
Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY - Thursday, 30 June 2005] 

 p3789c-3798a 
Speaker; Mr Terry Waldron; Mr Brendon Grylls; Mr Terry Redman; Mr Gary Snook; Mr Jim McGinty 

 [1] 

COUNTRY AMBULANCE SERVICES 
Matter of Public Interest 

THE SPEAKER (Mr F. Riebeling):  Today I received a letter from the member for Wagin seeking to debate as 
a matter of public interest the following motion -  

This house calls upon the Minister for Health to immediately boost the state government’s contribution 
to country ambulance services. 

If sufficient members agree to this motion, I will allow it. 

[At least five members rose in their places.] 

The SPEAKER:  The matter shall proceed on the usual basis. 

MR T.K. WALDRON (Wagin) [2.59 pm]:  I move the motion.  

St John Ambulance provides an essential and crucial emergency service throughout Western Australia.  We 
cannot live without it, yet in many country areas, particularly the smaller country communities, the ambulance 
service is becoming increasingly difficult to sustain.  The challenges vary, depending upon the community.  
However, in general, it boils down to two main issues.  The first issue is volunteers.  Country ambulance services 
are staffed predominantly by volunteers.  It is becoming increasingly difficult to recruit volunteers in small, and 
often declining, country communities.  The second issue is fundraising.  Local communities are required to 
contribute to the cost of maintaining a local ambulance service.  However, again this is proving more difficult as 
the populations decline and community members are called upon to contribute to an increasing number of local 
services.  The sustainability of the St John Ambulance service in country areas is an issue that has been around 
for quite a while.  Despite the best efforts of many people, this issue has not been resolved to provide the 
assistance that smaller communities need.  The National Party is raising this matter of public interest to highlight 
the importance of the ambulance service in country areas, and to raise issues impacting on the future 
sustainability of the ambulance service.  We also want to pose some possible solutions.  We want to be 
proactive, not reactive, and look to the future.   

St John Ambulance is a community-based organisation that is contracted by the state government to provide 
ambulance services across the state.  The country ambulance service is separated into two departments.  The first 
is country operations, which is responsible for the needs of career officers and volunteers attached to career 
centres.  As I understand it, there are nine such centres, based in Broome, Geraldton, Port Hedland, Norseman, 
Albany, Kalgoorlie, Manjimup, Pinjarra and Bunbury.  The second is the volunteer country ambulance service, 
which caters for the needs of volunteer officers and staff in country areas.  There are 103 volunteer subcentres 
across the country.  Our greatest concern is for the volunteer subcentres, because these centres rely 
predominantly on volunteer staff and community funding and are facing an uncertain future.  That is one of the 
reasons we are raising this MPI today.  I will outline some important facts about these subcentres that members 
need to hear.  Over 3 800 volunteers are providing ambulance, first aid training and support services in country 
areas.  The vast majority of this volunteer contribution is in the country subcentres.  Of those 3 800 volunteers, 
2 000 are qualified volunteer ambulance officers, 800 are volunteer first aid trainers, and 1 000 are support staff.  
These volunteers contribute over three million hours of voluntary service to their communities each year.  St 
John Ambulance values this contribution at $60 million a year.  There are 270 ambulances in country areas.  In 
2003-04 volunteers attended in excess of 13 900 ambulance cases and taught first aid to 9 645 students.  The 
nine regional towns support 65 paid staff and 200 volunteers.  The 103 volunteer subcentres employ 18 part-time 
or full-time staff to assist with administration.  I will return to this area later in my speech, because I believe that 
is an area in which we can assist.   

The St John Ambulance service is highly respected in both country and metropolitan Western Australia.  Most of 
the ambulance services in country centres are staffed by family, friends and people whom we know.  Those 
volunteers have an unenviable, and sometimes very thankless, task, because they are often required to attend 
traumatic events.  In small communities they are often required to pick up and attend to people whom they know 
very well.  I have personal experience of people whose lives have been greatly affected by that.  These people go 
above and beyond the call of duty.  They form an essential role.  They often work hand in hand with other 
essential emergency services around the state, including the Fire and Emergency Services Authority of Western 
Australia, hospitals, health clinics, the Silver Chain Nursing Association, the Royal Flying Doctor Service, and 
the Police Service.  I find it difficult to comprehend why such a critical service is still largely funded by the 
community and operated by volunteers.  The responsibility that is placed on these volunteers is enormous.  That 
responsibility is starting to take its toll.  I fear for what may happen in the future.   

The Minister for Health announced in 2004 that he had signed a new five-year contract with St John Ambulance 
to provide Western Australians with better access to emergency services.  The contract provided for an 
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additional $34.7 million in funding, which we acknowledge and certainly welcome, over five years.  That takes 
the total value of the current contract to just over $100 million for that five-year period, or $20 million a year.  
However, the state government contribution accounts for only approximately 30 per cent of the St John 
Ambulance operating budget.  By national standards, our state government contribution is well below that of 
other state governments.  For those local community services that I am talking about that are run by volunteers, 
the majority of funding comes from ambulance services; the first aid training they conduct; the local benefit 
funds; some sponsors; Lotterywest, which I acknowledge does a fantastic job; and many local fundraising 
activities.   

The reason we raise this matter is that over the past 18 months a lot of people from my region have raised this 
issue with me and my colleagues.  We have talked to people involved in the volunteer service to try to gain a 
better understanding of their concerns.  I have also met with the Chief Executive Officer of St John Ambulance, 
Mr Ian Kaye-Eddie, to try to gain a greater understanding of the challenges facing the country service.  
Following my meeting with Mr Kaye-Eddie, I am confident that St John Ambulance is aware of the challenges 
that are facing small country communities and is implementing some initiatives to try to alleviate that situation.  
However, the bottom line is that without additional support from the government, these initiatives will not be 
sufficient to sustain ambulance services in our smaller country communities in the longer term.  It is a bit like 
Western Power.  It has been allowed to run down over a period of time.  We are at a critical time.  We may be 
right for the next two, three or four years, but there will be problems in the future.  We need to take action now.  
We should not allow the ambulance service to get into the same situation as Western Power.   

