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BURRINGURRAH COMMUNITY — FOOD SHORTAGE 

Grievance 

MR V. CATANIA (North West) [10.04 am]: My grievance is to the Minister for Indigenous Affairs and it is 
about the food crisis that the Burringurrah community has been experiencing for some four weeks. For the 
information of members, the Burringurrah community is located east of Carnarvon and west of Meekatharra. It is 
a community that sometimes consists of up to several hundred people. The population is fairly transient, because 
people go to Carnarvon and Meekatharra on a regular basis. It is a very remote community because of the terrain. 
People have to travel on unsealed roads to get there, so when it rains, it is very difficult to get in and out of the 
community. 

Recent media reports have stated that there has been a food shortage at Burringurrah. A very limited amount of 
food has been available to the community from the local store, but, unfortunately, the local store has been closed 
because of some financial difficulties, I believe. The community has also faced some issues because of the 
limited amount of fuel—or lack of unleaded fuel—for people to go to Meekatharra or Carnarvon to get food 
supplies. However, a limited amount of diesel has been available, so occasionally people would be able to drive 
a car to get some food and bring it back to the community. 

I am aware that the minister knows Burringurrah quite well. The minister started the pool program, which 
Burringurrah benefited from. The member for Pilbara, Hon Tom Stephens, opened up the program when we 
came to government in 2001. I know that the minister also created the policy of greening these communities, 
which I am happy to say the former Labor government continued and delivered on by greening Burringurrah 
with a new oval and new irrigation. In addition, there is a new telecentre. Housing in Burringurrah is quite good. 
Under the housing program, maintenance on the houses has been kept up to date. Burringurrah is an extremely 
good community compared with a lot of other communities. It has had good leadership and good coordinators in 
the past, which has made the community look quite good. 

However, my grievance today is about the lack of food in the community, which has been an ongoing problem 
for several weeks. I have been in constant contact with the federal government to ensure that something is being 
done. The federal Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs has been 
monitoring the food situation. On Monday, 24 November, two officers were sent to the community to restore 
effective operation of the store. At the same time, the department arranged for Foodbank to fly some 500  
kilograms of food into the community. This has now been distributed through the women’s centre to 25 families 
who most need it. I understand that action is underway to arrange another supply of approximately 1 000 kilos of 
food pending the implementation of longer-term arrangements. On Tuesday, 25 November, the department made 
arrangements for the delivery of fuel, and before the end of this week, 3 500 litres of unleaded fuel and 
1 000 litres of diesel will be delivered to the community. The federal government officers are talking to 
community members about the options to resolve the current governance and management problems at the store, 
and they continue to work with the community and state authorities to ensure that food supplies are maintained. 

On page 5 of The West Australian of Wednesday, 26 November 2008—yesterday—there was a headline 
“Scramble to get food into remote community”. I was interested to read in that article the comments of the 
Minister for Indigenous Affairs. I will read this to members in case they have not seen the article. It states — 

Dr Hames said the State was ensuring the community had food in the interim. 

He had asked Lt-Gen. John Sanderson, who is heading a government committee, to review the food 
supply system in some communities. 

“The critical importance for me is we can’t have people who don’t have food and particularly we can’t 
have children who are starving in their homes through lack of food,” he said. 

I was interested to read those comments. I am glad that the minister has taken an interest in the Burringurrah 
community. The minister said that the state was doing everything that it possibly could to ensure the community 
had food. Perhaps the minister could respond to this grievance by enlightening me on what the state government, 
or his department, is doing to ensure that food supplies are being kept up at Burringurrah, and also about whether 
the health and wellbeing of the people at that community, particularly the children, is being monitored.  

I know for a fact that Indigenous leaders in the Gascoyne came to Parliament House some weeks ago—on 
13 November—to meet with the Minister for Indigenous Affairs about a range of issues that are confronting the 
Indigenous people in their communities. I know for a fact also that at that meeting it was relayed to the minister 
that the situation at Burringurrah really is a crisis, because the community has only a limited amount of food 
available. I hope the minister will respond and enlighten me as to why it has taken so long for him to get 
involved in this crisis situation and to assist this community with the supply of food. I am aware of what the 
federal government has been doing but I am not aware of what the state government has been doing. I know, as a 
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former adviser to a minister, that when people request a meeting, they are often asked what the meeting will be 
about. I also want to know when it was that these Indigenous leaders requested that meeting.  

DR K.D. HAMES (Dawesville — Minister for Indigenous Affairs) [10.11 am]: I will need to respond to this 
grievance in reverse order so that I will have time to address all the issues that the member has raised. At the 
meeting I received a request from Lionel Quartermaine—as the member would know—to meet with a group of 
Indigenous leaders from just outside Carnarvon to discuss issues relating to that community. The meeting was 
not to discuss Burringurrah. It was to discuss issues relating to the Carnarvon community. At that meeting was a 
police officer from that community, who talked largely about alcohol and housing issues and a range of things. It 
was nothing to do with Burringurrah. During the course of that meeting, which was held here in Parliament 
House, and which I squeezed in during the Address-in-Reply debate — 

Mr V. Catania interjected. 

