
Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY — Thursday, 18 June 2015] 

 p4660b-4668a 
Dr Graham Jacobs; Ms Janine Freeman; Mr Rob Johnson; Mr Murray Cowper; Ms Rita Saffioti; Mr Mark 

McGowan 

EDUCATION AND HEALTH STANDING COMMITTEE 
Fifth Report — “The impact of FIFO work practices on mental health: Final Report” — Tabling 

DR G.G. JACOBS (Eyre) [10.23 am]: I present for tabling the fifth report of the Education and Health Standing 
Committee, entitled “The impact of FIFO work practices on mental health: Final Report”. I also table the open 
submissions received by the inquiry into the mental health impacts of FIFO work arrangements. 

[See papers 3004 and 3005.] 

Dr G.G. JACOBS: It is my responsibility as Chair of the Education and Health Standing Committee to present 
the report; other members of the committee will also make comments around this very important report. This 
responsibility was given to us by the Parliament in August last year in response to media reports that there had 
been, over the previous 12 months, nine suicides in the FIFO resources sector. To put that in the perspective of 
the FIFO workspace, there are around 67 000 FIFO workers in Western Australia; that constitutes about 
70 per cent of the total employment in the mining and resources industry. If one assumes that there are three 
close family members—brother, sister, mother, spouse, children—for every worker, man or woman, in the FIFO 
workforce, then, in fact, this directly affects around 250 000 people in Western Australia, which is around 
10 per cent of the population, on that multiplier. That is the magnitude of that employment workspace. 

As to the suicide statistics, we were unable to corroborate those nine suicides within the 12 month period to our 
commissioning by the Parliament. However, that was because of difficulties resulting from the fact that there is a 
single searchable database for these statistics. We went from the Coroner to the police to the Department of 
Mines and Petroleum and the industry itself and back again to try to corroborate the figures, and there was a 
mishmash of figures. In cases where there were figures, the reporting to the DMP was inconsistent. Tragically, 
just in the last few days, we have heard about the suicide of a man who was working at Roy Hill. It was 
considered that the fatigue management and rostering systems there had impacted on this man, resulting in his 
suicide on the Monday just gone. That happened when he was on rest and recreation; would that have been 
recorded in our system database? We do not have one in the state of Western Australia. 

Therefore, recommendation 3 was that the Attorney General commission the Coroner’s Court to create a single 
searchable database for suicides in industry, whether it is the mining industry or any other industry. We have 
seen recently in the press that there are some concerns about the high suicide rates amongst ambulance officers. 
Without an occupation code in that single searchable database that is to be created by the Coroner’s Court, there 
will be no way of knowing the impact of a particular industry on a particular workforce cohort, whether it is 
FIFO workers, ambulance officers or any other workforce cohort. 

The confluence of the incidence of suicide with the population demographic of the FIFO workforce was so 
strong that it cannot be ignored. Sometimes the industry and its advocates will try to pass this off, but the fact is 
that the demographic of people employed in the FIFO sector is males aged between the mid-20s to mid-40s; 
80 per cent of the FIFO workforce falls within that population demographic. A graph in the report shows the 
incidence of mental illness over the 12 months prior to the survey, and it reveals that the highest incidence of 
mental illness falls within that demographic—the mid-20s to mid-40s. That was significant, because the fly in, 
fly out industry is employing the very demographic that has the highest incidence of mental illness. That must, as 
we said in our report, be important because the industry is in fact, through no fault of its own, employing 
potentially the people most vulnerable to mental illness. 

Regulation was raised in the very first public hearing we had. The regulators for health and hazards in the 
industry—I will talk about health and hazards in a moment—are the Department of Mines and Petroleum, the 
mines safety inspectorate and WorkSafe, and Comcare also has commonwealth overview in the occupational 
health and work safety area. I was confused, as were a lot of other committee members, about the jurisdictions 
that these particular organisations cover. Depending on whether it is construction, liquefied natural gas or an 
operating mine, different organisations have different jurisdictions. WorkSafe tends to cover non-natural 
hydrocarbons, LNG and construction camps, but the DMP and the mines safety inspectorate cover operating 
mines. I and many committee members believe that that leads to a potential for cases to, if you like, drop 
between the cracks, because one organisation thinks the other is dealing with it. It is really important for not only 
physical health, but also mental and emotional health and wellbeing. 

Importantly, on the matter of accommodation facilities for workers off shift—this is one of the core areas in 
which I believe there is a deficiency, and we have noted this in our report—the DMP and WorkSafe will say that 
they cover workers when they are on the tools, but we asked them who covers the workers when they are not on 
the tools and are off shift and cannot go to their real home and have to go to a donga or accommodation facility 
that the mining company has created either on tenement or off tenement but in and around the mining operation. 
They said that they cover workers who work on the accommodation facility—that is, the cleaners, the domestic 
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staff and the cooks. We understood that, but we wanted to know about the workers who were just off shift and 
recuperating in their donga. About 12 per cent of people employed as FIFOs are female; the rest are male. That 
is a very grey area. I was not convinced that there is sufficient comprehensive coverage in and around the 
welfare of workers off shift in their accommodation. 

