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COMO PRIMARY SCHOOL — UNDERCOVER ASSEMBLY AREA 

Grievance 

MR J.E. McGRATH (South Perth) [9.51 am]: My grievance is to the Minister for Education. I begin by saying 
that I have in my electorate some wonderful government schools, both primary and secondary schools. One of 
those schools is Como Secondary College, which, I believe, has the potential to become a centre of excellence in 
learning in our education system. I believe that recently the Department of Education and Training has agreed—I 
do not know whether it has been signed off on yet—to Como Secondary College having a focus on science and 
mathematics so that it can forge a closer link with Curtin University of Technology, which is just down the road. 
If this happens, that will be an outstanding outcome. 

Government primary schools are also doing very well in my electorate, although, with an increase in the number 
of young families moving back into older suburbs and electorates such as mine, there is growing pressure on the 
infrastructure at some of these schools. I am sure that the minister is aware of that, and I think she spoke about 
that issue in a previous speech. Some of these schools are very old. They were built at a time when the 
population was much lower than it is now. The people in those areas have raised their families, and a lot of older 
people are moving out of their houses in those inner city areas and young families are moving in, and now some 
of these old schools are bursting at the seams. I am aware that two schools in my electorate have been forced to 
put in demountable classrooms to cater for the number of young children being enrolled in preschool classes. 

However, today I want to talk about Como Primary School. This school has been waiting a long time for an 
undercover assembly area. I appreciate that a grant of $600 000 was approved by the previous government. It 
was finally agreed to in very strange circumstances after the school had waited more than 10 years for an 
undercover area—that would date back to the Court government. I have been campaigning for this undercover 
area since my election in 2005. I was later supported by the candidate for the seat of Swan, Steve Irons, who 
made it an election issue in the lead-up to the 2007 federal election. Just when we were about to give up hope of 
anything happening at Como Primary School, a very strange thing happened. I was approached in this chamber 
one day by the then Minister for Education and Training, the member for Rockingham, who said that he had 
been to Como Primary School and had approved funding for an undercover area. The event happened only a 
couple of weeks before polling day in the federal election. The cynic in me suggested that the polling 
information for the sitting member, Kim Wilkie, indicated that he might not have been travelling too well. 
Suddenly, the Western Australian government decided to lend a hand, and the minister turned up at Como 
Primary School and said that it would get $600 000 for a new undercover area. That happened on the eve of the 
federal election. Unfortunately for the Australian Labor Party, Kim Wilkie did not win the seat; he lost in a very 
close finish. Steve Irons won the seat, but the promise of an undercover area for the kids at Como Primary 
School was kept. That was a win-win situation for my electorate—on both counts. 

That news was followed by a response from the parents and citizens association at Como Primary School. The 
then president of the P&C was Lorraine Gray, with whom I had had quite a few dealings. She said that she was 
absolutely delighted that, after 10 years of campaigning, the school would finally get an undercover area for the 
schoolchildren. She is quoted in the Southern Gazette as saying — 

My honest and immediate reaction is that this is fantastic, but I have to ask why we had to wait until a 
federal election? … They kept writing to us saying there was no money available in the budget, but if 
they have the money there now, they had it there six months ago. 

She went on to say that she wanted to acknowledge the contributions of South Perth MLA John McGrath, Swan 
Liberal candidate Steve Irons and Swan MHR Kim Wilkie. I must admit that Kim Wilkie was very supportive of 
a new undercover area for Como Primary School. However, Lorraine said that in the end it did not matter who 
got it for them; it was just great that they got it. This school celebrated its ninety-second birthday in 2006, and 
these kids have been without an undercover area for such a long time. The good news is that it was promised by 
the previous government.  

The questions I ask the minister are: is the undercover area at Como Primary School still a goer, and what is the 
time frame for the project? I am also interested in the minister’s views on what I have explained about the 
changing demographics in older electorates such as mine. Those areas have fantastic schools that were built 90 
or 100 years ago and many of the schools are on small blocks of land and have small playgrounds and ovals. 
These areas are now bursting at the seams, as the population density infill comes into suburbs close to the city. 
Will a survey or investigation need to be carried out into how these schools can carry on as centres of learning in 
the years to come in Perth? 