Dr K.D. HAMES: The member should let me talk; I have only seven minutes. At that meeting it was said, in a 
one-line sentence, that there were issues with the lack of food at Burringurrah. I do not recall the totality of what 
was said. I know that line was in there. I do not think the word “crisis” was used. It was really just a sideline, in 
that all of these issues were happening in Carnarvon, and that was one of them. In terms of what the state 
government is doing, the member might be aware that the state government shared with the commonwealth the 
cost of the plane that brought in that 500 kilos of food. That 500 kilos of food was not provided by the 
commonwealth government. It was provided by Foodbank. The state government provided a component of the 
funding that was provided.  

I want to bring to the member’s attention why the Burringurrah community has found itself in this situation. In 
June 2008, the then store manager resigned. I have to say that it is extremely disappointing to me that this should 
happen in Burringurrah. I know that they are now calling it Burringurrah, pronounced “oo”, but when I was the 
minister previously, everyone, including the community, called it Burringurrah, pronounced “u”. When I was the 
minister previously, we put the pool into that community, and the greening and reticulation program, because it 
was a very good community. We picked some communities for that program that were not so good, but we 
picked some to reward them for good governance and good management. Obviously, the governance situation in 
that community has deteriorated recently. The member is right. The store manager left in June. In July 2008, the 
Department of Indigenous Affairs facilitated a visit for the outback stores, to try to help the communities, but the 
outback stores were unable to do that because of the significant debt. As the member would know, what happens 
in those communities is that there is a book-up procedure where people do not pay for their food but get an owe-
chit. Sadly, those people in the community are not paying for their food. They are not paying their debts. The 
same is happening with their fuel. They are not paying for their fuel. The problem in those communities is that 
food and fuel are extraordinarily expensive. I have talked to John Sanderson about this problem, because it is a 
problem that is endemic in Aboriginal communities across Western Australia. In the broader picture, we need to 
look at how we can better coordinate the supply of food, and particularly improve the cost — 

Mr V. Catania interjected. 

Dr K.D. HAMES: It is no good the member interrupting, because I do not have the time to respond. 

The store initially ran out of food in August 2008. As the member would know, the meeting was in November. I 
presume that the member—being the local member—would have known about this situation in August 2008 
when it first happened. I do not recall the member coming to see me about it. 

Mr P. Papalia: The election was in September! How could he have known? 

Dr K.D. HAMES: Sure, but it happened in the lead-up to the election, and during the election. 

Several members interjected. 

Dr K.D. HAMES: Would the member like me to sit down? I am happy to sit down if he likes. 

Mr V. Catania interjected. 

The DEPUTY SPEAKER: Order, member for North West!  

Dr K.D. HAMES: I know that the member is new to this place, but that is not how grievances work. The 
member raises the grievance and asks me questions. I sit and listen to the member in silence for seven minutes. 
The member then gives me the time to give my answers. 

Ms M.M. Quirk interjected. 

Dr K.D. HAMES: The same applies to the member for Girrawheen. The member can raise a grievance of her 
own if she likes. The member for North West would have known about this issue during the election campaign, 
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because the election campaign was occurring while this issue was taking place. I have been in office for 60 days. 
The member has not, until today, given me any advice that this community is having problems. It is true that in 
the past few days, at the end of the last sitting of Parliament — 

Mr V. Catania: When you went to London on a junket! 

Dr K.D. HAMES: It was not a junket. It was a very important visit, as the member will hear in the future. I was 
not aware that there was a crisis in this community. I was aware that there was a problem with food in the 
community — 

Mr V. Catania: So your staff did not know? 

Dr K.D. HAMES: What happened was that no agenda was laid out for the meeting. The group asked to meet 
with me on a range of issues relating to Carnarvon, so I met with them, along with my staff, and we talked 
through a range of issues. I had no advice from the community. The meeting was not about Burringurrah. The 
meeting was about Carnarvon. Why did the member not come to me, on the first day he came into this house, 
and tell me that there was a major problem with food in Burringurrah and people were starving? Why has the 
member not told me, in the past six weeks since I have been the minister, that there is a problem in 
Burringurrah? I have not heard anything from the member about this problem. DIA has been working with the 
community, and DIA is still working with that community, to make sure that food is being provided. It is also 
working with the commonwealth government, which is responsible, might I add, for the management of these 
Indigenous communities. However, DIA plays a coordinating role in assisting the state and commonwealth 
government to provide support for Aboriginal communities. In this case, the state government is providing 
support.  

Mr V. Catania interjected. 

Dr K.D. HAMES: What I knew was a whole lot less than the member knew, and he did absolutely nothing 
about it!  

Mr V. Catania: You were in London! 

Dr K.D. HAMES: I was in London last week! When did this happen? It happened in July 2008, August 2008, 
October 2008 and November 2008!  

Mr V. Catania: The food supply has been limited for the past two to four weeks. 

Dr K.D. HAMES: The commonwealth government and the Department of Indigenous Affairs are working 
closely together to make sure that the community has food supplies. 

Mr V. Catania: You did not know prior to that. 

Dr K.D. HAMES: That is true. I was informed by the community. That would suggest that DIA was 
comfortable in working with the commonwealth in making sure that these people are getting adequate food 
supplies. The member’s attack is totally out of whack. Perhaps he is feeling a little sensitive about the fact that 
he did not do enough about this matter himself.  
 