There are words such as “health” and “hazard” in the legislation and the regulations particularly, and we were 
very keen to know what was the legislative interpretation of the word “health”. It is important to know whether 
health is just the physical modality or whether it is the mental health and emotional welfare of workers. This is 
not warm, fuzzy stuff; this is causing significant morbidity and mortality within the industry and we, as 
legislators, need to look at and acknowledge this. We were not convinced that workers off shift in 
accommodation were sufficiently covered by workplace regulations, overview and purview, and even 
investigation. When we asked the DMP whether incidents in the accommodation facility of workers off shift 
were investigated, the answer often was that it would investigate if the incident was work-caused. Of course, the 
question that committee members asked was: how would the DMP know whether it was work-caused unless it 
investigated it? There are many, many reasons why people unfortunately attempt suicide or succeed at suicide in 
accommodation facilities either on tenement or off tenement but close to the mining operation. Were they 
reported? Some of them were. Were they investigated? Some of them were, depending on whether the 
department thought they were work-caused. I believe that there is a serious deficiency here. One of the solutions 
that the committee has suggested is that one organisation should do this work, not two or three as is the case now 
with Comcare, the DMP and WorkSafe. There should be one organisation with a significant brief for all events 
and deaths, no matter whether it is intentional or unintentional, on shift or off shift or at the mine or in the 
accommodation facility. It is significant enough that that recommendation be carried out. 

Without taking subject matters from other members of the committee who would like to make comment on the 
report, I want to talk about the issue of a code of practice. A code of practice by definition—we have had 
significant input from legal counsel on this matter and other matters around workplace regulation, work safety 
and jurisdictions—is a practical guideline that guides an organisation that has a duty of care, which in this case is 
a mining company. There is a litany of codes of practice in the mining industry. The codes of practice can 
include a drilling code, a workers’ hours code, a consultation at work code, a safe design and build code, a 
machinery and plant code, a surface rock support code, a storage tailings code and a legionnaire’s disease code. 
These are all guiding the industry on a practice and a system. What was deficient to the committee was a system. 
At the backbone of the many recommendations in this report is the recommendation for a code of practice for 
rosters, a code of practice for fatigue and fatigue management, a code of practice for communications—that is, 
the worker being able to communicate with family and loved ones while on-site, particularly from the 
accommodation facility—a code of practice for the active lifestyle coordinators to be trained in mental health, a 
code of practice for the advent of motelling, a code of practice for drinking off shift, and a code of practice for 
the controlled environment that is found in a lot of accommodation facilities. We questioned whether those 
controls are necessary—that is, controls over when workers can go off-site or to the nearest town. The member 
for Murray–Wellington will talk about nearest towns and the engagement of accommodation facilities and fly in, 
fly out workers with the local community. When it comes to evacuation, a code of practice is required when 
someone is unwell, whether that is physically unwell but particularly if they become mentally unwell. There 
must be a code of practice for those processes of evacuation. These are practices that the industry needs to know 
about, and, should I say it, needs to research and role-play. The industry needs to know how to do these things. 
Regardless of whether it is the first time, what does the mine manager do? Who does he report to? How does it 
deal with family? What should companies do to manage this in the unfortunate situation there is an attempted 
suicide or a successful suicide on site? We must have a code of practice when it comes to a well-developed 
postvention strategy. “Postvention” is terminology for saying when an unfortunate incident occurs, how do we 
manage it? How do we manage the other workers? How do we manage the loved ones and family who may be in 
Perth or some distant place? How do we manage workers after the incident? We need to have a code of practice 
that is well developed in the postvention space. 

There has been some criticism that mental illness and the whole issue of emotional health and wellbeing is no 
worse in the mining industry than it is in the general community. The committee found that three very well 
validated research reports have been undertaken by Lifeline, the Australasian Centre for Rural and Remote 
Mental Health and by researcher Ms Philippa Vojnovic through Edith Cowan University. The studies suggest 
very strongly that the incidence of mental health issues in the community is more than one in five; the incidence 
with FIFO workers in the resource industry is about 30 per cent. They were very large studies. The first one, 
Lifeline, involved 924 FIFO workers and the second study involved 994 workers. Those significant studies show 
that 30 per cent of this sample showed evidence of a psychological disorder. The other study said that mental 
distress ranged from 26 to 33 per cent. The final study, through Edith Cowan University, involved 143 resource 
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companies being surveyed and a sample of 629 FIFO workers. The participants’ scores for depression were 
28 per cent. That is higher than the general community. 

