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WYNDHAM HOSPITAL — NURSES 
Grievance 

MS L. METTAM (Vasse — Deputy Leader of the Liberal Party) [9.58 am]: My grievance is to the Minister 
for Health and I thank him for taking it. It relates to the dire nursing shortage currently being experienced by health 
services in regional areas, particularly the East Kimberley at Wyndham Hospital. As the minister may be aware, 
Wyndham district hospital is usually a 24-hour service that operates an emergency department and inpatient beds. 
It is approximately 100 kilometres from the nearest major health campus in Kununurra. 
Wyndham Hospital usually operates with eight or nine nurses on a roster to facilitate around-the-clock care. 
Unfortunately, after a recent number of burglaries at the nurses’ accommodation in Wyndham, six nurses left at 
the start of this month due to fears for their safety. The burglaries occurred while the women were home and it is 
alleged that in one incident two nurses were physically trying to hold a door closed in what must have been a terrifying 
situation. As a result, I am advised that the arrangement to use of temporary nurses usually recruited from agencies 
and seconded from Sir Charles Gairdner Hospital and Fiona Stanley Hospital to backfill short-term rosters has ceased. 
From Monday, there are only three nurses rostered on, one of which is the clinical nurse manager. The hospital is 
also relying on the sole paramedic in town to fill the gaps at the hospital. 
Consequentially, the WA Country Health Service asked St John Ambulance to provide a paid relief paramedic to 
ensure that the ambulance service is not compromised and the community is supported. As an interim measure, 
this week the hospital reduced its services to emergency only as it was unable to admit any more patients. Further, 
from next week the WA Country Health Service yesterday confirmed the hospital will also cease night shift and 
will be open only 12 hours a day. This will effectively mean that anyone who needs emergency treatment overnight 
will have to drive an hour to Kununurra, either privately or by ambulance, putting further onus on St John Ambulance 
to cover the shortfalls created by the under-resourcing of the WA Country Health Service. 
To say this is an extraordinary situation that is undoubtedly putting both staff and the community at risk would be an 
understatement. In a town as remote as Wyndham, the importance of the hospital cannot be overestimated, especially 
to the elderly population and those requiring specialised services with other allied health teams. To be told they 
may have to drive an hour in the middle of the night to access emergency care is also distressing. One nurse I spoke 
to recently relocated to Wyndham, unaware of the previous safety incidents. She spoke of her disbelief at receiving 
her roster that consisted of 112 hours for the first fortnight. In a remote community that relies on appropriately trained 
nursing staff to triage patients and provide optimal care, it is completely unacceptable and unsafe to put nurses under 
such pressure in such a remote community. 
Unfortunately, the dire staffing shortage and associated issues at Wyndham Hospital are not isolated; rather, they 
are indicative of the pressure being felt across the state. I am advised Halls Creek health service is also chronically 
under-resourced and may be forced to resort to similar measures. Recruiting nurses to regional areas in WA always 
has been a challenge but has no doubt been exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic and government-imposed 
restrictions on recruiting critical frontline healthcare workers from interstate. As the minister is aware, regional 
health services are heavily dependent on interstate locums and agency staff. However, instead of actively working 
with the sector, as the government did with the mining industry, to ensure this critical regional workforce was not 
compromised due to the border closures, the government has seemingly dropped the ball. 
There have been multiple cases of healthcare workers willing to transfer to WA during the past 21 months that 
were denied a pass or simply gave up due to the onerous requirements. The suspension of the Refresher Pathway 
program, which assists experienced nurses and midwives to re-enter the workforce, for more than 15 months was 
astonishing in light of the state’s inability to extensively recruit from anywhere other than WA. Instead of tapping 
into the resources on our doorstep, the government seemingly turned off the tap. We now have a situation in which 
our country hospitals are regularly experiencing ambulance ramping and bed block. 
Unsurprisingly, the chronic understaffing and enormous demands our frontline healthcare workers are facing is 
affecting staff morale, with the recent Your Voice in Health survey damning about the extent to which our health 
workers feel undervalued. Only a quarter of WACHS workers surveyed stated they felt that their organisation was 
making the necessary improvements to meet their challenges and less than half felt safe to speak up when things 
go wrong in the organisation. For contracted medical professionals working for WACHS this is even worse. Only 
29 per cent felt any level of support from the service, raising concerns about the challenge of attracting people 
within WACHS given the workplace environment. The patient outcomes are also extremely concerning with the 
recent WACHS annual report indicating that there had been 116 SAC 1 incidents in the last year with 39 deaths and 
56 patients suffering serious harm. Thirty-nine deaths and 56 near misses in one year across our regions is shocking. 
It is unconscionable that the recruitment of critical healthcare workers to these areas has not been prioritised in 
a similar manner to the resources sector given the historical challenges to recruit to these areas. 