The country ambulance service has historically relied on volunteers.  However, the pool of volunteers in country 
areas is dwindling for a number of reasons.  One reason is that the population of many country towns is 
declining.  That means there is a smaller pool of volunteers from which to draw.  The pool of volunteers is 
ageing.  The same people are often asked to volunteer for many things.  Many people are busy working in their 
own businesses and trying to earn a living.  Being called out at short notice causes problems for them.  The local 
health services are changing.  There is not enough incentive for people to volunteer to assist the St John 
Ambulance service.  I have heard accounts over the past 18 months of volunteers who have had to leave their job 
or business for extended periods.  One of the main concerns that has been raised with me is the lack of volunteer 
drivers who are also trained in first aid and can undertake some administrative responsibilities.  Another concern 
that is largely affecting our coastal communities is the increasing demand that is being placed on ambulance 
services during peak holiday periods.  The member for Stirling will enlarge on that during his speech.  The 
volunteer subcentres can exist in a community only if it is able to raise the funds.  Help is provided from services 
such as Lotterywest, as I have mentioned, but the local community is required to fund its own service.  It is 
becoming increasingly difficult for communities to raise the funds that are required, because the population of 
many smaller country towns is dwindling.  Also, about eight to 10 per cent of people expect the ambulance 
service to be provided for free.  I was talking to the member for Moore about this earlier.  He may comment on 
that as well.  That places a big impost on the amount of money that people are required to contribute to keep the 
service going.  A lot of people now pay for ambulance cover through HBF, and although some people are happy 
to pay the local fee as well as a donation, many are not.  That is also having an impact.  All communities are 
being called upon to raise larger and larger amounts of money to fund the ambulance service in their towns.  
Some communities are struggling to raise the funds to purchase uniforms for the volunteers and to assist with 
training costs.  The training situation is also becoming critical.  Other communities, although grateful to have an 
ambulance, struggle to raise the funds to purchase a new ambulance, or they are tiring of the added cost and 
associated effort in maintaining a second-hand ambulance.  I am not making any criticism of the St John 
Ambulance service that is provided in our country communities.  The local people, with the backing of 
government and St John Ambulance, are doing a wonderful job in delivering that service.  What we are 
concerned about is whether we will be able to sustain that service in the long term.   

St John Ambulance has recognised the difficulties involved and it needs to rely on those volunteers.  It has made 
some changes.  It has also introduced some initiatives to further support country areas.  Those initiatives include 
staff motivation and training.  A lot of the initiatives that St John Ambulance has put forward are good, but they 
must be carried out locally by local people, and that adds to the problem.  It provides as much training as 
possible in the region.  Once again, it is the local people who provide that training.  It is helping struggling 
services meet costs to a certain degree.  I have been told that it is now providing used Mercedes-Benz 
ambulances to country centres at trade-in value.  That is fine, but it aims to have all country subcentres using 
these ambulances within five years.  I am sceptical that that will happen in five years.  Although that will help, 
they are still second-hand ambulances.  I am encouraged that St John Ambulance will appoint paramedics in 
Northam in 2005, Busselton in 2006 and possibly Karratha at some time in the future.  That is certainly needed 
in those centres.  These are good initiatives.  I commend the state government for its initiative to boost the 
ambulance service with a $34.7 million funding injection.  Part of that funding was used for the appointment of 
12 additional officers in country areas.  I acknowledge that, but we need a lot more.  I also acknowledge the 



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY - Thursday, 30 June 2005] 

 p3789c-3798a 
Speaker; Mr Terry Waldron; Mr Brendon Grylls; Mr Terry Redman; Mr Gary Snook; Mr Jim McGinty 

 [3] 

ambulance coverage initiative for seniors, which is a good idea.  These efforts are to be commended.  However, I 
am concerned that that does not go far enough to address the real problem. 

I will offer some solutions.  I have discussed this issue with people in my community over the past 18 months 
and they have put forward solutions, which I am not saying are the be-all and end-all, but we need to be positive 
about the matter.  The minister should take note of these solutions.  National Party members are happy to work 
with the minister and look at these solutions further.  Some of the solutions include funding the country 
ambulance service under the Fire and Emergency Services Authority of Western Australia levy, extending the 
helicopter service based in key regional locations, and increasing funding from the Department of Health to 
appoint paid ambulance drivers and/or support staff at key centres throughout the state.  I realise that it would be 
impossible to do that everywhere, but it is important that that initiative be considered for inland regional towns 
such as Katanning, Narrogin, Merredin and Moora, because they are key regional towns.  We need greater 
incentives to encourage people to volunteer, such as providing financial assistance for uniforms, training and 
travel costs.  Additional support could be provided to communities during peak holiday periods.  Perhaps we 
need to examine the funding models for the country ambulance service that have been adopted in Queensland 
and New South Wales.  The other solution that has been put to me quite often is that we establish better links 
with and increase funding to the Royal Flying Doctor Service of Australia and the Silver Chain Nursing 
Association.  I know that St John Ambulance supports that initiative.  These options need exploring, but there are 
some immediate solutions.  The key solution is the appointment of additional full-time or part-time paid staff at 
some of our major country centres.   

