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RURAL AND REGIONAL WESTERN AUSTRALIA - FAILURE OF STATE GOVERNMENT 
Motion 

HON TOM STEPHENS (Mining and Pastoral - Leader of the Opposition) [11.17 am]:  I move - 
That this House - 
(1) Condemns the State Government for its failure to safeguard and improve the interests 

of rural and regional Western Australia and its misplaced priorities. 
(2) Calls on the Government to amend its policies and give priority to the delivery of core 

government services to all Western Australians, especially in the areas of health, 
education, community safety and public transport. 

Hon N.F. Moore:  And the belltower and the convention centre.  Is that core business? 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  I was going to come to that.  It is important for the Government to appreciate that the 
core responsibility of government should be to look after the interests of regional Western Australians.  A 
Government that fails to look after regional Western Australians fails in its duties.  To the extent that the Leader 
of the House has, by interjection, just highlighted an issue, he is highlighting a further reason that this House 
should pass the motion that I have moved.  Although he seems to have no problem with Governments being 
preoccupied with the central business district and the construction of belltowers in the Perth central business 
district, as soon as I point out to the House that there is a specific need in a regional part of Western Australia, 
core to the tourism industry on the Dampierland peninsula, for instance - a portfolio responsibility of this very 
minister - he seems to begrudge government diverting its attention and eyesight away from the CBD. 

Hon N.F. Moore:  Nobody is begrudging it; I am simply saying that you have to be consistent.  If we wanted to 
build this belltower in the Dampier peninsula, would you have agreed to it? 
The PRESIDENT:  Order!  The Leader of the House has the floor.  Let us have one speaker at a time.  
Hon TOM STEPHENS:  If the Government were interested in bolstering tourism in Western Australia - 
Hon N.F. Moore:  And it is.   

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Then it should display that interest by supporting those regional parts of Western 
Australia that also have needs.  When the Government squanders the resources of government, as it is doing 
currently by allocating funds to the construction of belltowers, tunnels, highways and convention centres in the 
central business district of the capital city, it is depriving the people in regional Western Australia of facilities for 
which they are legitimately entitled to reasonable support.  In the case the Leader of the House interjected about, 
we are talking about a church belltower attached to an old mission church in Beagle Bay that is already on the 
heritage list.  It is in desperate need of a conservation strategy that is bolstered by financial support from the 
Court Government.  To this point the Government has not been able to identify the funds it will be allocating to 
that project. 

Hon Derrick Tomlinson:  It fell down as a result of an act of God.  Dare you defy that? 
Hon TOM STEPHENS:  It appears to have fallen down in the face of a very heavy wet season this year. 
Hon Derrick Tomlinson:  I see - it was not an act of God. 
Hon E.R.J. Dermer:  When did God last advise Hon Derrick Tomlinson of his intentions? 
Hon Derrick Tomlinson:  This morning when I was speaking to him.  

Hon N.F. Moore:  Did you say that he had some obligation to fix it? 

The PRESIDENT:  Order, members! 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  By way of background, that belltower was constructed after the arrival of the German 
palatine priests on 8 May 1901.  In working with the local Aboriginal people and the Filipino pearl divers, they 
constructed a belltower using the bricks and limestone they gathered from local materials.  They did not have 
cement, but a material that, after nearly 100 years and in the face of one of the heaviest wet seasons the region 
has ever known, has seen the demise of the belltower. 

Hon Derrick Tomlinson:  It sounds like it stood for 100 years by an act of God. 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  It could well have done. 

Hon Ken Travers:  One wonders whether the belltower in Barrack Street was built by an act of God, because I 
always thought it was built by Richard Court. 
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Hon Derrick Tomlinson:  No.  That was in response to a gift to your previous Government, about which you did 
nothing. 

The PRESIDENT:  Order, members!  Perhaps Hon Ken Travers and Hon Derrick Tomlinson might step outside 
and work out the history of the belltower.   

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  My response to that series of interjections is that regional Western Australia is entitled 
to a fair crack from the Government of the day.  It does not get that support from this Government, and that is 
illustrated in a number of ways, not the least of which has just been highlighted by the Leader of the House.   

I have listed a number of issues that can be canvassed in this motion.  However, I will start by picking out the 
first of those issues - health.  On 12 September I received a faxed letter from the township of Halls Creek in the 
Kimberley region.  The letter was addressed to me by a longstanding resident of that town, Mrs Susan 
McGlasson, who has sent me copies of several letters that she has sent to the Minister for Health, Hon John Day, 
over a recent period.  She is concerned about health services for the entire Kimberley region and is in the process 
of forming a community action group to try to resolve and improve some of these issues.  She is of the very firm 
belief that some patients are receiving less than adequate care and need their concerns addressed.  This letter is 
dated 30 July, and I will quite appropriately draw it to the attention of the House.  It states -  

I am one of the faceless and nameless recipients of Health Services in Halls Creek, and it is with some 
concern that I write to you today.  It probably won’t be eloquence that holds your attention, but it may 
be that plain, old-fashioned, hard headed commonsense might make some slight difference to our 
current situation here.   