I would like to thank all members of the committee for their work in this area. They will all speak soon. I would 
like to thank the executive officers Lucy Roberts and Daniel Govus and, before Daniel, Mathew Bates, for their 
input into this important committee report. I would like to wish Lucy all the best for the pending birth of her 
baby. I would also like to thank Anita and Peter Miller who had the courage to come before the committee and 
share with us the very tragic event of the loss of their son Rhys when he was a FIFO worker. Thank you very 
much. I look forward to this report making a difference in Western Australia. 

MS J.M. FREEMAN (Mirrabooka) [10.43 am]: I would like to start where the chair of this committee left off 
and thank the committee and its officers, Lucy Roberts, Mathew Bates and Daniel Govus. I wish them all the 
best, especially Lucy. They worked tirelessly on this report. I thank the other committee members as well. In 
particular I would like to pay my respects and considerations to Anita and Peter Miller who assisted the inquiry 
after the tragic death of their son Rhys Connor. They have moved that forward into something that looked at 
change, and change for the better. When people in our community do that, we can only hold them in the highest 
of admiration. I would like to thank all of the companies and all of the submitters to this inquiry. Many 
submissions were received. We had more submissions than is normal in these inquiries. There were 130 written 
submissions and many people rang and wanted their voices heard on this very important issue. I particularly 
thank the companies that enabled the committee to visit their onsite FIFO camps. That was of great benefit to the 
committee in seeing what occurs onsite. 

It is important that we look at the Education and Health Standing Committee’s fifth report entitled “The impact 
of FIFO work practices on mental health: Final Report”. Ten years ago, FIFO workers made up about 40 per cent 
of employees in the resources industry. That figure has grown to 70 per cent of the industry and perhaps more 
just before the downturn. That is why this place is looking at FIFO practices including taking people out of their 
homes and their day-to-day lives to work in a very intensive way. 

I want to retrace some history. In the 1990s the Occupational Health, Safety and Welfare Act was changed to 
remove welfare and to focus on safety in preference to welfare and wellbeing. It then became the Occupational 
Safety and Health Act. Although I accept that that was mostly to do with the Mining Act, I think the Parliament 
of Western Australia, through that change, did Western Australian workers a disservice when it saw safety in the 
workplace as purely physical and exposure to toxic hazards as the health aspect of it, instead of a workplace 
focused on the wellbeing of workers, which translates to companies’ economic wellbeing. This report reminds 
Parliament that when a workforce is taken en masse and is managed to meet the demands of industry goals, we 
must also accept the impact on workers’ health as well as their safety. We have to move away from individual 
blame and move towards a safe system of work. If, in meeting the industry targets, work practices are instituted 
that increase hours, shifts and shift lengths, works people in extreme heat and fatigue situations, and operates a 
workforce system that takes those workers away from their day-to-day living, companies must accept the 
hazards and risks associated with this. 

The industry put two views to the committee. The first was there is not a significant issue and, even if there was, 
it meets its responsibilities and therefore does not require any change to the current regime of requirements. One 
company that was kind enough to demonstrate its good practice on a site in the Pilbara expressed concern that 
any regulatory change would hinder, not assist, the company in meeting the wellbeing and mental health needs 
of its workers. Although I was happy to have an argument about this, its argument was one of, having exceeded 
the minimum, placing minimum requirements on the industry would simply load it with regulatory requirements 
that would need response, taking resources away from on-the-ground action. I said that I would, with pleasure, 
argue against such logic. The committee has always been keen to pursue an outcome leading to best practice in 
Australia as well as in Western Australia. The committee was focused on best practice, especially given the 
federal government’s recent rejection of recommendations contained in the cancer of the bush report. Given this, 
the committee is keen to see the industry utilise its capacity to address wellbeing and mental health of workers in 
the same way that it has been capable of doing in the physical safety environment. The committee therefore 
considered, with the expertise in the industry, that a code of practice was the most practical approach at this point 
in time to ensure the industry as a whole understood its responsibilities and the processes required to meet them. 
Although the committee accepted that a “technical” opinion of a system of work from legal counsel maintains 
that FIFO work practices of living away from home in employer-provided accommodation for extended periods 
did not fall within that technical definition of a “system of work”, the committee was still of the view that it fit 
within a commonsense, broader definition of what constitutes a system of work. It is outlined on page 56 of the 
committee’s report — 
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Given the extent to which FIFO work practices have effectively grown up outside of the reach of 
occupational health and safety regulation, the Committee acknowledges the complexities of bringing 
FIFO work systems under the legislation at this point. 

Given this, the committee was of the view that an interim step was the development of a code of practice. This 
relates to committee recommendation 11 on page 57. This recommendation was made in the knowledge that new 
mining safety legislation will be put before the industry for consideration towards the end of this year and put 
before Parliament, probably at the beginning of next year. The proposed act and its regulations will be 
scrutinised with an eye to this report and the industry’s response to this report. 

