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WESTERN AUSTRALIAN MUSEUM, FUNDING 
Motion 

HON BARBARA SCOTT (South Metropolitan) [3.40 pm]:  I rise this afternoon to raise an issue of great 
concern to Western Australians.  I move - 

That the House notes with great concern the Gallop Government’s unwillingness to provide sufficient 
funds to the Perth Museum to adequately store, protect and move valuable exhibits from the Francis 
Street site to the Kew Street, Welshpool storage facility - 

(a) condemns the inappropriate measures and conditions being imposed upon staff of the Museum 
in the transfer of exhibits and operations to the Welshpool site; and 

(b) calls for the Government to be held accountable for compromising staff and therefore 
compromising the Museum’s exhibitions. 

The issue of the Western Australian Museum has been in the news for quite some time.  As an Opposition, we 
recognise that problems at the Museum were identified some years ago, particularly the problem of asbestos.  
The Western Australian Museum, unlike other state museums, has a multiple of six sites spread across the State.  
Until February this year, it had its central state administrative function housed at the Perth site in Francis Street. 
[Quorum formed.] 
Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  As I was saying, the issue of the Western Australian Museum being located at a 
number of sites is well known, as is the identification of asbestos in the ceiling.  We accept that there needs to be 
a bipartisan approach to the resolution of the problems at the Museum.  This Government has had three years to 
look at how it would fund the relocation of the collections and how it would deal with staff.   
The Western Australian Museum is a diverse institution covering the disciplines of science, the natural 
environment, history, anthropology, education, art and design, and conservation.  It is the State’s storehouse for 
cultural and natural history materials collected over more than 100 years, now numbering in excess of three 
million objects and specimens.  These collections form the basis of research covering a range of disciplines, and 
education for the broader community - locally, nationally and internationally.  
[Quorum formed.] 
Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  This issue is of grave concern to Western Australians.  I hope I have time in the 
House this afternoon to raise the number of issues that I wish to raise.  Through its education programs and 
exhibition facilities, the Western Australian Museum plays a unique role in communicating interdisciplinary 
research results to the wider community.  This role is under threat as the institution faces major dislocation.   
The relocation of the Western Australian Museum has been brought about by the fact that limpet asbestos has 
been found widely spread on the top of perforated ceiling panels, where there is no effective barrier to public and 
staff spaces.  Air testing has revealed no asbestos, but the risk of a calamitous event - say, an earthquake or 
something like that that shakes the building - places on the Government a responsibility to force the closure of 
the building. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  You have a risk, irrespective of where you are, surely. 

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  Why would the Government bother wasting $20 million of state money to move the 
exhibits?  If the parliamentary secretary is suggesting that there is no need to move the Museum, I am sure that a 
large number of Museum staff would be very pleased to hear her say that.  The parliamentary secretary should 
wait for her turn to speak, and then get up and say it.   

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich interjected. 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT (Hon George Cash):  Order, Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich!  The parliamentary secretary 
obviously did not hear me call her to order on three occasions. 

Hon Simon O’Brien:  That is because of all the racket that was going on. 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT:  Order, Hon Simon O’Brien!   

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  In addition, the large quantities of special alcohol associated with wet collections 
exacerbate the problem of spreading asbestos in the event of a fire, for instance, because the presence of asbestos 
prevents effective firefighting.  The structure of the building precludes floor-by-floor asbestos removal, and the 
life cycle of the building has reached a point at which replacement is only marginally more than refurbishment.   
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The question of the long-term location for the storage of the majority of the current and future collections has 
been resolved with the purchase of a building at Kew Street in Welshpool.  However, there is a grave concern - 
this is the point of my motion - that this Government does not recognise the importance and the role of the 
Museum in Western Australia or that the minister, Sheila McHale, does not have enough clout in Cabinet and the 
Government is not allocating appropriate funding to this important shift.  The Premier, who is the Minister for 
Science, is suggesting that science is very important; yet the Government is not protecting this significant 
collection or providing enough money to protect these valuable exhibits.  It is dealing with staff as though they 
are removalists, rather than eminent scientists with years of experience to their names and curatorial staff with 
hundreds of years of experience collectively.  This afternoon I am condemning the Government for the lack of 
funds being applied to the collection relocation. 

