration should be given to whether we just allow people to say that they are opposed to something and 
they want to let the House know that they are opposed to it.  The next stage is whether an inquiry is needed.  As I 
said earlier, this Parliament is unique in that it allows for that process to take place.  People can petition the 
Parliament, and automatically that petition will be referred to a committee that can make an assessment about an 
inquiry.  When that is done, we must be clear about whether there is a systemic or specific problem that has no 
other course of redress.   
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Hon Murray Nixon used to sit two seats along from me when he was in this Chamber.  He chaired the Standing 
Committee on Constitutional Affairs.  We often talked about the fact that when the committee sent a letter to a 
government agency, on many occasions it would get a response back from that government agency saying, “We 
don’t know what the problem is.  These are our procedures.”  When we dug a bit deeper, we found out that in the 
time between the letter being sent by the committee and the response coming back from the agency, the 
procedures had been changed.  That was fantastic.  As parliamentarians and as members of a committee, we 
were able to get outcomes for people.  Often, those people had been banging their heads against a brick wall for 
months trying to get an outcome, but as soon as the Parliament said, “We are looking into this matter.  We have 
not decided whether we will have a formal inquiry, but we would like your views on it”, it raised a 
consciousness, not at the ministerial level but at the departmental level, that maybe someone should look at the 
matter.  That usually had a very good outcome, and nothing more than that was needed. 

There are issues, such as those at Wagerup, on which a more detailed inquiry is needed.  Obviously, the Standing 
Committee on Environment and Public Affairs is going down that path, as outlined in its report.  I do not think 
that every petition that is received should automatically result in a formal inquiry.  As a member of the previous 
Standing Committee on Constitutional Affairs, I fell into the trap of feeling that we should fully address every 
issue.  Sometimes, we must manage our workload so that we can do things properly.  One of the advantages of 
the previous committee was that it would have a range of inquiries in progress, and it would concentrate on 
finishing one.  However, other things were bubbling away all the time.  I realise that it would be more difficult 
for the members of the Standing Committee on Environment and Public Affairs.  The previous committee could 
chop and change between Bills referred to it under Standing Order No 230(b) and (c) and petitions.  My advice 
to members of the committee, for what it is worth, is that they should not feel that they must investigate every 
matter, refer it to another committee or do something with it.  I know I made that mistake.  Sometimes, they 
should just say that they have informed the Parliament of the people’s views and brought it to the attention of the 
Government, and leave it at that. 

I commend the committee.  As members of Parliament, we should all be very proud of and protect the unique 
system that we have in Western Australia, under which petitions are dealt with in such a professional and proper 
manner and parliamentarians can have such a great input into the administration of the State. 

The CHAIRMAN:  I give the call to Hon Frank Hough.  Given the time, I will have to leave the Chair, but Hon 
Frank Hough will be recorded as getting the call the next time we discuss this issue.  

Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders. 

Sitting suspended from 1.00 to 2.00 pm 
 