My colleagues will talk about the situation in the towns in their electorates in a moment.  I live in Narrogin, 
which is one of those major regional centres.  Narrogin has been well served by volunteers over the years.  One 
problem has been highlighted in the past 18 months.  I spoke about people getting older and giving it away or 
resigning.  Now inexperienced but great people work in the service.  I do not know whether that will be able to 
be sustained in Narrogin.  If the government provided some financial assistance to help with administrative and 
driver issues, it would consolidate the service in the area and assist the surrounding the regions, because major 
highways pass through the area.  Narrogin has somewhere in the vicinity of 376 call-outs a year.   

In conclusion, I put on the record the great respect I have - as I am sure do most people - for St John Ambulance 
and its volunteers.  It provides a critical and essential service in our community.  The sustainability of this 
service in smaller country communities is being threatened.  It relies on volunteers and local community funding, 
but it needs more funding for the future.  We cannot contemplate a future in those areas if the service ceases to 
exist.  We must act now to secure its future.  That is why the National Party has raised this matter of public 
interest.  It is a constructive and proactive MPI.  I therefore call on the state government to boost funding to 
country volunteer ambulance services, enable more country subcentres to appoint full-time or part-time staff for 
administrative and driver support, and provide greater assistance to and incentives for volunteer ambulance 
officers and support staff and additional support for communities during peak tourism periods.  I acknowledge 
that there is a cost and that some subcentres have a small number of call-outs, but we must remember that one of 
those call-outs could save a life, or cost a life if there is no service.  I mentioned the paramedics who will be 
appointed in Northam, Busselton and possibly Karratha.  That is good.  Another initiative to consider, probably 
not now but in the future, is locating two paramedics in Katanning, Narrogin, Merredin and Moora.  St John 
Ambulance is an essential service and I call on the minister to immediately boost the state government 
contribution to support those country services.   

MR B.J. GRYLLS (Merredin - Leader of the National Party) [3.15 pm]:  I also support the motion moved by 
the member for Wagin.  Ambulance services in regional Western Australia will not make it onto the first five 
pages of The West Australian on a regular basis.  The National Party is very clear on this issue, which is very 
important to all country residents of Western Australia.  They need to know that if they require an ambulance, 
one is in the vicinity and can attend.  Another reason that this issue has been raised as a matter of public interest - 
the National Party gets only five MPIs a year, so that is how highly we regard the issue - is the very large amount 
of anger among volunteers in the community who give up their time to put on the St John Ambulance uniform, 
drive ambulances and help the community.  They have been angered by the situation they have found themselves 
in.  They are under pressure, the numbers of volunteers are diminishing and there are increasing workloads.  
They simply do not believe they are getting enough support.  I have spoken to some volunteers and this is the 
feedback I have received.  They are angry.  I ask the minister to listen to those concerns and have his staff 
investigate them.  If it is proved that there are some problems, I ask him to act on them.   

The first issue I will raise is of great concern to many volunteer centres in the Avon arc.  St John Ambulance is 
increasingly using the helicopter service that is provided in the area.  We support that helicopter service; it is a 
fantastic service.  The subcentre volunteers have told me that when there is a motor vehicle accident, the 
helicopter is dispatched almost immediately, even when the subcentre believes that the accident is not serious 
enough for a helicopter service.  They claim - it is yet to be substantiated, but it is something that the minister 
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needs to know - that St John Ambulance is using that helicopter so that the St John central organisation can take 
the motor vehicle insurance trust funding that is provided when an accident victim is transported.  That removes 
the ability of the local subcentre to receive payment for transferring the patient from the accident scene to a 
hospital.  They are very concerned that the helicopter always seems to turn up at motor vehicle accidents.  They 
believe that many of those accidents could be handled by the ambulance service, which would free up the 
helicopter service for more urgent cases.  We would like the minister to investigate that claim.   

The information I have been provided with indicates that a trip from Bindoon to Swan District Hospital results in 
a subcentre being paid about $380, whereas an ambulance trip in the metropolitan area would cost a patient 
$560.  Even though the Bindoon to Swan District Hospital run is a longer distance than a trip in the metropolitan 
area, the patient, if he or she is not a member of St John Ambulance, is charged $560, but only $380 is charged 
for the Bindoon run.  The other concern for the substations is that if a patient is a member of St John Ambulance, 
there is no way that the ambulance substation can receive a payment for the trip because it is a condition of the 
membership.  Membership is quite often not paid to the local substation.  If a patient does not have membership 
of St John Ambulance, it is left to the volunteers in the substation to chase up the payment.  Many patients are 
not paying their bills for ambulance transport and it is left to the volunteers in the substation who are undertaking 
training and fundraising to become debt collectors as well.  The minister can clearly see that the system has some 
problems that we would like him to address. 

Kalbarri suffers from a lack of volunteer drivers.  Only five are available on rotation.  It is of special concern 
during the holiday peak season when the town experiences a huge influx of tourists.  The five volunteer drivers 
have to provide the service.  The Ravensthorpe substation looks after four ambulances.  One of the ambulances 
is in Hopetoun and one is in Munglinup.  The substation has one spare ambulance on stand-by because one 
ambulance is quite old.  It is there in case of breakdowns.  That is a concern.  The substation is also finding it 
very difficult to recruit volunteers.  Northampton, once again, has difficulty in finding drivers for the substation.  
It would like to see something similar to the FESA levy so that it has guaranteed access to a certain level of 
funding.  I turn to my home town of Merredin.  There is already difficulty with having enough doctors in the 
town.  Ambulance drivers fill the gap by transferring patients from the Merredin District Hospital to Northam.  If 
they cannot be accommodated in Northam, drivers do a complete trip to Perth.  On a number of occasions, the 
volunteers work all day before being called out.  They spend all night driving in the ambulance, travelling back 
and forth to Perth.  That is a seven to eight-hour round-trip.  There are safety concerns for not only the patients 
who are being transport but also the volunteers. 

This is a very important issue that the National Party wants to champion.  We want to get back to the substations 
and let them know that we are on their side.  We want to fight to get a better outcome for accident victims in 
Western Australia. 