DR E. CONSTABLE (Churchlands — Minister for Education) [9.58 am]: I thank the member for South 
Perth for raising this issue. I have good news for him, but I will hold it until the end of my comments. The 
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member has drawn attention to some wider issues that I think are worth commenting on. He certainly made the 
point about the pressure of the demographic cycle in the more established suburbs and older schools in those 
suburbs. Of course, he has drawn attention to the problems that we face in providing capital works for schools. 
We have to try all the time to balance the need to build new schools in developing areas—we have a lot of 
demographic information about that—with what is happening in the established suburbs of Perth. We want to 
maintain, and we should be maintaining and improving, older schools in the established suburbs while we plan 
for the rapid expansion of the Perth metropolitan area. Too often new schools are built in those areas and older 
schools are neglected. I have a number of examples in my own electorate, which includes a number of inner-city 
suburbs, of schools having to wait just as long as Como Primary School, unfortunately, has had to wait for its 
covered assembly area. 

Over the past few weeks I have visited about 20 schools across the state, from Kununurra down to Harvey, and 
in the metropolitan area also. One of the things that I have noted is that older schools such as Como Primary 
School, which I think is 92 years old; Palmyra and Applecross Primary Schools, which are more than 100 years 
old; and West Leederville Primary School, which I visited the other day when it was celebrating its 110th 
anniversary, were built to last, and they were built with a very attractive design also in most cases. It is 
interesting when one visits schools that were built in the 1960s to see how badly built they were compared with 
those older schools. However, at the same time, the older schools need, and desire to have, some of the modern 
features of the newer schools that are being built. Many teachers have commented on the need to have flexible 
spaces in which to provide teaching for the young students in their care. Therefore, I can empathise with the 
parents of students and the teachers at Como Primary School who have had to wait 10 years to get their covered 
assembly area. 

I recently opened a new library at Woodlands Primary School, in my own electorate. That school waited 10 
years to get a library. Its original library was actually financed by the parents. It was a small room, and was quite 
inappropriate for what is needed in a modern school, such as computers and the other facilities that are in library 
resource centres these days. However, after 10 years of very hard work on the part of the parents, that library was 
opened, so I can only imagine the hard work that the P&C at Como has put in to make sure its school gets some 
upgraded facilities also. 

I recently visited Booragoon Primary School, in the member for Alfred Cove’s electorate. That is a case in point 
that I raised last week. It has a septic tank that absolutely stinks. When people go inside the preprimary centre 
building, they can smell the septic tank. They are appalling facilities and appalling circumstances for both 
children and teachers to work in. I am delighted to be able to inform the house that the connection of sewerage to 
that school will take place as a matter of urgency so that we can overcome that problem. 

All these examples add up to the reason why the government is committed to providing $300 million in 
additional funds to build new schools over the next six years, and an additional $50 million over the next four 
years to provide upgrades to existing schools to try to get some catch-up in the system. Those funds are in 
addition to the forward estimates. Therefore, I am looking forward to setting the priorities for those upgrades, 
particularly the upgrades in old schools, so that we can get ahead of where we have been with older schools. 

At Como Primary School, the parents have been campaigning, as the member said, for 10 years to get their 
covered assembly area. The member outlined the politics of the situation. I will not make a meal out of that, but 
the circumstances under which the decision was made to provide the funds for this facility for the school are 
somewhat curious. However, to answer the member’s question and to put the minds of the parents of the students 
at the school at rest, I can confirm that Como Primary School will get its covered assembly area. I know that the 
original pledge was $600 000, but the quote now has come in at $825 000. That will be completed with a 
canteen, a sports store, an upgrade of the gardeners’ store, and also a contribution to an art store. I understand 
that the parents and the school will contribute the balance of the funds for the art store. I am advised, member for 
South Perth, that the Department of Housing and Works will shortly call for tenders for the construction, and we 
hope that the construction will be completed by the middle of 2009. 
 


