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NATURAL DISASTERS — NEW ZEALAND AND JAPAN 

Condolence Motion 

MR C.J. BARNETT (Cottesloe — Premier) [2.01 pm] — without notice: I move — 

That this house records its sincere regret at the loss of life and the destruction of infrastructure 
following the City of Christchurch earthquake in New Zealand on 22 February 2011 and the Sendai 
earthquake and tsunami in Japan on 11 March 2011. 

I think it is appropriate that this house give some time to recognise the loss of life, the personal tragedy and the 
destruction of homes, public buildings and the like in both these extreme earthquakes. 

Before I turn to that matter, as members are well aware, there has been extreme flooding in the eastern 
Kimberley region. Although there has been no loss of life, a number of homes have been destroyed. I advise the 
house that I requested that the Deputy Premier, Hon Kim Hames, visit the area. He is currently en route to that 
area to assess the level of damage and care being provided to the citizens of this state who have been affected by 
that flooding. 

To return to the motion relating to the earthquake in the City of Christchurch on 22 February and the earthquake 
in Sendai on 11 March, as members are well aware, both disasters are not concluded in the sense that the final 
death toll is not known obviously for Sendai, but also it is not yet known for Christchurch. Indeed, the 
assessment of loss of life, injury and destruction of property continues in Christchurch, as well as obviously in 
Sendai. I also advise the house that today I have written to the Prime Ministers of New Zealand and Japan, 
offering the deepest condolences and sympathy of the people of Western Australia and this Parliament and also 
pledging $500 000 to the appeal to assist the citizens of Christchurch and Sendai as they set about the recovery 
process. 

I will comment firstly on the earthquake in Christchurch. New Zealand is our closest neighbour, and many 
Australians and New Zealanders think of themselves almost as one people. The 6.3 magnitude earthquake struck 
the Canterbury region on 22 February 2011 and has become recognised already as perhaps New Zealand’s 
deadliest disaster in over 80 years. The earthquake struck at lunchtime, when the City of Christchurch was at its 
busiest, causing widespread damage and, tragically, loss of life. The city has lost many of its famous landmarks, 
including ChristChurch Cathedral, which was destroyed, and extensive damage has been caused to a wide range 
of public and private property. The New Zealand government declared the area a national state of emergency. 
People were trapped between collapsed buildings. Of course, we all witnessed the agonising decisions that 
authorities had to make on whether to continue to search in some buildings or to move on to other areas where 
there may have been the prospect of people surviving. To date, the official death toll from the Christchurch 
earthquake is 166, including a number of foreign nationals. Expectations are still that the final figure will rise to 
in excess of 200 people. 

The New Zealand Prime Minister, John Key, has also commented that some 10 000 homes in and around 
Christchurch will need to be demolished as a result of the devastation and those homes being in an unsafe 
condition. Of course, it is the loss of life, and the tragedy that that brings to family and friends, that is the 
greatest loss from that New Zealand earthquake. 

There has been a widespread international response to assist New Zealand in this time of need. At the time that 
the earthquake hit, the Prime Minister, other state Premiers and I contacted the New Zealand Prime Minister’s 
office and made immediate offers of assistance through emergency services and the like. The commonwealth 
government had previously committed a $5 million donation. Some 300 police officers, including 50 Australian 
Federal Police officers, have gone from Australia to assist in duties in Christchurch. Australia has also sent a 25-
person medical team. 

From a Western Australian perspective, apart from our annual donation to the Australian Red Cross, there has 
been further practical assistance. The Western Australia Police deployed a team of five forensic officers in early 
March, with another 26 officers deployed last week. On 5 March, a team of six FESA urban search and rescue 
officers also joined a multijurisdictional task force of some 72 people. I know that all members of Parliament 
support those actions. I thank our police, emergency services, FESA and others, who have supported the 
recovery efforts in the most practical way by going over and assisting the New Zealand authorities. 