MR D.T. REDMAN (Stirling) [3.22 pm]:  I will highlight one of the points made by the member for Wagin.  
Many issues have been raised about the St John Ambulance service in regional Western Australia.  However, I 
will focus on the coastal locations.  I am talking about the substations in towns such as Bremer Bay, Denmark 
and Walpole.  The unique aspect of the towns is that they experience a substantial increase in population during 
the summer.  I will start with Walpole.  The town has two ambulances, five trained staff and a number of first-
aid officers, who are used as drivers for the ambulances.  With inland towns, the number of volunteers is 
generally related to the number of accidents and call-outs that are likely to occur.  However, coastal towns have 
substantial increases in population from time to time.  Walpole experiences 230 000 visitors throughout the 
summer.  There is consequently a substantial increase in the number of accidents.  The volunteers provide a 
service 24 hours a day, seven days a week.  On any call-out, one trained officer is sent with one first-aid officer.  
Call-outs include transfers of elderly patients.  They also have call-outs for diabetics.  A number of people 
visiting the town do not take their medicine and require assistance.  Those people are picked up by the 
ambulance service as a consequence.  Of most concern are motor vehicle accidents.  When a serious motor 
vehicle accident occurs, two ambulances are sent, whether or not they are needed.  It is because each ambulance 
has only one trained person and a first-aid officer.  That is the sort of pressure that is experienced by smaller 
communities.  There is a lot of pressure on volunteers attending accidents.  They need to be counselled and 
supported.  The government needs to make some changes to support ambulance services in regional 
communities. 

MR G. SNOOK (Moore) [3.25 pm]:  I thank the National Party and the house for the opportunity to make 
comment and support the call for further support for regional ambulance services. 

Like my rural colleagues, I acknowledge the great work that volunteers do in our small communities.  I come 
from one of those small communities in which mums and dads and brothers and sisters pitch in doing all the 
driving, cleaning and fundraising.  My first acknowledgement goes to that wonderful group of people who save 
the state an enormous amount of money, as has been outlined.  Acknowledgement must also be made of the 
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wonderful organisation that is St John Ambulance.  Its headquarters are in Belmont.  It does a fantastic job, as 
has already been highlighted by other members. 

The bush has three different types of examples.  Large regional centres have different circumstances from 
subregional centres, especially concerning hospitals.  Beyond that there are smaller rural communities of which 
there are dozens and dozens.  The arrangements for income vary from town to town.  A sub-branch in Moora or 
Manjimup, for example, has the opportunity of obtaining the job of taking a patient to the local hospital.  If a 
transfer is required to a metropolitan hospital or a large regional hospital, the sub-branch is also given the job.  A 
sub-branch has two opportunities to obtain income.  The other extreme is that of a small sub-branch in a town 
that has no medical centre or hospital.  If it receives a call-out, it has only one opportunity of obtaining income.  
Because of its location, such a sub-branch gets fewer opportunities.   

We are trying to nut out this problem; it is a very genuine problem.  The smaller towns are struggling.  They 
provide a great service.  I commend the government for providing additional funding.  However, we need to 
devise some way to give them further assistance because they have a special need.  There are varying degrees of 
effectiveness from town to town.  One town may be on the go and the volunteer section is strong and revving it 
up - it usually wins the football grand final because it has great spirit and drive.  However, burnout is an 
enormous problem.  It is taking its toll.  As has been explained, the mums and dads are on all the other volunteer 
committees as well.  They do all the fundraising; they rattle the tins, bake the cakes, clean and cart wood.  They 
do all those things as well as drive ambulances from wherever to wherever.  That is taking its toll. 

The other point I will quickly touch on is the contribution that local government makes.  Bindoon was 
mentioned.  I am informed that the Shires of Chittering and Gingin both contribute $10 000 each to the sub-
branch.  There is a very good sub-branch; four ambulances are run.  They cover the area from the coast to the 
Shire of Chittering.  Ratepayers are paying again and again for the provision of health services that were 
originally a state and federal responsibility.  There are instances when local government chips in wonderfully.  
We have to take that into consideration.   

MR J.A. McGINTY (Fremantle - Minister for Health) [3.29 pm]:  I join with the Leader and Deputy Leader 
of the National Party and also the member for Moore in paying tribute to the work that is done by not only the 
volunteers but also the paid ambulance officers and paramedics who do such a tremendous job in country 
Western Australia.  The community would not survive without them and health care could not be delivered 
without them.  The fact they do this overwhelmingly on a voluntary basis, should be recognised by all sides of 
the house.   

I draw attention to the essential nature of ambulance services in providing that crucial cover in times of accidents 
and emergencies in the country and the city, where they are interfaced with our public hospital system.  It 
became apparent to me very soon after I took over the portfolio of the Minister for Health that a lot more needs 
to be done in both city and country areas.  For that reason, I am pleased to say it is an area in which we have 
been able to put in a very significant effort towards both improving ambulance services in Western Australia 
over the past couple of years and the new St John Ambulance contract for the future.  I am aware that for a long 
time St John Ambulance has pointed to the fact that the ambulance service in Western Australia receives the 
least government funding for ambulance services in Australia.  In some of the other states, the service is directly 
funded by government, and it costs enormously more than the St John Ambulance service costs the people of 
Western Australia.   

Like members of the National Party, I recently met with Ian Kaye-Eddie, whom I have known for a long time 
and hold in the highest regard.  He pointed out to me that there was a review of ambulance services in 1996-97.  
It is fair to say that everyone was disappointed with the outcome of that.  St John Ambulance was given a pat on 
the back and a bit of petty cash and that was about it.  It did nothing to significantly change the funding 
arrangements that were then in place.  It is also true that today St John Ambulance has never been in a better 
position funding-wise to meet the great challenges that lie ahead for it.   