Although the committee may have been persuaded to recommend regulatory change to prescribed requirements 
with expected changes to legislation and the understanding of the many factors of mining operations, a code of 
practice seemed a practical resolution at this time. Despite a decline in the industry and its workforce, I caution 
the industry that it must continue to focus on a resolution to this issue and put resources into developing an 
industry code of practice so that we are not faced with the same situation in an upturn. A code of practice will 
enable the industry to respond in a timely matter and allow all stakeholders to contribute to ensure that best 
practice is quickly introduced into the industry. 

The chair went through a number of recommendations of what should be in the code of practice, which included 
rosters, accommodation and motelling. I refer members to recommendations 12 to 18, 20, 22, 24 and 25 to see 
what should be included in the code of practice. The committee found that the demographic profile of the 
resources sector FIFO workforce reflects an increased risk of suicide compared with the general population as a 
whole—I refer to recommendation 5 on page 33—and that a person does not need to be suffering from mental 
illness to contemplate suicide because stressful events in ordinary life may make workers vulnerable, which is 
finding 9 on page 37. Industry must acknowledge that its workforce is vulnerable to suicide and that suicide is 
therefore a workplace hazard. That is recommendation 6 on page 37. It is a workplace hazard that the industry 
must address and doing so through a code of practice would be an efficient and effective way to ensure that best 
practice is not in any way undermined and that there are minimum good standards in our community to protect 
workers. 

In addition to ensuring a clear definition, the committee addressed the issue of whether accommodation facilities 
for FIFO workers should be covered by health and safety legislation. Recommendation 7 at page 50, which I am 
abridging, is that the Minister for Mines and Petroleum ensures that the new legislation provides that a FIFO 
worker occupying or residing in FIFO accommodation is not exposed to risks to health and safety, including 
mental health and wellbeing. The committee has suggested that we expand the definition of “health” because that 
is very important in ensuring that it is clear that health includes the wellbeing and welfare of workers, 
particularly those who have to leave their homes for FIFO worksites. The committee also recommends that 
legislation provide that FIFO accommodation is considered part of the workplace. 

Further important recommendations for inclusion in the new legislation to ensure adequate information is 
recorded and collated are outlined in recommendations 8, 9 and 10. It is the committee’s view that this will 
address the concern of lack of data to substantiate the issue in the industry. The chair pointed to very reliable 
studies. The member for Murray–Wellington will address one of the most important issues that arose in the 
committee—that is, community and creating community. In many instances, the mining industry seems to have 
abrogated that responsibility by looking purely and solely at its production and how to deliver to its targets. This 
is about a systematic workplace health and safety response; it is not about individual blame. It is not one of those 
issues in which we can neglect our responsibility to the community of Western Australia as a whole. Industry 
and the community require a response that is worker, people and community focused, not company production 
focused. 

MR R.F. JOHNSON (Hillarys) [10.53 am]: In talking to the “The impact of FIFO work practices on mental 
health: Final Report” that has been presented today, I first of all pay tribute to our chair, Dr Graham Jacobs. We 
could not have found a better person to chair this particular inquiry than Dr Graham Jacobs. His commitment to 
the inquiry has been enormous; indeed, he spent hours on this inquiry outside normal committee and 
parliamentary time. I also pay tribute to my other colleagues on the Education and Health Standing Committee—
Rita Saffioti, Murray Cowper and Janine Freeman—who also gave tremendous commitment to this very 
important inquiry. It was an important inquiry because we dealt with people’s lives and the very tragic and 
traumatic situation of fly in, fly out workers taking their lives during work time or outside work time. It has had 
an effect on them very much indeed. 

