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SHARK DRUM LINE PROGRAM — ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION AUTHORITY REPORT 

668. Mr M. McGOWAN to the Premier: 
I refer to today’s determination by the Environmental Protection Authority on the Premier’s flawed drum line 
policy, in which it rejected it outright. Will the Premier now withdraw this flawed, failed, unacceptable, 
dangerous and ill-considered policy? 

Mr C.J. BARNETT replied: 
My understanding is that the Environmental Protection Authority did bring down its decision at two o’clock this 
afternoon. I have yet to have the opportunity to read it in detail, but I — 

Mr C.J. Tallentire: You’ve had it for three days. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: I have not had it for three days. It has been given to the minister. 

The SPEAKER: Members, just let the Premier answer the question! 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: I am broadly aware of the decision. I have to say that I am disappointed, but I respect and 
accept the decision of the EPA. People need to understand the nature of the decision. The EPA has made it clear 
that the scientific evidence is inconclusive — 

Mr B.S. Wyatt: So you did read it! 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: No, I have not read it; I am aware of it. I have not seen the report. 
Mr P.B. Watson interjected. 

The SPEAKER: Member for Albany! 
Mr C.J. BARNETT: Are members interested in the decision or not? 
Several members interjected. 
The SPEAKER: Member for member for West Swan, I call you to order for the second time. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: I have not read the decision itself, but I am broadly aware of it, so I can comment on it. 

Mr P.B. Watson interjected. 

The SPEAKER: Member for Albany, I call you to order for the second time. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: Although I am disappointed with the EPA decision made at the highest level of 
environmental assessment, and I will explain why, I nevertheless accept the decision. The EPA in looking at this 
matter considered, obviously, the evidence available for and against the use of drum lines. It basically concluded 
that the evidence was inconclusive. In fact, there was very little evidence either way. Also on that basis, the EPA 
stated that it would err on the side of caution, I guess, and therefore ruled against the use of drum lines. 
However, it said very much so that there was a lack of conclusive evidence. I just want to note — 
Mr P. Papalia: Having not read it, you just want to conclude! 
Mr C.J. BARNETT: I think the significant thing for people in Western Australia to consider is not only the 
decision of the — 
Ms M.M. Quirk interjected. 

The SPEAKER: Member for Girrawheen, I call you to order for the first time. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: The EPA has also made it clear that its charter, its responsibility, under the act is to judge 
on environmental conditions—in this case the marine environment. The white shark in particular, although not 
designated as endangered, is certainly designated as a vulnerable species and also a migratory species, and 
therefore impacts potentially on other habitats around the world. 
Several members interjected. 
Mr C.J. BARNETT: Mr Speaker, I am trying to the best of my ability to answer a question on what I would 
have thought is a serious issue. 
That is the nature under which the EPA operates and it ruled accordingly. The first observation I would make is 
that I find it extraordinary in the greater labyrinth of environmental law that the catching of sharks, particularly 
white sharks, is apparently to be prohibited in Western Australia, and yet sanctioned in New South Wales and 
Queensland. I find that quite extraordinary. 
Several members interjected. 
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Mr C.J. BARNETT: The vulnerable species of the great white is the same shark whether it swims along the 
west coast or the east coast—yet different rules apply. 

Mr C.J. Tallentire interjected. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: I am trying to answer the question.  

The SPEAKER: Member for Gosnells, I call you to order for the first time. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: The Environmental Protection Authority has also made it clear that its responsibility is to 
judge on the environment and particularly a vulnerable species, and I accept that. The EPA also makes it clear 
that public safety—the safety of beachgoers, surfers and divers—is not its responsibility. The balancing of public 
safety and environmental conditions falls to the government—to the Minister for Environment and me as 
Premier. The EPA makes no comment about public safety. 

Several members interjected. 

The SPEAKER: Member for Albany, I call you to order for the third time. 

Mr S.K. L’Estrange interjected. 

The SPEAKER: Member for Churchlands, I call you to order for the first time. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: We have the EPA’s advice, which I accept, but it is up to the government to deal with 
public safety issues. 

Several members interjected. 