I would like to talk briefly about six initiatives that we have undertaken which are designed to recognise the role 
played by the volunteer and full-time ambulance officers in rural and regional Western Australia and which go a 
long way towards offering the assistance these people deserve.  I certainly appreciate the propositions advanced 
during the course of this debate, particularly by the members of the National Party, about the Fire and 
Emergency Services Authority of Western Australia levy and having more paid staff to better coordinate, train 
and provide services to country sub-branches.   

The first of the six issues I will refer to, and this comes directly out of the five-year contract that we entered into 
with St John last year, relates to the question of training.  It is important that I start by looking at the nature of the 
new contracts.  St John Ambulance is the provider of ambulance services in Western Australia and it does that 
under a contract with the Minister for Health.  As I said, it runs for five years.  There was some pressure, 
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particularly felt in the metropolitan area, in the lead-up to 1 July last year, when the new contract was due to 
come into effect.  

It is important to briefly reflect on the figures that are available.  In 2003-04, the state government provided 
$13.7 million to the St John Ambulance service.  In the first year of the new contract - that is, 2004-05 - the 
funding had jumped by $5.6 million, about a 40 per cent increase.  It was $13.7 million and with an increase of 
$5.6 million, the service was provided with $19.3 million funding for the current financial year, which finishes 
today.  St John has long been arguing for that and by making that provision, the funding will continue to rise in 
the years ahead.  The increase on the base level of $13.7 million in the first year, the financial year now 
finishing, is an extra $5.6 million.  The following year the total increase is $6.6 million; the year after that, 
$7 million; the following year, $7.5 million; and in the final year, $8 million.  The total commitment over the 
five-year term of the contract will be an additional $34.7 million.   

The view relayed to me by St John Ambulance senior management is that it is delighted that the government has, 
for the first time, provided it with a very significant financial boost.  It has been asking for it for a long time and 
now it has it.  There are always demands and pressure for more.  It is recognised that we have done our best 
financially to provide the service with a significant boost in funding.   

That $34.7 million was designed to put more ambulances on the road in the city and country and to improve 
response times, particularly in the metropolitan area.  We were finding that St John was drifting towards the 
upper limit of acceptable response times, and went over by a couple of seconds in the final years of the former 
contract.  We are very keen to  reduce the ambulance diversion and ramping at hospital emergency departments, 
which has caused significant problems.   

The extra funds were to pay for 30 new ambulances statewide and 100 additional ambulance staff to be 
employed by St John.  It was also to enable St John Ambulance to put 24 ambulance crews and 16 extra day 
crews on the road in the metropolitan area, and a further 12 officers in the country.   

Mr T.K. Waldron: That is good and I acknowledge that.  The trained people at key country centres is what we 
need to look at.  I acknowledge the need in the city.  We would like you to take country training into account.   

Mr J.A. McGINTY:  The funding arrangement will be an extra $34.7 million over the next five years. 

I will refer to the six points I was going to make at the outset that show we have been able to provide 
considerable assistance to the country.  Part of the $34.7 million was designed to fund paramedics from Perth to 
go to all the country towns to train the volunteers.  It was done in the past, but not to a satisfactory level.  In our 
discussions with the service on the contract, we said we were keen to get the paramedics out there to raise the 
level of training amongst the volunteers so that they could properly respond to the emergencies that they are so 
willingly giving of their time to assist with.   

I am told that under the new funding arrangements, 1 200 people will be trained every year in country Western 
Australia.  It is a significant boost to the skills of volunteer ambulance officers in the country.  I am not able to 
put a dollar figure on how much of the $34.7 million will be spent on training volunteers, but it is a significant 
contribution.   

Mr T.K. Waldron:  In the future, there could be two paramedics in Katanning, Narrogin, Merredin and Moora.  
Then the training that is conducted from the city could be conducted locally on an ongoing basis as part of their 
role.   

Mr J.A. McGINTY:  I agree with that.  Two areas where I have been when we have had regional cabinet 
meetings are Kalgoorlie and Port Hedland.  The senior ambulance officers from both those regions came to see 
me, and they asked why they did not get more staff.  I said that an extra 100 staff for St John Ambulance have 
been funded and that how that allocation is made is up to it.  We did expect a considerable boost to country 
services.  I thought that with the nature of the mining industry and population pressures in Kalgoorlie and Port 
Hedland, which is expected to undergo boom times in the not-too-distant future, there could have been more 
flexibility.  I mention these two towns because that is where I have been, and that question has been specifically 
raised in both towns.  It is the same as the issue of having someone locally based in those broader communities 
who can undertake not only the training function, but also -  

Mr T.K. Waldron:  That takes pressure off the local volunteers.  That is one of the issues that we have been 
talking about.    

Mr J.A. McGINTY:  It does.  I had hoped that more would be done in at least the major population centres or 
even an aggregation of the population centres in that area.  However, it was up to St John Ambulance to 
determine how it would allocate the additional 100 paramedics and ambulance officers within the system.  It has 
allocated them according to its view of the need in the system.  I have raised the matter with St John Ambulance 
and that is where it has been left.  I am aware of the issue raised by the member for Wagin about the hybrid of 
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paid and volunteer ambulance workers.  However, I readily appreciate the issue in those strictly voluntary places 
and agree that it would be good to have a paid person coordinating the range of activities.   

Mr T.K. Waldron:  We realise that that is not possible in all the centres, but we need to work towards it in the 
major ones.  The training is also a problem because the same people conducting the training are becoming worn 
out as well.   

Mr J.A. McGINTY:  That is a good idea, and one that was put to St John Ambulance.  However, it allocates its 
officers according to its perception of need.  I would have thought that the regional centres would have been 
accommodated with some of the 100 extra ambulance officers.   

