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CORONAVIRUS — EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT 
Statement 

HON AARON STONEHOUSE (South Metropolitan) [5.19 pm]: I would like to make a quick, brief statement 
to make members aware of something that I learnt during the budget estimates hearings that I think is rather 
disturbing. Before I get there, I would like to first remind members of what seems to be the positions of the Premier 
and the new Leader of the Opposition, which is the view that we should be basing our COVID-19 response purely 
on the advice of the Chief Health Officer. These are comments made by the Premier time and time again that all 
decisions about COVID-19 are based on advice from the CHO. The new Leader of the Opposition has said that he 
will continue to follow the advice of the CHO without hesitation or equivocation. This is concerning to me because 
it has become quite clear, through questioning that I engaged in during budget estimates, that the Chief Health Officer 
is not passing on mental health advice to the State Disaster Council or the State Emergency Coordinator. In the advice 
that the CHO tabled, no mention is made of mental health considerations in the advice passed to the State Emergency 
Coordinator. That means that directions are being written, at least through the evidence I could get through budget 
hearings, seemingly without mental health advice being incorporated. I asked several questions. I asked questions of 
the Department of Health, the CHO himself, the Mental Health Commission, police, the Leader of the House and the 
Department of the Premier and Cabinet. All the answers I received seemed to imply that the Chief Health Officer 
receives all the advice, including mental health, economic and welfare advice, distils it all down, bundles it together and 
incorporates it into the advice that he passes on to the State Emergency Coordinator and the State Disaster Council. 
When we look at the written advice provided, we can see that that is clearly not the case. Unfortunately, I did not 
get a chance to go back and ask the Chief Health Officer whether that is true because he appeared first, before all 
those other agencies. That has me deeply concerned. To its credit, the government created the new role in June, 
I believe, of Chief Medical Officer, Mental Health. I commend the government for creating that role; it is fantastic. 
However, that officer sits at a much lower level buried beneath a Kafkaesque tapestry of bureaucracy—the 
Public Health Emergency Operations Centre, the State Welfare Incident Coordination Centre, the State Health 
Incident Coordination Centre, the State Disaster Council and the State Emergency Coordination Group—which 
are all various bureaucratic committees that report to various ministers, agencies and directors general. The mental 
health advice is clearly being lost in the mix. 
I asked questions of the government and various agencies and tried to confirm who sat on the highly secret 
State Disaster Council. It is rather interesting, Madam President; you will be aware, I am sure, that—I may get my 
acronyms confused, but this is part of my point—the committee created when a state of emergency is declared is 
the State Disaster Council, which sits concurrently with a subcommittee of cabinet. That means all the deliberations 
of the State Disaster Council are subject to cabinet confidentiality. We have no idea what goes on inside those 
meetings. I believe it may be by design; it may be intentional. Neither the Chief Medical Officer, Mental Health; 
the Chief Psychiatrist; nor the Commissioner for Mental Health have a seat at the State Disaster Council table. The 
government will say that it is because the director general of Health, the Minister for Mental Health or even the CHO 
has a seat at the council, so we do not need mental health professionals there giving up-to-date, minute-by-minute 
advice. I am sorry, but none of the people I just mentioned—the Minister for Mental Health, the director general 
or the CHO—are experts in that field. They are not. When advice is being given several layers down and a higher 
level public service is expected to relay the information to the SDC with the same level of urgency, the same 
professionalism, the same intimate knowledge of that subject matter that the Chief Medical Officer, Mental Health 
or the Chief Psychiatrist might be able to provide, I am sorry, but something is being lost here in translation. 
It is deeply concerning when people were confined to hotel quarantine, and, at least in the earlier stages, had no 
exercise, no fresh air or very little sunlight.  
People were contained in what could really be best described as solitary confinement. Mental health advice about 
what that might do to someone psychologically, emotionally and mentally was not being provided by the experts 
in that field to the State Emergency Coordinator. That is an absolute disaster. 
This comes on the heels of the Mental Health Commission recognising in its budget that there is an increased demand 
on suicide prevention services. We are looking down the barrel of a mental health crisis created by the government’s 
COVID-19 restrictions. It seems that the most important decision-makers are not receiving direct mental health 
advice about the decisions that they make for Western Australians. That is a disaster. 

I will wrap up shortly, but I go back to the statements made by the Premier and the Leader of the Opposition that they 
will follow the Chief Health Officer’s advice, whatever it is, without hesitation or equivocation, according to the 
Leader of the Opposition. That is an abdication of their responsibility. I am sorry, but we do not live in a technocracy. 
The bureaucrats do not run the show. We live in a representative democracy in which members of Parliament and, 
indeed, even the Premier are responsible to their electors and they need to consider all the factors. They need to 
consider what is best for health, clinical health, mental health, the economy and our society. They need to weigh up 
all these various factors and they need to exercise their own judgement. I am sorry, Mr Premier and Mr Leader of 
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the Opposition, but you do not get to hand off your responsibility to make tough decisions to unelected bureaucrats. 
If there are costs due to the mental health crisis that we are facing now, the government is going to have to answer 
the tough question: why was the Chief Medical Officer, Mental Health, the Chief Psychiatrist or the Mental Health 
Commissioner not in the room at the secret State Disaster Council meetings giving their up-to-date and frank advice 
when the decisions were made to lock down our state and subject people to social isolation? 
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