The SPEAKER: Member for Butler, I call you to order for the second time. We are just wasting time with me 
jumping up all the time. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: On public safety, as I said previously, I could not ignore that we have had seven fatalities 
from shark attacks in three years. That is unprecedented and I cannot ignore that reality. The issue of public 
safety and the balancing of environmental protection and public safety falls to the government and to me as 
Premier, not to the EPA. I think one can make a distinction here. In response to those seven fatalities, the state 
government introduced a very broad $22 million program. Probably the most expensive and significant parts of 
the program were switching from fixed-wing aeroplane to helicopter patrols, dramatically increasing the 
frequency and duration of patrols along Perth beaches, and the introduction of a similar service in the south west 
from Bunbury through to Margaret River. That has had a profound effect. We have also funded surf clubs with 
jet skis and all sorts of equipment, and apps have been set up. There has been a whole range of measures 
including the trial of a swimming enclosure at Dunsborough, which has proved to be very successful. We are 
about to receive a report on that. Looking at the two areas, and I am a layperson, even the EPA says there is very 
little scientific evidence — 
Ms R. Saffioti interjected. 
Mr C.J. BARNETT: What is the member upset about? I am providing a very detailed answer, I would have 
thought. 
Several members interjected. 
The SPEAKER: Members! 
Mr C.J. BARNETT: I am making comments about how the government is going to tackle this issue. The 
beaches along Perth are essentially straight-line beaches with an open coastline, so aerial surveillance is very, 
very effective. The beaches are well manned and womaned, if you like, by surf clubs, which have been better 
equipped and trained, and have been great partners with the government. My understanding of sharks is very 
limited. 
Several members interjected. 
The SPEAKER: Member for West Swan, you are talking across to somebody behind you. 
Mr C.J. BARNETT: I would think that most of the migratory behaviour of sharks is to swim north in winter 
and south in summer. They are transitory, migrating through the area. The helicopter patrols have identified large 
numbers of sharks. The sharks have been spotted and swimmers and surf clubs have been warned and beaches 
have been evacuated. It has been effective. I think we are very close to the point of being able to say that 
swimmers along Perth beaches are probably as safe as they can reasonably be. My preference would have been 
to have drum lines for one more year through a full year on Perth beaches, but that probably will not be possible 
now. In contrast, the south west beaches, particularly around Dunsborough, the capes region and even Albany 
have very different conditions and very different shark behaviour. 
Several members interjected. 
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The SPEAKER: Member for Albany, you are on three now. I am not going to go into it. Can you just truncate 
this answer, please. 
Mr C.J. BARNETT: If I may, Mr Speaker, I think it is very important and the public of Western Australian is 
interested in this. 
In the south west there is anecdotal evidence and physical evidence from tagging that large sharks stay in one 
vicinity for an extended period. In Albany, one very large white shark has been tagged over 150 times. It has not 
left the area. Those types of situations are a threat. 
Mr P. Papalia interjected. 
The SPEAKER: Member for Warnbro, I call you to order for the first time. 
Mr C.J. BARNETT: In conclusion, it is my judgement, and it is only a judgement because there is not a lot of 
evidence either way, that Perth beaches are pretty well safe. They are as safe as we can reasonably make them. 
I cannot in all honesty say that I believe that beaches in the south west of the state are safe. I cannot say that. 
There is nothing to convince me that despite patrols the beaches in the south west are safe. 
Mr P. Papalia interjected. 
The SPEAKER: Member for Warnbro, I call you to order for the second time. 
Mr C.J. BARNETT: That is the issue that the government has to deal with. I cannot look people in the south 
west in the face and say, “Your beaches are safe; your diving and surfing conditions are safe”, because I do not 
believe that they are. Most of the fatalities and most of the sightings of large great whites have been close in to 
areas where families swim. We are going into the summer school holidays and those beaches will be crowded 
with children swimming and young kids out surfing. That is the public safety issue that this government has to 
deal with. 
To conclude, the decision has been made and it is very unlikely that the state government will appeal that 
decision, but we will have to rethink how we can try to provide greater protection for beachgoers in the south 
west of the state, and that is what we will do. How do we deal with a large white shark or other shark species that 
stays in a popular swimming area for repeated periods? That is the problem that we face. 
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