Mr T.K. Waldron:  Should we be talking to St John Ambulance about that allocation?  

Mr J.A. McGINTY:  Yes.  Although we negotiated with St John Ambulance and were quite demanding - we 
stated that we wanted more ambulance officers on the road, a distribution of ambulances to the emergency 
departments of the teaching hospitals in the metropolitan area and a communications officer to help coordinate 
those sorts of things - ultimately I respect the call made by St John Ambulance about how it will allocate the 
extra 100 officers.  My view about the major regional centres and the related towns, which I will not seek to 
impose on St John Ambulance, is no different from that of the member for Wagin.  

Mr G. Snook:  The aspect mentioned by the member for Stirling, which I did not have time to touch on, is 
seasonal tourism activities.  If we consider the central coast between Geraldton, Yanchep and my patch, the 
population, which is usually only 1 500, often swells to 10 000.   

Mr J.A. McGINTY:  Having had to avail myself of a nurse from the Silver Chain Nursing Association when I 
was on that coast, and having been told off by her for travelling with only a bandaid in the back of the car -  

Mr G. Snook:  They’re tough.  

Mr J.A. McGINTY:  They are tough all right!  I did not dare disagree with her.   

I am very aware of the seasonal fluctuations that result from the weather and an influx of tourists.   

Mr D.T. Redman:  A potential solution that was put to me is to put third-year cadets in those places during 
those times.  That gives them an opportunity to extend their training and also to support those areas during the 
hot times.   

Mr J.A. McGINTY:  The Deputy Leader of the National Party has taken on board the fact that I regard the 
allocation of the resources that we provide St John Ambulance as an operational matter.  I am not hiding behind 
that.  If I intervened, I would want more officers in Fremantle and places like that, which may not serve the 
interests of the member for Stirling.  It is important that people make those points known and relay them to St 
John Ambulance -  

Mr T.K. Waldron:  You want the extra officers in Fremantle to treat the Fremantle Dockers!  

Mr J.A. McGINTY:  I led with my chin there!  

The second point, apart from the training that is provided under the new contract, was referred to by the Leader 
of the National Party; that is, St John Ambulance has adopted the policy of making Mercedes-Benz ambulances 
from Perth available to country areas.  They are second-hand ambulances, but they are the best in the world and, 
generally, they are not as old as many of the ambulances in country areas.  The price at which they are being 
made available is whatever the trade-in value is of the existing ambulance for the country subcentres.  There are 
a total of 270 ambulances in country Western Australia.  It is intended that about 40 will be replaced each year.  
If that has not already begun, the Mercedes-Benz ambulances will soon be made available at essentially no cost 
to the areas.  That will be of considerable assistance, because buying ambulances is quite often one of the major 
imposts on a St John Ambulance local subcentre.  That will provide high-quality, cheap ambulances to help 
service people in the country.  We should have a complete fleet of Mercedes-Benz ambulances throughout 
country Western Australia in the next six or seven years.   

Mr G. Snook:  I see where the minister is coming from; that is good value.  Is it fair and just that the volunteers 
pay for something that has already been paid for, even though it has been discounted, because the vehicle has 
been purchased and has already been paid for under the whole funding scheme?  That is one area in which they 
could be assisted.   

Mr J.A. McGINTY:  Essentially, St John Ambulance has agreed to hand over a second-hand Mercedes-Benz 
ambulance in return for an older ambulance from the country.  That will provide an enormous cost benefit to the 
local centre, because over the next six or seven years, it will not have to fundraise for the purpose of acquiring an 
ambulance.  I agree that in a perfect world an ambulance should be provided.   
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Mr G. Snook:  It has been paid for.   

Mr J.A. McGINTY:  Sure, but it should simply be provided.  St John Ambulance must balance its books and 
determine how to allocate the money.  If it receives a bit of money from the trade-in value of the existing 
ambulances, that will help it spend money elsewhere in the organisation.  It is an internal St John Ambulance 
arrangement.  It is better than the current arrangement in which everyone has to fundraise for a new ambulance.  
This will relieve a lot of the financial pressure.   