With respect to the very recent Sendai earthquake and the following tsunami, that earthquake struck on 11 March 
at 2.46 pm Japanese Standard Time. It was a nine magnitude earthquake, some 130 kilometres off the east coast 
of Japan. To put that in some perspective, that earthquake is considered to be the world’s fifth largest earthquake 
since 1900. In another context, it has been estimated to be some 8 000 times stronger than the earthquake that 
devastated Christchurch. The Sendai earthquake was so strong that more than 20 countries were put on tsunami 
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alert across the Pacific. As a further example of the intensity of this geological event, Japan’s largest island, 
Honshu, was shaken so hard that the entire island moved 2.4 metres to the east as a result of this earthquake. It 
was an extraordinary event and, as a consequence, extraordinary destruction has taken place. 

The earthquake triggered immediate evacuations along the Pacific coast of Japan, but the tsunami waves, up to a 
height of 10 metres, travelled very quickly, hit the coast, and went up to 10 kilometres inland in the northern part 
of the island of Honshu. Everyone simply watched—I happened to be in Korea at the time—as this tragedy 
unfolded on live television networks. The Japanese government has estimated that some 1.4 million people in the 
region are without water and another 4.4 million are without power. It is expected that that situation will extend 
until towards the end of April. 

We have all seen the reports also of multiple fires and the destruction of oil refineries, and, of course, there is the 
very major concern about the state of at least two nuclear power reactors, with the explosions and the threat of 
radiation contamination. 

The Japanese National Police Agency has officially confirmed that 1 500 people have died in the earthquake and 
tsunami, with a further 2 000 injured. The Japanese Broadcasting Corporation, NHK, is reporting that in the 
Iwate prefecture, which is the one most affected—it is Japan’s second largest prefecture and borders the Pacific 
Ocean—up to 10 000 people may be dead. There are also reports that another 9 500 people are missing in the 
neighbouring Miyagi prefecture. I think it will be some time before the world knows the extent of the loss of life, 
which is obviously many thousands, if not tens of thousands. 

The Prime Minister of Japan, Mr Naoto Kan, has mobilised the Japanese Self-Defence Forces. According to the 
United Nations, some 45 nations, including Australia, have already started to send search and rescue teams to 
Japan to start in the recovery process and, obviously, the process of trying to identify bodies as they are 
discovered. The Japanese Self-Defence Forces have not yet been called on. Western Australia stands ready to 
provide any assistance that is coordinated through the Australian government. 

The earthquakes have had a devastating effect on those countries. The Japanese Prime Minister is reported to 
have said that the Japanese earthquake and tsunami is the most serious disaster and has caused the most 
devastation that Japan has suffered since the Second World War. The New Zealand Prime Minister, John Key, 
has described the Christchurch earthquake as New Zealand’s darkest moment. I simply move this motion so that 
this Parliament, on behalf of the people of Western Australia, records its recognition of the tragedies that have 
occurred in New Zealand and Japan. We express our support for, and condolences to, the people of those 
countries. We recognise the assistance provided by our emergency services and also the donations made by the 
government on behalf of the Parliament and all Western Australians to the people affected by these devastating 
earthquakes in New Zealand and Japan. 

MR E.S. RIPPER (Belmont — Leader of the Opposition) [2.10 pm]: I join the Premier in support of this 
motion. On behalf of the state Parliamentary Labor Party, I extend our sympathies to the people of Japan 
following the Sendai earthquake and tsunami, which occurred on 11 March. I also extend our deep sympathies to 
the people of Christchurch, New Zealand, who have lost houses, businesses and loved ones in the earthquake 
that occurred on 22 February. Members on this side of the house support the Premier’s correspondence to New 
Zealand and Japan and the other actions of assistance that he and his government have made. In each case, these 
earthquakes have been amongst the most serious, if not the most serious, natural disasters that have occurred in 
their respective countries. 

