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MILYEANNUP FIRES 

Grievance 

MS M.M. QUIRK (Girrawheen) [9.41 am]: My grievance is to the Minister for Environment and concerns 

what is loosely called the Milyeannup fires in November 2011. As the minister is aware, a Department of 

Environment and Conservation–controlled burn escaped in forest south of Brockman Highway and Stewart 

Road. Over the following three days it went through a 29 000-hectare area bounded by Vasse Highway in the 

east, Milyeannup to the north and Kookaburra Road to the west. On 30 November, a fire that had jumped the 

original containment zone reignited near Lake Quitjup, west of D’Entrecasteaux National Park. In total, the two 

fires formed a 55 000-hectare burn, making it one of the largest fires in the south west corner. The fires were 

largely in state forest and national park.  

Like Margaret River, this was yet another example of a DEC-controlled burn escaping and not being brought 

under control for some days. Like Margaret River, the fires began during a period of severe weather, including 

very strong winds, high temperatures and low humidity. The capacity and resources to respond to either incident 

was curtailed by these two events occurring within a few days of each other. Unlike Margaret River, property 

losses were not extensive, but have nevertheless impacted significantly on the small community. The recovery 

process is underway but, unlike Margaret River, with little or no assistance from the state government. Unlike 

Margaret River, no assistance package has been announced for residents. Unlike Margaret River, there has been 

no Western Australian Natural Disaster Relief Arrangements activation. Unlike Margaret River, there has been 

no inquiry into the cause of the fires and the manner in which the prescribed burn occurred.  

Representations to government to have the two incidents examined together by Mr Keelty were rejected. Despite 

this, I note in tender documents for a post-incident analysis that the Milyeannup fires will be examined together 

with the Ellen Brook–Margaret River incident. This begs the question: if that is the case, why did Keelty not do 

the same thing for both incidents? I note also from the tender documents that there appears not to be a 

completion date. It says that it is the same scope as the Keelty report, which again begs the question: why were 

these inquiries not done together? The document also notes that the people conducting this analysis will have 

access to all submissions, correspondence and emails. Again, I think that means that submissions provided to the 

Keelty report but not appended to and tabled with that report will, in fact, be analysed. This information is yet to 

be made available to the public.  

At the time of the fires, DEC officers made guarantees to the Shire of Nannup, which were then communicated 

in good faith to the residents, that cheques would be written for private property owners for fire-damaged 

property. This has not occurred. Due to the unexpected speed of the fires and lack of communication to the 

affected properties, two particular groups of people, including adults and children, have experienced extremely 

traumatic incidents. These people were trapped on their properties and had to shelter under irrigation systems. It 

is concerning that a number of children were involved. This has resulted in welfare issues that need to be 

addressed, with limited capacity for the shire to undertake.  

One of the Estonian workers on Alison and Stewart Scott’s property, Mikk, is suffering from head injuries 

sustained in an incident on the property during the fire and is in an induced coma in hospital in Perth. His family, 

who live on the property, are very concerned about this. He is the leading hand on the farm and is on a 457 visa. 

The Scotts have suffered considerable economic loss, including the loss of several sheds, fuel tanks, boundary 

fencing, irrigation piping, a satellite dish, tractors, and a number of cars and farm equipment. There has been 

slow progress on counsellor support and accommodation for Mikk and his family. This support is important in 

the light of insurance, WorkSafe and medical payment issues because of his visa status. Transport to the hospital 

and accommodation for Mikk’s wife, son and friend were privately paid for by Nannup residents. The health and 

safety of Mikk is the Scotts’ key concern.  

A damage evaluation process was done on only one property, and at an inadequate level to be of use to the 

recovery team. There has been no progress on fencing repairs. In the initial stages there were communication 

cuts, and some properties that required power 24 hours a day to maintain dairy operations experienced 

difficulties. There has been loss of product, and the delivery of milk has also been affected, with tankers of milk 

being dumped as a consequence. The situation is naturally affecting business continuity and impacting on 

tourism and accommodation bookings. Many hours of council officer time have been put in to manage the 

response and recovery phases of the project. It is a smaller council than the Shire of Augusta–Margaret River, 

and it simply has fewer resources to cope with this. 

Paragraph 3.5, ―Wildfire recovery‖, of the DEC ―Code of Practice for Fire Management‖ states in part —  

180.  The Department will undertake or assist other agencies to undertake recovery activities, 

including supporting wildfire affected communities in reconstruction of the physical 

infrastructure and restoration of emotional, social, economic and physical wellbeing. Other 
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wildfire recovery actions to be undertaken include operations to salvage, repair, rehabilitate or 

replace fire damaged assets and sites disturbed by fire control operations. 

I cannot see that that has occurred, and I ask the minister: Will he visit the community and give these people the 

opportunity to raise their concerns in person? How much longer do they need to wait for answers? Has the post-

incident analysis started? When will the PIA be completed? What assistance package, if any, will be made 

available to those who lost property? What assistance will the shire be given to handle ongoing welfare issues? 