The third point is that I mentioned that, as part of the contract, there would be 12 ambulance officers in country 
Western Australia.  Off the top of my head and for the purpose of this debate, I am not sure where all 12 will be 
placed.  However, I point to the fact that next week two paramedics will be appointed to Northam.  My 
understanding is that at the moment Northam is a strictly voluntary depot.  That will pick up on the issue raised 
by the member for Wagin in Northam where the demand is estimated to be greater than anywhere else.  Two 
paramedics will be appointed to that area to work in conjunction with the volunteers.  That will take a lot of 
pressure off the Avon electorate.  In addition - it is a pity the member for Vasse is not in the chamber - from next 
January the Busselton volunteer ambulance service will benefit from two additional paramedics, with a further 
two in 2007.  A total of four extra paramedics will be appointed to Busselton.  That will be part of the conversion 
of the Busselton depot from a purely volunteer effort.  However, it will continue to significantly rely on 
volunteers.  Picking up on the point that was raised about the mid-west coast, that is a major centre where the 
volume of activity increases because of tourism.  Members know what happens to the population of the 
Busselton-Margaret River area during the year as a result of tourism, particularly in summer.  Northam and 
Busselton will experience an increase in the number of paramedics to provide an increase in services.   
The fourth issue, which might be a marginally controversial one, is the decision to centralise triple-zero calls 
through St John Ambulance in Belmont rather than leaving them with each town, which will relieve some of the 
pressure.  It will lead to better coordination at a time when, as a result of national issues such as terrorism and 
major natural disasters, people are considering ways to better coordinate and streamline emergency responses.  
This is one of those.  It will have a beneficial spin-off in the country towns.  Calls will be screened first up and, 
hopefully, will be better coordinated.  As I said, that one might be marginally controversial, but I believe it will 
offer some assistance to those country areas. 
Mr B.J. Grylls:  I go back to your previous point about Busselton and Northam.  One of the concerns that we 
have is that population centres such as those have the ability to get 10, 12 or 15 volunteers onto their roster.  
They have a strong demand for a paid paramedic, and I do not argue with that.  However, we are actually talking 
about the smaller centres such as Narrogin or Merredin.  I think Merredin has 12 or so volunteers, but they 
support a much wider area.  I know that at Nungarin, which is 35 kilometres from Merredin, there are one or 
two.  Although the population will drive the decision for a paid paramedic, in many circumstances the demand is 
stronger where there are fewer volunteers to maintain the system. 
Mr J.A. McGINTY:  I think that is right.  However, the volume of traffic in Busselton and Northam is now 
reaching the stage at which, although there are more volunteers, a higher level of coordination is needed. 
Mr B.J. Grylls:  I suppose my concern is that if Busselton still does not have any, Moora, Narrogin and 
Merredin have a long way to go. 
Mr T.K. Waldron:  That is why in the interim period we need to look at not so much paramedics in Narrogin, 
Katanning, Moora and Merredin, but paid staff to do some of the training and administrative work, and some of 
the driving.   
Mr J.A. McGINTY:  Yes.  I did not think the National Party would object to them being in Northam either. 
Mr B.J. Grylls:  No, I do not object.  I am just making the point - 
Mr J.A. McGINTY:  I understand the Leader of the National Party’s point.  That was a sly dig.   
The fifth point that I wanted to touch on is another matter that was dealt with by the Leader of the National 
Party; that is, the support, through St John Ambulance, for the helicopter.  I will certainly take on board the point 
the Leader of the National Party raised, because if use of the helicopter is being driven by commercial concerns 
rather than patient care concerns, that would be of enormous concern to me.  I have not heard that theory. 

Mr B.J. Grylls:  It is unsubstantiated, but the claim is being made that a subcentre can get the most profitable 
outcome from a motor vehicle accident. 

Mr G. Snook:  It is guaranteed. 
Mr B.J. Grylls:  It is guaranteed; that is right.  The claim was made to me that the helicopter is attending to the 
motor vehicle accidents, because that is where most of the money is.  The claim was made that people felt third 
party insurance premiums would go up because it costs a lot more to pay for the helicopter to do the trip than it 
does for the ambulance to make the trip.   
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Mr J.A. McGINTY:  Yes.  St John Ambulance staffs the helicopter.  It has involved an additional contribution 
of $600 000 to provide the staff for the helicopter, which operates, as the Leader of the National Party knows, 
between 50 and 200 kilometres from Perth.  That is the range within which the emergency helicopter is available 
to respond to major traffic accidents or other emergencies. 
Mr T.K. Waldron:  It can go further if it can get the correct fuel; is that right?  

Mr J.A. McGINTY:  I do not know. 
Mr B.J. Grylls:  It has been to Merredin. 

Mr T.K. Waldron:  I think it can.   

Mr J.A. McGINTY:  That may well be possible. 
Mr T.K. Waldron:  We need to make sure of that too, because the helicopter is a fantastic set-up.  Just the other 
day a young girl had a horse-riding accident in the forest, and no-one could get her out.  However, the helicopter 
was able to get her out. 
Mr J.A. McGINTY:  That is the sort of area in which it should be used.  In my view, quite often the ambulances 
are just as efficient, if not more so, in transporting a patient, without the trauma associated with being in a 
helicopter.  Anyway, $600 000 a year is paid to St John Ambulance to staff the helicopter to provide that 
increased range of services to major accidents. 
The sixth issue that I wanted to refer to was the commitment that was made by both political parties in the lead-
up to the last state election regarding the ambulance cover for senior citizens.  The government committed to a 
$14 million boost to funding to meet the circumstances of senior citizens.  Aged pensioners have now been 
provided with free travel on ambulances, and people whom I will loosely refer to as self-funded retirees or other 
senior citizens who are not on an age pension will receive a 50 per cent concession or discount on the charges for 
using the ambulance.  I know that that is a very significant financial contribution that will come into effect from 
Friday of this week, 1 July.  I suspect that its major impact in country Western Australia will be that it will result 
in nowhere near as many bad debts being incurred by the subcentre.  At the moment bills are sent out.  Many 
pensioners are unable to afford the cost.  Therefore, the cost is written off, which puts further financial pressure 
back onto the subcentre.  The fact that the government will now pay 100 per cent for all aged pensioners and 
50 per cent for all senior citizens over the age of 65 will assist considerably in the financial viability of 
particularly country subcentres of St John Ambulance. 
Mr T.K. Waldron:  It would be good to look at that after the first year to see what the impact is. 
Mr J.A. McGINTY:  That is the expected impact.  The reason that we made the commitment and are 
implementing it in this year’s budget, with effect from tomorrow, is that we wanted to make sure that senior 
citizens - a growing proportion of the population, many of whom are on low incomes because they are no longer 
working - were not burdened with this additional health care cost at a time of emergency or great need.  I did not 
appreciate at the time that there could be the beneficial spin-off for the country subcentres of, in effect, providing 
them with a subsidy by reducing the extent of bad debts that occur in that area, because that amount will now be 
paid direct for each senior citizen who is transported in an ambulance, and there is no worry about it being paid.  
There is a benefit for not only seniors but also the local ambulance - 
Mr T.K. Waldron:  Those unpaid bills have quite an impact on the local subcentres. 
Mr G. Snook:  It is 10 per cent.  My sub-branch says it is 10 per cent. 
Mr J.A. McGINTY:  The figures that I have been given are that $14 million a year generally will go into the 
Western Australian ambulance service for seniors.  In the big regional towns - we all know which ones they are - 
it is estimated that $630 000 will be paid for seniors in 2005-06.  For the other centres, which are perhaps the 
wheatbelt towns to which the National Party has referred, the figure is $380 000.  In round figures, that adds up 
to $1 million that will be paid direct to those ambulance services.  If the member’s figure of 10 per cent is right - 
I have no reason to think it is not - 
Mr G. Snook:  That is only their indication to me. 
Mr J.A. McGINTY:  Yes.  An extra $100 000 will go into the local subcentres that provide country ambulance 
services.  That means that they will not have to fundraise that money.  Again, that is a benefit for the seniors, and 
I believe that the way in which it should operate will also benefit the country subcentres.  There will be a cash 
benefit for those subcentres. 
I thank members for the way in which this issue has been raised.  I assure members that issues such as the Fire 
and Emergency Services Authority levy and the employment of staff to perhaps cover a region in country 
Western Australia will be considered.  I will make sure that the Hansard containing today’s debate is taken to 
the Department of Health and also to St John Ambulance so that those matters can be properly considered.  
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However, I believe that the funding of ambulance services was problematic.  As I have outlined today, I believe 
we have made significant advances on a number of fronts in the funding and the quality of service, and therefore 
the response times and the levels of service that are provided.  We have made significant progress, to the extent 
that today it is not, to me, a major political issue.  It needs to be constantly addressed and looked at to see 
whether we cannot refine it. 
Mr T.K. Waldron:  Otherwise it will become a major political issue in the future. 
Mr J.A. McGINTY:  Hopefully not during the life of the contract that we have entered into, because I saw the 
contract as resolving a host of issues for us.  In the light of what I have said, it would not be appropriate to 
support a motion that is critical of the government, which I believe has done so much in this area.   