I turn first to the earthquake at Christchurch. Because the earthquake was comparatively shallower than an 
earlier one, the quake was very much more damaging. It destroyed many buildings and took many lives. The 
official death toll now stands at 166. There are many New Zealanders in Australia, and particularly in Western 
Australia. There is a very close connection between the two countries. An event called the “Bloody Slow Cup” is 
held at Newman every year. It is a rugby match between New Zealanders and Australians to raise money for WA 
Police Legacy Incorporated. It is slightly disturbing to see the amount of New Zealand paraphernalia that is 
exhibited in support of the New Zealand team in Newman! There are plenty of New Zealanders in Western 
Australia and there are many, many personal and other connections between New Zealand and Australia. 
Therefore, Australians, I think, felt a great degree of sympathy and concern when they saw the events in 
Christchurch unfolding on their television screens. I found myself in admiration of the way New Zealanders 
reacted to the events. I thought they had a very matter of fact, pragmatic, laconic way of dealing with the 
tremendous disaster that occurred. My admiration for that country was only increased as I saw the way it dealt 
with the issue. 

The size of the earthquake in Japan is horrifying. I do not think we yet fully understand how bad that earthquake 
has been, although the television pictures have given us some idea of how devastating the earthquake and 
following tsunami have been. It will be some considerable time before the full scale and impact of that disaster is 
revealed. We must have tremendous sympathy for the Japanese people and their nation as they deal with the 



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY — Tuesday, 15 March 2011] 

 p1238b-1241a 
Mr Colin Barnett; Mr Eric Ripper; Mr Mark McGowan; Mr Brendon Grylls; Mrs Michelle Roberts 

 [3] 

aftermath of this event. Japan is one of our closest allies and friends. We should do everything we can as a nation 
to support Japan in its hour of need. I am particularly supportive of the Premier’s remarks in that regard.  

We get some idea of the scale of the disasters when we look at the estimates that have been published in the 
financial press. Although nothing should outweigh the loss of life and the grief suffered by individuals, the 
financial figures reveal the scale of the disasters. People are talking about a hundred billion dollars’ worth of 
damage in Japan and $30 billion in Christchurch. I think those figures bring home just how serious are these 
events. Members on this side of the house join with the Premier and with all other members of the house in 
extending our sincere condolences and sympathies to the people of both New Zealand and Japan.  

MR M. McGOWAN (Rockingham) [2.15 pm]: I will speak briefly in support of this motion. I am very pleased 
with the respectful way in which the motion has been dealt with by the house. I am sure that all members have 
been shocked and appalled by the images we have seen on television and the stories we have read in the 
newspapers about what has happened in both of those countries. We are close to both countries, as a state and as 
a nation. I expect that most members in this house have visited both countries and have met and made friends 
with people from New Zealand and Japan. I was in Christchurch probably about 10 years ago. It was a beautiful 
city and very historic. It is a city that one would imagine might have been taken straight out of the English 
countryside. It is a place with some very old and distinguished buildings. I recognised the cathedral that suffered 
such appalling damage during the earthquake as being one of the major tourist attractions and places of interest 
in Christchurch.  

Western Australia is home to many New Zealanders. It is often said that roughly one in five New Zealanders live 
in Australia. Our commonwealth Constitution contains a provision for New Zealand and Australia to become 
one country. I suspect that unifying as one country is an option that New Zealanders are less keen to take up than 
are Australians. New Zealanders are a very proud people and a capable people. They have had to be quite 
resilient, considering their location in the world and their small population. We have had a close relationship 
with New Zealand for a long time, stretching back to the commencement of the First World War when the first 
Anzacs left our joint shores and departed from Albany and Fremantle to head off to Europe and Turkey to 
participate in that conflict. From that point forward New Zealanders and Australians have had a very, very 
special bond that is built upon a joint history and location in the world, a joint language, a joint culture in many 
ways, a joint outlook and so on. I think we felt the events in Christchurch very closely, almost as though they 
were happening in our own country. As they were watching, many Australians felt almost that Christchurch was 
an Australian city. The South Islanders of New Zealand regard themselves as being a bit tougher, a bit more 
resilient and a bit better than North Islanders in New Zealand. They have had a fair degree of tragedy lately with 
those shocking events in the Pike River coalmine, where those coalminers tragically perished, and now this 
terrible event. However, coming to know the South Islanders and New Zealanders I know that they are resilient 
and they will pull through and make the best of the very difficult set of circumstances that they are currently 
facing.  