In the Department of Culture and the Arts’ official policy code of conduct, at page 5 it says that the department 
has a duty of responsible care for the collections that it develops, manages and maintains on behalf of the people 
of Western Australia, and that it will follow the appropriate national and international codes of behaviour when 
carrying out these responsibilities.  Also, it will uphold the interests of the community in providing access to and 
services from these collections. 

That is straight from the code of conduct.  The Government is breaking every part of that code of conduct.  It is 
clear that the current plan for relocation does not contain sufficient funding to enable storage of the collection to 
meet professional museum standards.  Important aspects of the functional brief concerning the storage of the 
registered collections at Francis Street and accommodation of the functions of the curatorial side of the Museum, 
which were prepared after long consultation with architects and engineers, including Ferguson Architects, have 
been ignored.  Instead, the proposed facilities are being tailored to suit the amount of money available, with scant 
regard being paid to the appropriate conditions for the storage of the collections.  This will impact on both the 
cultural and economic value of the collections.  As such, the State will be a double loser.  Even if some 
collections could be replaced, the cost would run into millions of dollars in acquisitions, fieldwork and staff 
time.   

The current plan will place the collections in jeopardy.  The collections are held in trust and represent a 
significant portion of the nation’s scientific and cultural heritage.  The apparent decision by the relocation 
committee not to fully enclose the collections with walls, ceilings and insulation will put the collections at risk.  
If members of the Government cared to listen to this debate or to sit down with some of the concerned curatorial 
and other staff of the Museum, they would know that there are other storage methods available, such as one 
termed box on boxing of precious specimens, which enables exhibits and specimens to be boxed to prevent 
anything from getting into them.  In that way they could either be stored in the current building while 
refurbishment and excision of the asbestos takes place or they could be moved to another place with far more 
safety.  What is happening now is that this Government is expecting curatorial staff to pack with great haste 
collections that have been collected over many years.  To add insult to injury, the Government has commissioned 
a firm to supervise the staff and assess whether they are doing it with the speed and accuracy with which the 
Government would like it to be done.   

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  What is wrong with working efficiently?   

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  It has nothing at all to do with working efficiently.  There is a need in this instance to 
make sure that exhibits are carefully packed and moved. 

Hon Bruce Donaldson:  What are they doing to the dinosaur?   

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  I am not sure what they are doing with the dinosaur.  The relocation committee 
decided to not fully enclose the collections with walls, ceilings and insulation.  That will put the collections at 
risk of insect infestation.  They will also be put at risk because of the difficulty in maintaining temperature and 
humidity conditions at appropriate levels.  As we know, the old storage facility in Welshpool, which was a 
Leisureplex building, was purchased for $7.5 million.  The Government assured the staff of the Museum that 
sufficient funds would be allocated for the removal and protection of the collection.  We all acknowledge the 
important role undertaken in the community by the Western Australian Museum.  The Museum is recognised 
nationally and internationally for a range of things, which I will go into later.  There is a concern that the 
integrity of the exhibitions will be threatened by this Government’s lack of provision of appropriate funding to 
enable the staff to pack the collections efficiently and appropriately.  The collections cannot be boxed up 
overnight.  They must be carefully packaged, otherwise we will throw away hundreds of years of historical and 
scientific knowledge.   

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  That is a huge assumption.   

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  That is not an assumption.  I have received that information on very good grounds 
from a number of staff who have hundreds of years of scientific knowledge behind them.   
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I will go through some of the major issues of concern in the move to Welshpool.  The staff and the Opposition 
are very concerned about the integrity of the exhibitions that are being moved.  Originally, the Government’s 
plan was to move all of the Western Australian Museum’s collection to Welshpool.  However, that is not 
possible; funding is not available to do that.  The Museum has sites in Blinco Street, Fremantle and several other 
places around Perth.  It has three or four major sites.  It is not contemplated that the collections from those places 
will be able to be moved to Welshpool within the limited budget that has been provided.   