Why the delay? Does the minister concede that the damage was caused by the DEC burn, and that it is DEC’s 

responsibility to make it right? 

MR W.R. MARMION (Nedlands — Minister for Environment) [9.48 am]: I thank the member for 

Girrawheen for providing me with some notice of this grievance. The background the member provided is 

correct. By way of confirming it, a DEC prescribed burn, BS125 Milyeannup, which was an approximately 

6 000-hectare prescribed burn, commenced in mid-November 2011. This prescribed burn escaped its boundary 

on 23 November 2011, the same day as the Ellen Brook escape, which resulted in the Margaret River bushfire. 

The escape was tracked overnight by DEC; however, multiple further escapes occurred from the prescribed burn 

boundary during the afternoon of 24 November under extreme fire weather conditions. The resultant fires burned 

through very heavy forest fuels for a number of days before being contained to existing forest block boundaries. 

Very strong winds on the southern boundary of the fires caused a further escape that potentially threatened 

Molloy Island and Augusta, and took a further five days to contain. The fires were eventually contained on 

5 December 2011, with a final fire area of 51 500 hectares.  

The government and DEC acknowledge that these bushfires arose as a result of a prescribed burn undertaken by 

DEC. I accept responsibility on behalf of the government and unreservedly apologise to all those whose property 

has been damaged or who otherwise have been impacted by these particular fires. As the member for 

Girrawheen said, one very concerning matter at the time of the bushfires was the serious injuries suffered by a 

farm worker on a local property. As the member mentioned, he is Estonian, and his name is Mikk. I have spoken 

twice to the honorary consul general and I gave her my undertaking before Christmas that the state government 

would provide everything it could to look after Mikk. He remains in hospital but is expected to return to the farm 

in March. However, he is likely to face further surgery and hospitalisation. I wish him and his family well in his 

recovery. The Department for Child Protection and DEC have been providing assistance to that worker’s family 

since the accident and a workers’ compensation claim associated with his case is being discussed with the 

affected party and RiskCover. The state government will continue its support for Mikk throughout his recovery 

process. 

In addition, as the member for Girrawheen also mentioned, the fires impacted on private property such as 

pastures, fences, irrigation equipment and a small number of sheds and other out-buildings. As I have said, the 

state accepts full responsibility for the fires and is seeking advice to determine the issue of liability for the losses 

sustained by landowners. DEC also has been directly communicating with the small number of property owners 

who were affected by the fire. As the member also said, the financial assistance scheme announced by the 

government does not apply to the Milyeannup fires. As the member pointed out, an independent post-incident 

analysis for the Milyeannup fires will be undertaken in parallel with the post-incident analysis for the Margaret 

River fire. 

Ms M.M. Quirk: Has it started yet, minister? 

Mr W.R. MARMION: We have advertised for consultants and as soon as the consultant is engaged, he will 

oversee that. 

Ms M.M. Quirk: When will he finish? 

Mr W.R. MARMION: Mr Speaker! 

Ms M.M. Quirk: Don’t answer any questions, will you? 

Mr W.R. MARMION: I am getting to them. As members know, the DEC staff—the same people who need to 

be involved in the post-incident analysis—have been fighting fires almost non-stop until just recently. There is 

now room for that study to be undertaken. As the member for Girrawheen knows, the consultant will be engaged 

by the Department of the Premier and Cabinet and will provide a report to the chairman of the State Emergency 

Management Committee, Karl O’Callaghan, the Commissioner of Police. As a result of this report, all the 

findings will be provided to RiskCover, and the State Solicitor’s Office will be informed of the findings of the 

post-incident analysis. 

The government commissioned an inquiry into the Margaret River fire in recognition of the significance of that 

fire, the extent of loss and damage to homes that resulted, as well as the fact that the fire presented serious risk to 

human life. All 10 of the report’s recommendations will be adopted. My job is to make sure that the appropriate 
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practices, policies and procedures are in place in DEC for prescribed burns in the future so that they remain best-

in-class across Australia and minimise the risk of it happening again. I have written to the director general of 

DEC and asked him to prepare an immediate plan to implement all the recommendations and for DEC to review 

all of its risk management practices relating to prescribed burning. In addition, I have suspended prescribed 

burning from being conducted within five kilometres of townsites and rural subdivisions until a complete risk 

assessment has been completed. 

Ms M.M. Quirk: You have a minute to say whether you will go down and talk to the community. 

Mr W.R. MARMION: I have been to Margaret River but I have not been to Nannup yet. I probably will go 

down there because my in-laws live right next door. The important issue is that DEC is communicating directly 

with the small number of property owners who have been affected by the fires, and that will continue to happen. 

We are also seeking advice from RiskCover about the fires. The important message is that it is important to 

conduct prescribed burnings. What has come out of both fire events—the Margaret River fire and the 

Milyeannup fires, or Nannup fires—is that there is a great deal of community support for prescribed burns. The 

important issue is that when we undertake prescribed burns, we must make sure that the risks have been properly 

assessed such that we minimise any risk to infrastructure and certainly, more importantly, to life. There is always 

a risk with prescribed burns. 

 


