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SWAN BELLS — SIGN IN 2000 TILES 
Grievance 

MR M. McGOWAN (Rockingham — Leader of the Opposition) [9.08 am]: I rise to grieve to the Minister for 
Planning about the signature tiles at the belltower that are being destroyed by the government. I ask that the 
destruction be stopped and that the tiles that remain, which contain the signatures of Western Australian 
schoolchildren, are left in place in perpetuity as promised to the people of Western Australia. I will remind the 
government of what the Liberal Party said on 8 September 1999 when installing these tiles at the belltower, 
which contain 200 000 signatures of Western Australian schoolchildren of that time. Hundreds of names of 
schools are imprinted on those tiles. Hundreds of thousands of young Western Australians’ signatures are 
embedded in those tiles surrounding the belltower. It was a community project that came together to provide an 
acknowledgement of the schoolchildren of the 1990s in Western Australia and was meant to remain in place for 
perpetuity as a record of the community spirit and young people of the state at that time in history. Yet 15 years 
later, without consultation, without asking and without any notice, the government has sent down its mechanical 
diggers to destroy them. I find it unacceptable that the government would do such a thing to those families and 
children who put great store in the fact that their children and their lives would be acknowledged in this way.  

I remind the house what was said in 1999 by the then Minister for Youth, Mr Mike Board. His statement in 
Hansard on 8 September 1999 reads — 

This project will be a major tourist attraction not only in the immediate future but for generations to 
come. Western Australians can visit their own tiles and those of their classmates. In the years ahead, 
today’s students will bring their children and grandchildren to witness a time when the whole 
community came together on a single project. 

That was the promise to schoolchildren of that time who, in good faith, had their signatures embedded in the 
tiles. In recent days I have twice visited the site of the tiles. The argument that the tiles are decrepit and 
diminished is wrong; they are in good condition. I challenge members to visit the site to look at them. They are a 
record of a group of kids who signed them in good faith and of families who have put store in them. I will tell 
members how many people have commented on this issue. After I posted this issue on my Facebook page, I had 
300 000 views—that is right, 300 000—and I received more than 1 500 comments. Those members who 
understand Facebook will appreciate the extent of the angst over this issue. 

I acknowledge in the Speaker’s gallery today a very brave woman by the name of Veronica Rowe, from 
Woodvale. Veronica contacted me via my Facebook page to indicate her concern about this issue. The reasons 
for her concern are very personal. While her son Steven was a primary school student at Woodvale Primary 
School, his signature was embedded in the tiles as a record of his life. In 2008, when Steven was 17 years old, he 
was murdered. Veronica places great store in the fact that Steven’s signature in the tiles is a record of his life. As 
she put it, Steven did not have the opportunity to produce his own footprint in the world because his life ended at 
such a young age. But there is a record of his life in the tile that has his signature. Veronica places great store in 
that, in the same way that many Western Australian mothers and fathers place great store in that record. If 
members look at parents’ commentary on my Facebook page, they will see that many of the children who had 
their signature embedded in the tiles have since died. Those parents are unhappy that that record will be 
destroyed without consultation. 

As I understand it, three-quarters of the tiles remain undisturbed. Therefore, my plea to the Minister for Planning 
is this: on behalf of Veronica Rowe and other parents, the government should leave them where they are; indeed, 
no-one is going to build on that spot because it is right next to the belltower. Members should have a look. The 
site of the tiles will not become a construction site on which a hotel will be built, because it sits alongside the 
belltower. As I understand it, the tiles with the letters A to H and O to Z remain undisturbed. The government 
should leave them there. The tiles that have been destroyed contain the letters I to N. The letters indicate the 
schools’ first initials. The government could have the tiles beginning with the letters I to N reinstated if it had the 
courage. They should be put back and left there. The government should deliver on the promise that was made to 
schoolchildren in 1999 and preserve that little bit of heritage and history that the state created. 

The government does not have to rip up the rest of the tiles. No matter how much the minister says otherwise, 
the tiles are in fine condition and clearly legible. That is all the minister has to do. The minister has said that 
there will be a digital representation—an interpretation or a physical representation so that people will be able to 
reconnect with the experience. I do not know what any of that means. I am pretty sure it does not mean that the 
tiles will remain. It probably means that people will be able to click onto a computer screen and scroll down to 
find the names of the kids who had their signatures embedded in the tiles that were once in that spot. If that is so, 
that is not good enough. The 200 000 Western Australian schoolchildren who participated in that project agree 
that it is not good enough. I love history and heritage. Let us create more of it! I would love for people to visit 
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that site in 100 years and say, “Gee, all those kids did that 100 years ago.” On behalf of Mrs Rowe and other 
parents, especially those whose children have died since having their signatures embedded in the tiles, the 
government should listen to this plea and leave the tiles alone. 