Security is one grave concern.  Although an internal electronic monitoring system will be installed, security 
remains a big issue.  The Kew Street site at Welshpool is identified as being at high risk because of its location.  
No full-time security staff will be on-site to take responsibility for ensuring that the collection stores are 
appropriately sealed at the end of the day, after hours and on weekends.  This problem is compounded by the fact 
that the store is located in an industrial area that is isolated after hours and has one of the highest break and entry 
crime rates in metropolitan Perth.  The mayor of Canning has warned the Museum of the potential risk to the 
State’s collection in such a location unless significant external security systems are put in place and an after-
hours security officer is on-site.  No external security system except for cyclone wire fencing and bollards to 
prevent ram-raids is being considered for monitoring or deterring incidents of breaking and entering.  No camera 
surveillance, perimeter fence system or after-hours security officer will be provided.  The State’s collection, 
which is to be housed in a building that can be easily broken into, will be vulnerable.  That is an issue that this 
State Government should be addressing.  However, because it has not allocated funds for security, the collections 
will not be secure once they get out to - 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  You didn’t even recognise the problem. 

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  We did recognise the problem.  The Government has no future plans.  It has not 
provided any funding to cover this.  This Government made the decision to move the collections.  As I said 
earlier, there are methods of boxing the collections and leaving them in the current building.  However, that was 
not considered.   

Fire protection is another issue.  When large collections are stored in alcohol, fire protection is a big issue 
because of the likelihood of fire.  The storage system proposed for the Kew Street site offers no special fire 
security and is grossly inadequate.  The lack of firewalls will mean that a large portion of the collection will be 
vulnerable.  The only way to deal with fire will be for the local fire brigade to use methods that would damage or 
destroy the collection in a single event; if they are not damaged by the fire itself, they will be by the water or 
chemicals used to put out the fire.  Acceptance of the proposed plan would be tantamount to dereliction of the 
Museum’s responsibility towards the collections.  I suggest that this Government has not only broken the code 
set down by the Department of Culture and the Arts in its stated aim of protecting the integrity of the exhibitions 
of the Western Australian Museum, but also it will be derelict in its duty of care if it moves the exhibitions out to 
that site in haste and without proper security or fire protection.   

There are other significant issues concerning temperature and humidity levels.  At the moment the only plan is 
for the building to be airconditioned using an air-cooled system.  The range in temperature provided by such 
airconditioning will be no good for the collections.  Collections generally require temperature control lower than 
office working levels.  Optimum temperatures for many collections lie in the range of 20 degrees, plus or minus 
two degrees.  A recent survey of the Francis Street, Perth site showed that storage conditions are near perfect.  
Optimum storage temperatures are best and most economically achieved in enclosed, insulated facilities with 
ceilings, not in large open spaces.  I have walked right through the Welshpool site.  It is an old factory and the 
roof has gaps between the side eaves.  The roof is not sealed; it will need a false ceiling.  It will certainly need 
additions to improve the airconditioning.  As it is open, many insects will find their way into the building.  That 
will be a danger to some of the exhibitions. 

Hon Derrick Tomlinson:  It is the warehouse where the council conducted the last election. 

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  Yes.  I think the pinball machine company that sold the building and took off to 
Singapore is laughing all the way to the bank to think that a State Government would put that sort of money into 
that sort of building for that purpose.  The building may be fine for some other form of storage if used 
appropriately.  I am not criticising the idea of finding another site to store the exhibitions from the Museum.  
However, this Government has failed to put in place appropriate measures and funding to protect the integrity of 
the exhibitions. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  A born whinger!  All she does is run down the Museum! 

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  I am not running down the Museum; I am running down this State Government 
because it does not prioritise.  The member should clean out her ears.  She does not have the ability to even hear, 
let alone listen.  If she listened, she would hear me say that this Government is at fault for not providing 
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sufficient funds.  At no time did I criticise the Museum or its staff or, for that matter, the Department of Culture 
and the Arts other than that the Government has allowed it to break its code of conduct.   