I will, as I always do, declare a particular interest in this issue, because my youngest son is a FIFO worker. 
I know firsthand the problems and emotional trauma that comes when a person is FIFO for not only the FIFO 
worker but also their families. I will talk about that in a moment. 
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One of the contributing factors that lead to people doing this type of FIFO work taking their lives is the high-
compression rosters. Without a doubt the committee found during our deliberations that even-spaced rosters, 
whether it be one week on and one week off, two weeks on and two weeks off or three or four weeks on and 
three or four weeks off, are the best for the mental health and wellbeing of workers. There is no question of that 
in my mind. High-compression rosters, such as four weeks on or more with one week off, are a disaster for the 
person working that and for their family. That was what the committee found from all the submissions that we 
received, and we received many submissions. I can say from personal experience that I have seen what happens 
when people work too long and do not spend enough time with their families. 
The committee also found that although there were opportunities for FIFO workers to communicate with their 
families via Skype, phone or email, sometimes there was not enough coverage in the remote FIFO camps for 
everybody to talk to their family members when they needed to do so, because there is such a high demand of 
people who want to communicate with their family members. This is an area that we very much need to look at. 
Without a doubt, mining companies have an obligation to the welfare, wellbeing and health of their staff, 
particularly their mental health. I do not believe—I do not think any member of the committee would believe—
that a person has to be mentally ill to commit suicide. There can be many reasons why all of a sudden a person 
feels that they have just had enough—I sometimes feel like that in this place! But being serious, there are times 
when people feel that they have had enough; something happens in their lives and it triggers a feeling of wanting 
to just get it all behind them and leave this place. That is what happens, but mental health is an issue for many 
people in the FIFO workforce who have taken their lives. Getting that point across, I think is very important. 
Another area that the committee felt needed to be addressed by the mining companies is the point of hire and the 
travel time. A FIFO worker who does two weeks on and one week off does not have one full week off; they have 
five days off because one day is spent travelling back home and another is spent travelling to their place of 
employment. It is not like travelling half an hour down the freeway to go to one’s place of employment and 
travelling half an hour back in the evening; very often, it is a whole day’s travel. In the case of my son who lives 
in Collie, if he is on nightshift and he travels home in the morning straight after his night shift roster, it is too 
dangerous for him to drive to Collie, so he comes to my house to sleep before travelling home to Collie the next 
day. That gives him time to get himself together, and I think that is important. If rosters are two weeks on and 
one week off, the travel time should ideally be taken in the two weeks on, so a person has 12 days on with two 
days for travel to and from the workplace. Some people have to travel much further than Collie; some FIFO 
workers travel interstate and overseas, sometimes to New Zealand. This is very important. If mining companies 
will not do that, they should in some way recompense those workers by giving remuneration for either the two 
days’ travel or at least one of those days. Most people go into FIFO work because the money is good. They want 
to save money, to pay off their mortgage and to do many things, and perhaps working in the city will not give 
them the same financial benefits that FIFO work gives. Some workers love FIFO work; some do not, but they do 
it because they have to pay their mortgage, they have children and they have various other expenses. We know 
that today finding the money to do things is very, very difficult.  
These are the reasons that I believe, and I think the committee believes, people take up fly in, fly out work. 
Mining companies will say that high-compression roster workers have eight weeks on, one week off only during 
construction. However, we found that although many of those people might be in construction for a short-lived 
period—for six to 12 months—very often they will go straight from that job to another construction job. So they 
will retain that four weeks, eight weeks or 12 weeks on, and one week off. That sort of pressure is not good for 
anybody. I do not know anybody who can sustain that sort of pressure and maintain balanced health, particularly 
mental health. It does affect people. They need their families. Family are the most important people around us, 
without a doubt, and we need to not only be in contact with them on a daily basis, but also spend time with them. 
The children of FIFO workers are missing out on their father or their mother—whoever might be doing the FIFO 
work—and the FIFO worker is missing out on the benefits and beauty of having children. They do it for the 
money. 
Before I forget—I do not want to forget—I want to pay tribute to the wonderful people who made this 
committee’s work and deliberations possible. They are Lucy Roberts, our principal research officer; 
Daniel Govus, our research officer; and prior to that, Mathew Bates, who was the principal research officer for 
the first half of the inquiry. I also pay tribute to Anita and Peter Miller, parents of Rhys Connor, who was 
suffering from depression. He was working as a concreter on a four-on-one roster, which is not a good roster; it 
is a bad roster, in my view. Unfortunately, he took his life on-site. His parents decided to make this public in the 
hope of preventing others from considering the same path. Many other families who have made submissions to 
the committee are in a similar situation. Anita and Peter had the great courage to come to the committee for a 
hearing. It was one of the most emotional hearings I have ever attended. There is nothing worse than losing one 
of your children—ever. I commend their courage; I really do. 
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MR M.J. COWPER (Murray–Wellington) [11.02 am]: First of all, I would like to thank my colleagues who 
participated in this inquiry into the impact on FIFO work practices on mental health. I would also like to thank 
the staff and support people who assisted in the mechanics of preparing this report. I also thank all those people 
who came before the committee and gave evidence on this matter. I pay special tribute to the Millers, who are 
here today. 

Fly in, fly out workers represent a large portion of the mining industry—I think it is 70 per cent. The mining 
industry accommodates about 12 per cent of the Western Australian workforce. Although people can view that 
as being either a large or small number, it has a wider effect on the broader community of Western Australia. In 
my previous life I was fortunate to live in the north for some 12 years. During that time I enjoyed my interaction 
in the community, not only being a police officer, but also in my spare time with the communities in the 
Kimberley and the Pilbara. At that time, there was a lot of construction going on. In those days, FIFO workers 
represented probably not even 30 per cent of the workforce. The vast majority of those workers resided in the 
north. Over a number of years, we have seen a migration and that figure is almost the opposite. Now 70 per cent 
of fly in, fly out workers travel; most live in the Perth metropolitan area, Peel, or south west region. They also 
live elsewhere in the midwest, the eastern states and other places. However, the vast majority come from the 
south west. That situation is a gilt-edged sword. A group of workers fly to a position they hold in the north, 
conduct their work, and then return home. That may sound fairly simplistic, but it actually creates a soulless 
community, both in the north and in the south. 

