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WITTENOOM CLOSURE BILL 2021 
Statement 

HON WILSON TUCKER (Mining and Pastoral) [6.35 pm]: I rise tonight to speak about Wittenoom. I understand 
and acknowledge that we have recently dealt with the Wittenoom Closure Bill 2021 in this place. I was away on 
urgent parliamentary business when the bill was being dealt with. As a single member, I find that I certainly need 
to choose my battles. However, I am compelled to speak on the issue for two reasons.  
Firstly, Wittenoom is in my electorate in the Mining and Pastoral Region; and, secondly, the more I dig into the 
history of Wittenoom, the more compelling the topic becomes. My initial reaction to the bill was one of, dare I say, 
scepticism and maybe a little bit of sadness for the destruction of this town. There is a lot of history there and I felt 
like it was a heavy-handed approach to completely flatten and bulldoze this town—effectively, sweeping over the 
history of Wittenoom. I also felt like the health advice compelling the destruction of this town was probably a little 
bit trumped up, and people who choose to go to Wittenoom do it under their own steam and volition. There is an 
element of appeal to Wittenoom, and I felt it was a little bit sad to flatten the town completely. I have since changed 
my position on the flattening of Wittenoom and on the bill. 

In the briefing I received, I learnt that there are three landowners left and one sole full-time resident, Lorraine Thomas. 
Lorraine was running the gem store—I think she still is. I was also told that these three landowners are being 
adequately compensated, which is good to hear for land that has effectively zero value; Wittenoom is effectively 
a ghost town. I understand that Lorraine, who was still living there, has chosen to ignore the health advice and is 
staying there under her own steam, which I respect. I originally tried to track down Lorraine Thomas. I felt it would 
be a fitting closure to the saga and to this bill to record Lorraine Thomas’s remarks regarding Wittenoom in Hansard 
for the public record. Obviously, Lorraine has a lot of history with the town, and she would certainly have something 
to say about the bill and the topic of Wittenoom itself. 

As members can expect, it is quite difficult to find Lorraine. I think short of actually flying or driving out to 
Wittenoom, it is probably next to impossible to contact Lorraine. But in my quest to speak to Lorraine Thomas, 
I came across another Lorraine who had history with Wittenoom. Lorraine Kember is an advocate for the education 
of, and public sentiment surrounding, mesothelioma, which is brought about by exposure to asbestos. Lorraine’s 
husband died of mesothelioma when he was 52. He was diagnosed 45 years after his original exposure to asbestos. 
Her husband Brian was seven years old when he spent seven months in Wittenoom. I think members here are 
familiar with photos of children playing in asbestos, covered in it head to foot. Brian, Lorraine’s husband, was one 
of those children. Lorraine shared a story with me of Brian playing in this asbestos, building a patty cake and 
sandcastles. It was everywhere, President. They had piles of it. They used it as windbreaks, and when the wind would 
come whipping through the town it would kick up the fibres, with people breathing it in every day. Forty-five years 
later Brian died of mesothelioma. When he was diagnosed he was told that he had three to nine months left to live. 
Within that time, he had 21 aspirations, and each time they drained 21 litres of fluid from his lungs. It is obviously 
a really terrible way to go; he was effectively drowning in the fluid generated from his lungs. It is a tragic and 
terrible disease. 

Lorraine describes this incident of Wittenoom and the mesothelioma that is prevalent in our community as the first 
wave. She talks about a potential second wave in WA. Asbestos was a wonder thing in the 1950s. It was used in 
a wide range of building materials. I think we are all familiar with the really ugly fencing made with asbestos and 
cement. It is fire resistant, and has a range of other properties that made it quite popular back in the day. Lorraine 
was saying that it has a half-life. It is deteriorating, and after about 70 years this material becomes very fibrous 
and starts breaking down. That is main component whittles away and we are left with asbestos fibres that can be 
very damaging. It just takes one fibre to be released to get into lungs and then mesothelioma can rear its ugly head 
later in life. 

I asked Lorraine for her thoughts on Wittenoom. Understandably, she was not very sympathetic for the town. She 
described it as a ghost town. She also spoke about some of the work that she is doing right now and her advocacy 
for this issue and awareness. We have regulations when we talk about the handling of asbestos, but I do not think 
it is very well known just how prevalent and widespread it is in the community. It was used very extensively in 
the 50s, and again it is reaching that half-life and deterioration phase. One fibre can be very deadly. In my quest 
to find the original Lorraine, Lorraine Thomas, I also had a conversation with the CEO of the Asbestos Diseases 
Society of Australia, Melita Markey. She is calling for a memorial in honour of Wittenoom to be built in Karijini. 
The Asbestos Australia website states that this memorial would be to acknowledge that for many people it is the home 
they loved, and were forced to leave, and is killing their loved ones and friends. With all the above considerations, 
ADSA respectfully suggests the next step should be to design and build sensitive, accessible and prominent 
memorials to Australia’s worst industrial disaster. These memorials would be a peaceful place where loved ones 
could visit, reflect and pay their respects; a formal acknowledgement of the Wittenoom workers and their families, 
unwittingly exposed in their desire to earn a living; a meaningful deterrent for those tempted to visit the region; 
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and, lastly, a reminder to corporations not to ignore the safety of the communities in which they operate. I thought 
this was a sensible suggestion. There is a Change petition online. I drew to Melita’s attention the wonderful new 
e-petitions that we have in Parliament and indicated I would be very happy to table that petition in the future. 

In closing, I have changed my mind on the Wittenoom Closure Bill and the issue of Wittenoom, and I support 
posthumously the bill that was before Parliament. 
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