We have had a very close relationship with Japan over the past 60 years. Much of Western Australia’s economic 
success has been built upon the Japanese economic miracle coming out of the horrible events of the early 1940s.  
Japan rebuilt itself into an economic powerhouse, and has been to a large degree responsible for Western 
Australia’s corresponding economic success. Our joint trading relationship has meant that both of us have 
prospered, one with the other.  

The friendliness of the Japanese people is unsurpassed. Their capability and organisational capacity is second to 
none in the world. If anyone can resolve to get through what they are currently going through, it is the people of 
Japan. I do not think anyone on the planet would have a better capacity to deal with what they are going through 
than the people of Japan. 

The images we saw from Japan were shocking. I heard someone on the radio talking about the images being as 
horrible to watch as those images of the World Trade Center collapsing 10 years ago. They were shocking 
images and they really brought home to us the scale, magnitude and sheer terror of the events that took place in 
Japan. As an event, as a single disaster, it is unsurpassed in our part of the world since the tsunami of late 2004.  

For this Parliament to send its best wishes to the people of both countries is a worthwhile thing to do, 
considering that we have that long and very friendly relationship with both countries. Our resolution is a symbol 
of the fact that all Western Australians feel what has happened in both those countries very deeply.  

MR B.J. GRYLLS (Central Wheatbelt — Leader of the National Party) [2.21 pm]: On behalf of my 
colleagues in the Parliamentary National Party, I, too, would like to support the motion put forward by the 
Premier and supported by the opposition today. With the advent of the mass media, these events that occur 
across the world are brought into our lounge rooms. My three-year-old son watches the news and is affected by 
these images and has many questions to ask about what is happening. No-one could deny the great tragedies that 
occurred in both New Zealand and Japan and how they were brought even closer to us by the images that were 



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY — Tuesday, 15 March 2011] 

 p1238b-1241a 
Mr Colin Barnett; Mr Eric Ripper; Mr Mark McGowan; Mr Brendon Grylls; Mrs Michelle Roberts 

 [4] 

beamed into our houses almost on a 24-hour basis. Our hearts go out to our close friends in New Zealand and 
Japan, both friends and family, and our tourism and business links. One of the great things about that friendship 
is that Australian expertise is on the ground in New Zealand and people are heading to Japan to assist where they 
can to help those countries in their hour of need, as we know they would help Australia if we needed help in our 
hour of need. We are now a global community. Western Australia, in particular, relies on that global community, 
and we are all affected by the tragedies that we have seen in the past couple of months. On behalf of the 
Parliamentary National Party, I repeat that we also support the motion before the house.  

MRS M.H. ROBERTS (Midland) [2.23 pm]: I would also like to extend my condolences to the people of New 
Zealand and Japan. The scenes that we have seen on television have been truly horrific and devastating. I 
certainly want to pass on my best wishes to everyone in both those countries. I also want to put on record 
everyone’s thanks for the work done by emergency services workers and other volunteers. It is amazing to see 
the amount of people who are prepared to volunteer their time and efforts. People in New Zealand have opened 
their homes to people who have lost their houses. I am in awe of the police, emergency services personnel, 
medical and health teams, urban search and rescue teams and the various volunteers who help out with food, 
accommodation and the day-to-day needs of people. Those people who go to these countries to offer medical 
assistance and help with urban search and rescue are faced with a very gruesome task. Certain scenes and images 
will be etched on their minds for the rest of their lives. I cannot thank those people enough for being prepared, 
ready, willing and able to give up their everyday life to go to scenes of devastation such as those we have seen 
on television in Japan and New Zealand and to help out and encounter those gruesome scenes, treating the living 
and the dead with dignity on behalf of all their families. I really do want to pay a heartfelt tribute to all the 
volunteers, including police, emergency services, health and medical personnel from Australia and other 
countries around the world, who help out when incidents such as this occur.  

The SPEAKER: Members, in order to support this motion, I ask that you stand and we observe a minute’s 
silence. 

Question passed, members standing.  
 