What I have suspected for some time has been corroborated by this report: people who are very attracted by the 
notion of getting a large wage so that they can afford to live comfortably sometime later are finding themselves 
in golden handcuffs—to use the term found in the report. They get used to having a high income and therefore 
maintaining the lifestyle in order to sustain repayments on bigger and better houses and cars, and other 
commodities that they may acquire. Fly in, fly out work was once the domain of construction crews. We heard 
just a moment ago that construction crews move from site to site. We are now seeing a change in which the 
production crew—the people who run and operate the installations—are now also fly in, fly out workers. That is 
not sustainable over the long term. During the inquiry, we had a presentation from a large building company in 
the north. It is telling me today that people can get a four-by-two brand-new home and land package deal in 
Karratha for around $450 000. That is very comparable to what we would expect here in the Perth metropolitan 
area or the south west. We were all familiar with the high rents and the high cost of housing a few years ago that 
were brought about by the large amount of construction that occurred. We are now seeing a bit more 
normalisation of that occurring and I find it interesting that notwithstanding the heat coming out of that market, 
there is still a propensity for people to fly in, fly out. However, I must say that some companies are identifying 
that it is better for them to have people working on-site to get longer hours out of their staff. Over a one-month 
period a company can get more hours out of a worker who resides in the north as opposed to those who are 
flying backwards and forwards. Looking at it from a company’s perspective, there is a benefit for it to get better 
productivity out of its workers. I am concerned that the uptake of FIFOs seems to have fallen into the laps of 
many of these mining companies. At the end of the day, it is all about the almighty dollar. If it is cheaper for 
mining companies to fly people backwards and forwards than it is to build infrastructure in the north to 
accommodate people and provide the social supports that are important in any community, they seem to be 
taking the easy option to favour fly in, fly out workers. We need to look at this weighting and see how we can 
reverse that trend. I acknowledge that fly in, fly out will be part of the landscape in Western Australia for many 
years to come. However, we need to revert to a better balanced situation in which people are engaged in their 
communities in the north and south. I can give an example of workers who fly to the north and are not engaged 
with their communities; they are not involved with local football club, the fishing club, the tennis club, or 
whatever other project that can act as a diffuser that helps get their minds off their job and involves them in 
activities other than sitting in their room stewing about what they are missing out on. One of the key factors is 
that they are missing out on family life. They are missing out on very important events such as their loved ones’ 
birthdays, graduations, and all the various things that we enjoy as a family unit. 

Although we have some fairly good technology, it is not the same as being there. On the other end of it, my own 
community has a large number of people who fly in, fly out from my electorate who are reluctant to engage in 
service groups and sporting clubs. In my time as vice president of a junior football club we had difficulty trying 
to find male coaches, notwithstanding the fantastic job that the nine ladies did. However, we get to the point that 
we need to offer the young footballers skills that can be offered only by those who have actually played the 
game. We have almost a sense of division in northern towns whereby, for instance—by way of barometer—
Newman had three football teams; now it has one. Many people are leaving the north because there is no sense 
of spirit or community left in those places. They come to Perth because that is an option. That situation needs to 
be arrested and turned around and the only way to do that is for the government to look at the way in which it 
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writes the state agreements. Members might recall when our forefathers started the agreements in the Pilbara 
back in the 1960s, the mining companies built the infrastructure—the roads, the hospitals and the homes. That 
was written into the cost of establishment. In recent times, the royalty rates have jumped back up to a higher rate 
because they have, if you like, paid off that infrastructure. We need to examine that to make sure that it is 
weighted in a fashion so that is more attractive for families to be together in the north west, which will then 
benefit those in the south west. People can have a plan for five years to go up north and make their money, then 
come back and do what they need to do, but they need to make sure that they stick with their family. 