Amendment to Motion 
Mr J.A. McGINTY:  For that reason, I move - 

To delete all words after “house” with a view to inserting the following - 

recognise the valuable services provided by the St John Ambulance in both Perth and country 
areas and the significant improvements to that service that have been made possible by the 
increased funding under the Gallop Labor government.   

Amendment (words to be deleted) put and a division taken with the following result - 
Ayes (22) 

Mr J.J.M. Bowler Mrs J. Hughes Mr M. McGowan Mr E.S. Ripper 
Mr A.J. Carpenter Mr J.N. Hyde Mr A.D. McRae Mrs M.H. Roberts 
Mr J.B. D’Orazio Mr J.C. Kobelke Mr N.R. Marlborough Mr P.B. Watson 
Dr J.M. Edwards Mr F.M. Logan Mrs C.A. Martin Mr D.A. Templeman (Teller) 
Dr G.I. Gallop Ms A.J. MacTiernan Mr A.P. O’Gorman  
Mr S.R. Hill Mr J.A. McGinty Ms M.M. Quirk  

Noes (17) 

Mr C.J. Barnett Mr B.J. Grylls Mr A.J. Simpson Dr J.M. Woollard 
Mr D.F. Barron-Sullivan Ms K. Hodson-Thomas Mr G. Snook Dr G.G. Jacobs (Teller) 
Mr G.M. Castrilli Mr J.E. McGrath Mr T.R. Sprigg  
Mr M.J. Cowper Mr P.D. Omodei Dr S.C. Thomas  
Mr J.H.D. Day Mr D.T. Redman Mr T.K. Waldron  

            

Pairs 

 Mr R.C. Kucera Mr R.F. Johnson 
 Ms J.A. Radisich Dr K.D. Hames 
 Mr T.G. Stephens Ms S.E. Walker 
 Mr J.R. Quigley Mr M.J. Birney 
 Ms S.M. McHale Mr G.A. Woodhams 
 Mr M.P. Whitely Mr T.R. Buswell 
 Mr M.P. Murray Mr M.W. Trenorden 

 
Independent Pair 

Dr E. Constable 

Amendment thus passed. 

Amendment (words to be inserted) put and a division taken with the following result - 
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Ayes (23) 

Mr P.W. Andrews Mr S.R. Hill Mr J.A. McGinty Ms M.M. Quirk 
Mr J.J.M. Bowler Mrs J. Hughes Mr M. McGowan Mr E.S. Ripper 
Mr A.J. Carpenter Mr J.N. Hyde Mr A.D. McRae Mrs M.H. Roberts 
Mr J.B. D’Orazio Mr J.C. Kobelke Mr N.R. Marlborough Mr P.B. Watson 
Dr J.M. Edwards Mr F.M. Logan Mrs C.A. Martin Mr D.A. Templeman (Teller) 
Dr G.I. Gallop Ms A.J. MacTiernan Mr A.P. O’Gorman  

Noes (17) 

Mr C.J. Barnett Mr B.J. Grylls Mr A.J. Simpson Dr J.M. Woollard 
Mr D.F. Barron-Sullivan Ms K. Hodson-Thomas Mr G. Snook Dr G.G. Jacobs (Teller) 
Mr G.M. Castrilli Mr J.E. McGrath Mr T.R. Sprigg  
Mr M.J. Cowper Mr P.D. Omodei Dr S.C. Thomas  
Mr J.H.D. Day Mr D.T. Redman Mr T.K. Waldron  

            

Pairs 

 Mr R.C. Kucera Mr R.F. Johnson 
 Ms J.A. Radisich Dr K.D. Hames 
 Mr M.P. Murray Mr M.W. Trenorden 
 Mr T.G. Stephens Ms S.E. Walker 
 Mr J.R. Quigley Mr M.J. Birney 
 Ms S.M. McHale Mr G.A. Woodhams 
 Mr M.P. Whitely Mr T.R. Buswell 

 
Independent Pair 

Dr E. Constable 

Amendment thus passed. 

Motion, as Amended 

Question put and passed.  
 