The issue of temperature and humidity has proved that the Department of Culture and the Arts is worse than any 
other government department in the energy smart program that has been touted by this Government.  Storing the 
collections in airconditioning will contravene current government policy on the energy smart program, which has 
mandatory targets to reduce energy consumption by 12 per cent over five years and five per cent in the first year.  
The 2002-03 audit by the Office of Energy on the energy smart program indicates that the Department of Culture 
and the Arts is already one of the highest energy users in the State Government.  The Kew Street proposal, which 
involves airconditioning for 24 hours a day, will cause unnecessarily massive increases in consumption figures.  
To be socially, environmentally and economically responsible in meeting government energy targets, a 
greenfield facility that placed a large part of the collection below ground would provide an innovative solution 
requiring minimal energy consumption.  The Government has rushed out to the site, bought the building and said 
it will contribute $5 million towards renovating and retro-fitting the building to accommodate the Museum.  The 
Government has acted inefficiently by not listening to the experts who said that it will cost approximately 
$20 million to refit properly.  The Government is now putting impossible targets on the staff.  The Government 
will not employ assistants to help the staff pack the collections.  The staff are being compromised; therefore, the 
integrity of the exhibitions is being compromised. 

I explained earlier that I walked around the building.  Dust presents a totally different problem on the site than it 
does at the Francis Street site.  The Francis Street site effectively protects the collections from dust and other 
contaminants.  For scientific exhibitions, that is extremely important.  It will not be the case in a large open 
building without ceilings.  External dust can be excluded by filters but internally produced dust originating from 
work areas and from the building itself cannot be excluded.  Internally produced dust is the prime source of dust, 
even in non-airconditioned buildings.  Moreover, dust will be generated from future building modifications 
necessitated by the current staged project.  Any long-term collection storage facility must address the problem.  
The proposed facility does not do that.  This begs another question.  The Government has said all along that this 
will be a short-term storage solution.  However, to invest so much money begs the question of whether it will 
become a long-term solution.  If, as the Government states, it will be a long-term storage facility and a short-
term solution for the operations of the Museum, and if all the good work it does in its interface with the public - 
which will not happen in Welshpool for a number of reasons that I will go into later - it will be a false economy.  
It will not be an appropriate storage facility in the short term or long term unless the Government approaches this 
in a realistic way and states that it will cost a lot more money. 

Cross-contamination is another issue, because the lack of fully sealed compartments could eventually lead to the 
contamination of one collection by another.  For example, dust generated from a rock collection could infiltrate a 
fragile textile collection with detrimental effects.  Such contaminating dust could invade a meteorite collection, 
thus compromising material and making it useless for research purposes.  Such cross-contamination is inevitable 
in the system proposed for Kew Street.  If the Government is serious about the Western Australia Museum, it 
would provide more funds to the Department of Culture and the Arts and it would look at these issues and ensure 
that the collections are protected.  I have spoken about infestation and pest control.  I have also mentioned the 
corrugated iron roof.  Anyone with any experience of such roofs knows that, unless they are lined properly, 
insects and dust will infiltrate. 

Hon Bruce Donaldson:  And moisture. 

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  Exactly.  Fumigation is necessary in the event of a pest infestation.  It is more 
effective in small, localised areas, which obviously have to be secure and airtight.  No such storage units are 
proposed for the Kewdale facility, thus making pest infestation easy.  The nature of the building’s construction, 
the lack of sealed storage units and its corrugated iron walls will make it difficult or impossible to prevent insect 
ingress.  It could lead to infestations and loss of collections. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich interjected. 

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  I ask the member opposite, who continues to interject - 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT:  Order, Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich! 

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  A question I would like the member opposite to answer is whether she is the 
government spokesperson on this matter.  Is she familiar with the site?  Has she spent any time there at all?  Has 
she tried to reach the site by public transport?  Has she looked at the facility?  Does she have any idea of the 
estimated cost of turning the building into an appropriate storage facility for the Western Australian Museum let 
alone an appropriate facility for the Museum staff to interact with the Western Australia public, who cannot even 
get public transport to the site? 
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Hon Simon O’Brien:  Welshpool is in the East Metropolitan Region, is it not? 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  Yes. 