I think we have been making a fundamental error in allowing the mining sector to progress or evolve to where 
we are now and I think that needs to be turned around. Those are fairly controversial comments, I suppose, but 
unless we look at this as a whole community problem as opposed to isolating it to fly in, fly out workers, people 
will take the opportunity to engage in that situation. We had evidence from one person who said that they would 
not go and live in the north because it is too hot. That is nonsense; do not get involved in fly in, fly out work if 
that is the case. 
MS R. SAFFIOTI (West Swan) [11.12 am]: I rise to speak to the Education and Health Standing Committee 
report “The impact of FIFO work practices on mental health: Final Report”. I will initially acknowledge the 
contributions made by everyone who participated in this inquiry whether by giving verbal evidence or written 
submissions. I also put on record our appreciation to Anita and Peter Miller, who gave evidence. Unfortunately, I 
was not there that day but I understand it was absolutely compelling evidence. I pay tribute to them both for 
having the courage to come forward. I also acknowledge my parliamentary colleagues and staff on the inquiry—
Mathew, Lucy and Daniel. I wish Lucy all the best as she goes down the path of motherhood. 
This was a very important inquiry. There have a been a number of media reports and a lot of speculation about 
the issue of mental health and suicide in the fly in, fly out workforce. We did not try to stigmatise the 
workforce—of course not. We tried to establish whether there is an issue and what is the way forward in relation 
to this particular problem. As the Chair of the Education and Health Standing Committee outlined, initially it 
was very difficult to get the statistics. We sought and sought and tried to get the statistics in front of us, as many 
people in the industry came forward and said that it is not a particular issue in the industry; it is the same in the 
wider community or it occurs less in the industry than in some parts of the community. One of the key problems 
we believe that needs to be addressed is how to get better information before decision-makers. A key 
recommendation is that the coroner be funded to keep figures and statistics about suicide, particularly in relation 
to the FIFO workforce. 
The ACTING SPEAKER (Mr P. Abetz): Member for Butler, you need to seek the leave of the Chair to cross 
between the Acting Speaker and the person speaking. 
Ms R. SAFFIOTI: Sometimes the suicide or the death does not occur at the FIFO site but at home. The chair 
highlighted a recent example just a couple of days ago of someone who suicided at home after coming back from 
being away. A number of key recommendations relate to this, one of which is that the Minister for Mental Health 
funds the Mental Health Commission to commission further research into this matter. I want to put on the record 
that a number of reports highlight the incidence of mental illness or mental distress in the FIFO workforce to be 
greater than that of the wider population. As the chair highlighted, the figures are around 30 per cent, and there 
are a number of reports on this including the Lifeline WA report. A more recent report by one of the universities 
highlights that the incidence of mental distress, anxiety and depression are higher than that of the general 
community. We recommend further research but we want to put up-front that there is enough research out there 
now to say that it is a particular issue in the FIFO workforce. 
One of the key points and focuses has been on FIFO accommodation. It has been outlined that FIFO 
accommodation is really part of the worksite; whether it is on or off tenement, basically, it is part of the worksite. 
The idea that somehow a worker going back to their accommodation is similar to going back home is spurious. It 
is a very different environment. A number of people said that FIFO has been around for a long time. It has been, 
but the member for Mirrabooka made the point that not only have the numbers increased, but also the style of 
accommodation has changed over time, as has the concept of control and flexibility that workers have when they 
go back to their accommodation. The increase in control of workers in their accommodation is now a key feature 
of FIFO accommodation. That has changed the feeling or the level of control the workforce believes it has after 
hours. Comments were made about the interaction with existing town sites. Again, it differs, but the level of 
prescription and the level of control of workers after they finish their work is completely different from what it 
was 40 or 50 years ago. A key feature of a common FIFO workforce is the level of control and the level of 
permission workers need to leave the accommodation site and the feeling of being locked in even when they are 
not on the tools. 
The key issue is the way forward. As we said, the level of mental distress and anxiety in the FIFO workforce is 
greater than in the normal population. We see it as more of a feature of the workforce today than it has been, and 
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as I said some of the key problems are with the level of control in the accommodation. The other key point is 
rosters. The committee made recommendations about the rosters because there is no doubt that high-compression 
rosters have an impact. The inquiry lists out one particular report from someone about what it is like—the two 
and two, the three and one, the four and one. The level of fatigue and anxiety increases after two weeks. If it is a 
three and one or a four and one roster, the level of fatigue and anxiety and the harmony within the group 
completely breaks down after a number of weeks. The member for Hillarys made a good point about the 
construction workforce. There is the idea that it is okay to have a high-compression roster for a construction 
workforce because construction is for only a limited period, but a person who works in construction goes from 
one job to the next, so they are always experiencing those high-compression rosters. The rosters are, of course, a 
key point. 

As I said, the way forward, as the member for Mirrabooka outlined, is a code of practice for the industry. One of 
the key points is sharing and acknowledging the issue of mental health in the workforce and in the FIFO 
workforce. We put forward a number of recommendations about how we can better educate people and bring 
these things into the light. The issue of mental health is something that people probably felt uncomfortable 
discussing many years ago but it is now a key part of what we should be discussing in the community and in the 
workforce. 

We make a number of key points in the report. In relation to contractors, a point was made that in some instances 
a head company requires a contractor or subcontractor to implement its same values and work practices. In other 
instances that is not the case. We believe head companies, or key companies, have to take great responsibility for 
the work practices and the fatigue-management practices of the contractor employed. Companies cannot just say 
that it is just another company, because they are working on a company’s site and are delivering a service to 
them. There is therefore an issue about contractors. 

In the report, we refer to training. We believe that further training is required for managers and supervisors. We 
refer to a code of practice that includes a requirement for training on mental health literacy for a fly in, fly out 
workforce. We also ask that greater recognition and greater focus in the induction programs be put on the issue 
of mental health. 