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There are now serious fears about the Christmas period and associated annual leave pressures on these already 
stretched regional health services, particularly at Wyndham, and the impact that will have on those communities. 
These fears are exacerbated by a genuine concern about their ability to cope with any COVID-19 outbreak and 
the vaccination rates in these areas. These healthcare workers are doing an exceptional job under extenuating 
circumstances. I implore the minister to urgently address these shortages to ensure existing services are restored 
and these remote communities are not compromised further in the months to come. I thank the minister again for 
taking my grievance. 
MR R.H. COOK (Kwinana — Minister for Health) [10.05 am]: I thank the member for the grievance. She raises 
legitimate concerns. It is a pity she tried to tie it into this baseless, false and absolute rubbish narrative about the work 
that she alleges the government has not done. Indeed, as the member would be aware, we have made extensive efforts 
to recruit doctors and nurses from both overseas and the east coast. In fact, she would be aware that in this place 
the day before yesterday, I provided answers to questions, amongst others, that showed that over 400 doctors have 
come from overseas recently and the number of FTE nurses in our healthcare system has increased by over 1 000 
since January this year and, of course, we have a record intake of nurse graduates both this year and next year with 
1 290 this year and another thousand next year, which will provide a significant boost to our healthcare workforce. 
The member is correct that the workforce shortages as a result of the international border closures—not of our 
doing, but for very good reasons—is placing a lot of pressure on our system. The member is, of course, absolutely 
incorrect when she says that we are stopping nurses from coming from over east. Usually people have failed to 
provide a particular piece of evidence in their G2G PASS application. They contact us, we advise them and then 
they get in. A couple of them jump the gun; a relative or the applicant might just go to the media and say that they 
are not being allowed in. It is just absolutely not true. Let us be absolutely clear on that right here and now, member. 
But if we have workforce constraints in our metropolitan hospital system, we can see that we have them even more 
so in our regional hospital networks. That always has been thus and that is why we need to make sure that we have 
strong programs in place to support doctors and nurses who are working tirelessly in our regional hospital networks 
and doing an amazing job. They are, of course, having great life and career experiences, but working in really 
tough environments—none more so than in Wyndham at the moment. It is true to say that Wyndham Hospital is 
facing nursing shortages, and has been for an extended period, with historical reliance on agency nurses, further 
impacted by border closures and the lack of access to the overseas and interstate workforce. 
Recently, staffing has been severely impacted by antisocial and criminal behaviour in the community, which has 
left staff feeling their safety is compromised. All existing strategies to attract staff or deploy staff elsewhere have 
been utilised and nursing staff are presently facing real challenges with residing overnight in Wyndham due to 
safety concerns at their accommodation despite the additional security measures that have been implemented. The 
WA Country Health Service has deployed staff from within the Kimberley and other regions and from other health 
service providers, and that has provided short-term solutions. WACHS continues its strong relationship with St John 
Ambulance and its additional country investment. An additional St John Ambulance community paramedic has 
been deployed and is supporting the roster at Wyndham Hospital. One of the nurses challenged me by asking me 
whether I think it is appropriate that paramedics work in a hospital environment. Yes, I do. I think paramedics do 
a great job and I do not know why we do not have more paramedics working in an emergency department setting in 
particular, because I think they are particularly well trained to manage patients in those sorts of situations. However, 
we are continuing to see a shortfall in the staffing roster, and that impacts on individuals and on the system, with 
individuals feeling fatigue and that they are not being supported properly. We need to do more, and we will. 
Obviously, the hospital has significant support through the 24/7 WACHS emergency telehealth service, which 
means that all the staff in that hospital have the backup of emergency and specialist consultants to ensure that they 
can get the advice they need to look after the patients in front of them. We are continuing to work with all stakeholders, 
including police, local government, the Ngnowar Aerwah Aboriginal Corporation and the district health advisory 
council, to advise them of the changes that we have put in place, including that a person experiencing a medical 
emergency should call 000 if they require medical assistance after hours and present to Wyndham Hospital. A security 
guard based at the hospital from 7.30 am will immediately alert the on-call registered nurse to respond to an 
emergency presentation. If the health need is not urgent, people are advised to call Kununurra Hospital and ask 
to speak to the nurse manager. 
These are all arrangements that we have put in place because the entire system is facing workforce shortages. This 
is the reality of providing healthcare services during a global pandemic. I want to commend and thank all the doctors, 
nurses and allied health and support staff who are doing an extraordinary job not just in our regional and remote 
regional settings, but right across the system. We will continue to recruit, train and develop and bring through a surge 
in the nursing and medical officer workforces to ensure that we can continue to support those on the front line better. 
These are difficult times. These are tough times. I accept that it puts a great deal of pressure on our hospital system. 
But we are doing all we can with the extraordinary resources provided by government to make sure that we can 
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continue to grow our workforce and our bed capacity and that we can deal with the surge in demand at the moment 
during a particularly difficult time of constrained workforce. 
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