Hon Simon O’Brien:  Oh, you would not have been there then! 

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  It is on the border. 

The initial promise from the minister and the Department of Culture and the Arts was that the move would see 
all the collections from around Perth moved to Welshpool.  That promise has had to be abandoned, because there 
are no funds to do it.  Those other collections housed at the Perth site, in good environmental conditions, will be 
moved.  There are a number of stores around the metropolitan area.  There is one in Willetton that holds part of 
the history department collection and some natural science material.  There is one at Blinco Street in Fremantle, 
holding part of the history collection, archaeological material and historic boats.  The third is the Chemwest store 
in Welshpool that holds large specimens and bulk alcohol.  The concept was to bring all of those collections 
together.  That will not be possible, and those that are well stored in Francis Street and could have been sealed 
off while the asbestos was taken out will be jeopardised.  Collections in substandard conditions at other sites will 
remain where they are until future funding becomes available.  With the competing demands of the 
redevelopment of the East Perth power station as the Western Australian Museum’s public facility, this is 
unlikely to eventuate for a long time.  

The suitability of alcohol storage for wet collections is another major issue.  A large portion of the Museum’s 
biological collection is stored in 75 to 80 per cent alcohol, and is proposed to be housed in two outbuildings 
behind the main warehouse.  Appropriate storage conditions for such collections include a relatively low and 
stable temperature to minimise the evaporation of the preservative and maintain an air temperature below the 
flashpoint for alcohol vapour to avoid a possible explosion in the event of a large spill.  However, as a cost-
saving measure, the alcohol store is to have evaporative airconditioning with a high rate of air turnover.  
Consequently, the store air temperature will fluctuate significantly both daily and seasonally.  In summer, 
evaporative airconditioning could be expected to reduce the store’s temperature by between five and 10 per cent.   

The logistics of the move are such that collections are required to be out of the Francis Street building by the end 
of December 2004.  I have some questions without notice today, through which I hope to get some information 
out of the Government, because an edict has been sent out that Museum staff have been told that they must be 
moved out of the Francis Street building by the Anzac Day weekend.  This is an impossibly tight framework, 
even to get the collection moved by December 2004, given the nature of the collections and the lack of funds for 
packing staff, materials and shelving.  They do not even have shelves in the Kew Street building ready for 
receiving the exhibits.   

The unpacking and collections at Kew Street has meant that no extra staff have been employed, and the Museum 
staff have been heavily reliant on volunteers to assist them in packing.  They need to employ additional staff to 
help with the packing and the unpacking.  If they cannot get those staff it will mean either that the collection will 
be inaccessible for many years to come if it is taken out there and not unpacked, or that curators will be unable to 
fully resume their role in research, exhibition, education and community involvement programs for a long time.  
The issue of moving the collection out there is of critical concern to the Opposition. 

Mr Deputy President (Hon George Cash), I have a lot more material that I would like speak about this afternoon, 
but the time runs out at 4.15 pm.  Is that correct?  

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT:  Debate will adjourn on this motion at 4.15 pm, but Hon Barbara Scott will be 
listed as the speaker when next the motion is brought on again.  

Hon BARBARA SCOTT:  I will wrap up my comments for today by saying that this Government has been 
derelict in its duty to preserve the integrity of the Museum’s exhibits by not providing sufficient funds to 
appropriately transfer the exhibits and pay for the operations of the Museum’s staff.  The Government has no 
future plans for the Museum.  It does not know what it will do with the Francis Street site.  This is a disgrace for 
this Government, with a Premier who prides himself on being the Minister for Science.  Funds have been put 
into Scitech, which is a wonderful facility, but funds are not allowed for the main Western Australian Museum, 
which is currently sited at Francis Street, with its inherent problems of which we are aware.  The Government is 
not looking at the intrinsic value of a museum to the community.  The Government should hang its head in 
shame.  

Debate interrupted, pursuant to sessional orders.  

Sitting suspended from 4.15 to 4.30 pm 
 