MR J.H.D. DAY (Kalamunda — Minister for Planning) [9.15 am]: I appreciate that many people have an 
interest in this issue. Given the effort that was put in in 1999 by the then state government, by schools right 
around the state and by all the children who provided their signatures for inclusion in the Sign In 2000 project—
as I understand it was known at the time—I understand their interest in this issue. However, it is important to put 
this issue into context. As I explained in this house on Tuesday, the work going on close to the belltower and in 
the Barrack Square precinct is part of the Elizabeth Quay project. It would be very much a missed opportunity—
and it would not do the right thing by the overall development of improving the public space for local residents 
and people who will visit the location—to not undertake the redevelopment that is occurring in the Barrack 
Square area, which is valued at approximately $20 million. Part of the work that is being undertaken involves 
constructing a new event space and, essentially, a plaza in front of the belltower, which I am sure will be an 
improvement on what is there at the moment. This work involves taking up the tiles that have been there since 
2000. Although the Metropolitan Redevelopment Authority intended to take the tiles up as a whole and relocate 
and reuse them in the precinct, they are, unfortunately, not in a condition that has allowed them to come up 
whole and quite a proportion of them have been broken. That is unfortunate. They are also somewhat faded and 
degraded. I remember seeing them six or eight months ago and they certainly did not strike me as being in 
wonderful condition. Certainly, I do not think they would have lasted anything like 100 years or even 50 years 
without fading even further. Given that they are part of the pavement and are walked on, one would expect them 
to become more degraded over time. 

I understand the concerns of Mrs Rowe and her family. Indeed, members of my own family—my daughter and 
stepdaughter—have signatures on the tiles, so I am very aware of this issue. It is also important to understand 
that the images on the tiles are exactly that—images of the signatures that the children placed on pieces of paper; 
they are not the original signatures. The children did not write directly on the tiles themselves. Therefore, it is 
entirely valid for the MRA to recreate a new physical representation—that is, new images of the signatures—as 
part of this project. That is what is going to be done. 

Mr M. McGowan: How? What is it? 

Mr J.H.D. DAY: The technology is there. It could be that they are placed on new tiles because a digital record 
does exist; or it might be that they are placed on longer lasting and better material, such as stainless steel. The 
new images will be in a vertical arrangement on a wall rather than in the pavement where they become more and 
more faded and degraded because they are walked on. Just as an image of the original signatures has been 
created on the tiles, an image of the original signatures can be and will be recreated in another physical form. 
That is being undertaken by the MRA. Once there is more detail about the locations and exactly how that will be 
done, obviously we will communicate that to the public. I assure members of the Rowe family and everybody 
else in Western Australia, including members of my family who have an interest in this issue, that the images of 
their children will be recreated in a physical form just as they were put in a physical form in the pavement more 
than 14 years ago. They will be developed by way of another physical format in the precinct, similar perhaps to 
the Welcome Walls at Fremantle, although, probably not as elaborate. That became a very long and involved 
project. There are opportunities within the Barrack Square area, and certainly within the Elizabeth Quay project, 
for an even longer-lasting and better representation and presentation of this project than has been the case to this 
point. I give the assurance that that strategy will be taken. 

The Metropolitan Redevelopment Authority, in fact, has a very strong record in preserving and interpreting 
heritage. We have seen that in the East Perth project under the former East Perth Redevelopment Authority, and 
we certainly are seeing it in the Perth City Link project. The Elizabeth Quay project will be a very strong 
representation of the history of the area. The Florence Hummerston building, which has had to be relocated, has 
been deconstructed and will be reconstructed on the island, recognising the importance of the history of that 
building to Perth. In the Midland precinct, the Midland railway workshops under the former Midland 
Redevelopment Authority are now part of the Metropolitan Redevelopment Authority. The member for Midland 
would be very well aware that the record of the MRA in preserving the major heritage buildings, including the 
railway workshops, in that precinct has been very strong. It is actually one of the core roles of the MRA. Its 
people are not disrespectful of heritage and history at all, and that will certainly be carried through with this 
particular project. 

I understand the concerns that arose last week. There was no expectation on the part of the MRA that that degree 
of concern would be expressed. If there had been such an appreciation, there probably would have been more 
advanced communication. As I said, it has always been intended to re-use the tiles in some way, if possible. That 
is not actually possible, but we will make sure that there is a proper record of the children’s signatures. 
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