Another key point is about peer assistance and peer support. We heard evidence from Mates in Construction, a 
company that has been set up for a number of years to help provide peer support to the workforce. A key issue is 
that many people will not seek the support of their managers because they are afraid of the consequences. We 
need to get that fear out of there. We also need a strong peer support program so that there is an avenue for 
people to talk to someone and open up to, and for the person receiving that information to know what to do with 
the information. This is not only about seeking someone out; we need to be sure that the person receiving that 
information has the experience, qualifications and understanding to be able to act on it. We heard about a 
number of instances of the lifestyle coordinators now becoming in some way quasi-counsellors. They are not 
trained for it, so we recommend that further focus be put on training those coordinators. 

As I said, we never set about to stigmatise the FIFO workforce, and I do not believe we did. This is a real issue 
in the FIFO community and it is an increasing issue that we all must acknowledge. Companies have a 
responsibility for not only the physical health of their workforce, but also the mental health of their workforce, in 
particular when companies have control of their workforce 24/7. That is a very big difference for those people 
compared with many people who go home every night to their families. 

MR M. McGOWAN (Rockingham — Leader of the Opposition) [11.22 am] — by leave: I begin by thanking 
the members of the committee, the members for Eyre, West Swan, Mirrabooka, Hillarys and Murray–
Wellington, for what I think, from what I have heard presented today, is a very reasonable and moderate report 
into an important issue. It is clear that an enormous body of work has been done. Considering that a fly in, fly 
out workforce has now been a part of the Western Australian lifestyle for going on at least 30 years, it is good 
that at last this issue has been examined. 

I sought leave to make a few remarks, because members might recall that in the middle of last year I moved a 
motion that this committee examine this issue, and I appreciate the fact that the committee took up that 
opportunity and has done this enormous body of work. There was some pushback against this analysis, I 
understand, by some segments of the mining industry. I hope, in light of this report being reasonable, moderate 
and sensible, that many of the recommendations will now be embraced by the mining industry in 
Western Australia. 

I believe that a fly in, fly out workforce is a fact of life. Some people say that we should abolish or outlaw it, but 
I do not think that is possible. At the same time, I believe that as a state we should encourage the mining industry 
to offer choice as much as possible to the workforce to be able to live and work in the communities in which 
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mining activities and exploration and the like take place. That is probably one of the key things that should come 
from this body of work. There is some hostility to fly in, fly out workers in many communities in the north of the 
state. We need to understand that between the two there is a reasonable—perhaps not happy—balance by which 
we encourage choice and provide the opportunity for mining industry workers to live in the communities in 
which they work, and that the opportunity for fly in, fly out as an arrangement is available to them. Perhaps the 
balance has shifted too much towards forcing people into FIFO as opposed to offering them the choice, but that 
is just an anecdotal observation that I make based upon the anecdotes I have received or heard from people in the 
workforce. There are at least 50 000 fly in, fly out workers in Western Australia. Out of a population of 
2.5 million, that is a lot of people. Their mental health and wellbeing is incredibly important, because they are 
responsible for a lot of the economic success and opportunities that Western Australia currently enjoys. 

In scrolling through some of the findings of this committee, I note the idea of a code of practice around rosters to 
acknowledge fatigue or at least the difficulties of being away from home for long periods of time and working 
long hours in difficult, hot, dusty environments. That is a good thing. It is not legislating or regulating or 
bringing down the heavy hand of government on it; it is saying that a code of practice by which there is 
encouragement towards certain opportunities is the way to go, and I think that is good. 

Defining “health” to include mental health seems to me to be eminently reasonable. In light of recent 
developments, or the growth I suppose, in understanding these issues over the course of the past 10 years, that 
redefinition seems to me to be a sensible thing. Perhaps providing greater opportunities to those who choose to 
be in the FIFO workforce to integrate and become part of local communities, particularly in the north of the 
state, would go a long way to resolving some of the angst in those communities and would also assist some of 
those people in the workforce to live a slightly more normal life. Participating in the local sporting club, or 
whatever social activity might take their fancy in the hours they have off, might actually help them to cope with 
the life they are leading, and it might also mean that those communities in the north of the state would have a 
greater appreciation of those people who are fly in, fly out workers. 

The ACTING SPEAKER (Peter Abetz): Can members keep the voices down or take their conversations 
outside. 

Mr M. McGOWAN: I too have heard anecdotal reports of people not being permitted to leave the compound or 
place in which they live and work. I must say that I find it hard to find a good reason behind that practice, if that 
practice is in place. We all live in a free, democratic, small “l” liberal society and we should protect those rights 
and freedoms that people ordinarily take for granted. People who work FIFO are not in the Army. 

The report appears to be modest, reasonable and sensible. I encourage our great Western Australian mining 
industry, which provides many opportunities for our state and our nation, to have a good look at it and work with 
the state to implement as many as possible of the recommendations of this report. If that were to happen, I 
believe it would be in the interests of the industry, the state and the mining workforce, particularly the FIFO 
workforce, and the communities of the north of the state.  
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