For some two years now we here in the community have seen deterioration in the quality and style of 
the delivery of health services to Halls Creek . . . I am now of the belief that this will continue to be a 
state of crisis.   

We constantly have a parade of new faces at the Hospital.  All of the nurses in the last 18 months are 
continuing to be recruited from Agencies, at a huge cost to the hospital.  At best the present terms of 
service seem to be an average of six to eight weeks.  This involves the cost of a flight in and out of 
Halls Creek of around $1700 each time we change a member of staff.  Therefore the costs of these 
flights for one position on average in any one fiscal year is around $12,000 to $14,600 per annum.  
Multiply this by perhaps 10 positions within the Hospital, it is in excess of $100,000 per annum.  Add 
to this the extra agency fees of approximately $500 per week for one staff member, multiply this by 
perhaps 6 agency staff in the hospital at any one time and suddenly $162,240 additional costs appear.  
What could we do with $250,000 per annum to encourage long term staff recruitment, in the form of 
salary and conditions incentives?    

It continues -  

It would appear that to recruit nursing staff for longer periods of time, preferably six to twelve months 
would be far more economical.  However to do this living conditions and terms of employment may 
have to be reviewed.  I was invited to two homes of nursing staff recently on a social level, and I can 
tell you that I wouldn’t expect my own staff to live in those circumstances.  Both people had been told 
that the unit would be furnished and had everything required.   

There had been work done on the quarters recently, however the furniture was old and the beds had to be 
replaced.  One had no bedding at all, not even a blanket.  The spare rooms, which she is expected to use to house 
other health workers upon occasion, has only bed frames, but no mattresses, and she has been denied the means 
to get them.  There were no window coverings on the bedroom windows.  The security doors were broken and 
there were no keys, and no recourse to keys and repairs.  In a town where security is paramount, this alone is 
appalling.  There have been many occasions in my own home where I have found people . . . standing within my 
home, and I have been alone.  These women, living alone, have the right to feel secure, and indeed this state of 
affairs in the homes located off the hospital grounds may well leave the Health Services at risk of litigation 
should anything happen, and result in a costly legal action and a loss of confidence in the ability of the Health 
Services to honour their Duty of Care to their staff.   

Why, asks Mrs McGlasson of the Minister for Health.  She also indicates that the local staff have been told that 
no funds will be spent on the basic facilities required for the staff and patients.  There are no biscuits or bread 
and there is no margarine in the fridge for the staff to use on either the patients’ bread or their own bread.  I 
continue - 

Of course, should Health Services manage to retain one person for twelve months and save $11,050 in 
air fares, they could actually afford to put 62 tubs of margarine in the fridge there every week. . .  
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John F Kennedy was to deliver a speech at Dallas, which said in part:  “Leadership and learning are 
indispensable to each other.  The advancement of learning depends on community leadership for 
financial and political support -- and the products of that learning, in turn, are essential to the 
leadership’s hopes for continued progress and prosperity”.   

If we, as a community, continue to fail to have continuity of service and skills the Health Service fails 
in its duty of care to us, as the recipients of that care.  A constant revolving door of personnel only 
results in a lack of long term knowledge of patients, systems cannot be maintained to standard, due to 
the lack of time for orientation and training.  Any business, which does not retain the services of key 
personnel, suffers, and the Health Services are no different.  I am sure there must be some cases 
“slipping through the cracks” due to this lack of skilling and training. 

Mrs McGlasson has considerable experience operating a business in the Kimberley region.  No doubt she is 
appalled at the way the Government is maladministering the Health Department at the local level.  She 
continues -  

At present there is no child care nurse at Community Health.  I cannot tell you the names of most of the 
nursing staff at the hospital, and I know of many people who have been turned away from the hospital 
doors.  I also know that we have concerns with regard to confidentiality and the quality of patient care.  
We as a community have voted with our feet and considerable numbers have taken to visiting the 
Aboriginal Medical Service for their care, which may indeed save the hospital considerable sums of 
money.  However at some time someone who presents at the hospital will have a serious concern and be 
refused treatment, again a litigation concern.  The rest of us would just prefer to crawl over broken 
glass. 

She again asks why?  It is not a rhetorical question but one with considerable feeling for the alarming 
developments that are occurring within the local Halls Creek community as a result of the Government's neglect 
of these issues.  She writes about a nursing staff member who was allocated by an agency to the area on a short-
term basis.  That person was allocated time off, again leaving the community without nursing staff.  She asks - 

Where is the co-ordination between the Support services and the Nursing management. . . Unless staff 
with appropriate skills are recruited and maintained, then surely it is a waste of senior management 
resources, and professional discourtesy to bring them here and render them impotent, all bad financial 
decisions in any business.  Team Building and skills management are essential criteria for any 
successful financial venture, yet our hospital cannot attract highly skilled staff to work in anarchy, and, 
believe me, the word is out.   

Why?   

There is a two bedroom unit on the hospital grounds, which appears to be constantly vacant.  If we have 
trouble attracting staff and have security issues with off-grounds accommodation, Why is this not 
utilised. . .  

We are an isolated community.  There are no facilities here for entertainment, aside from the hotel.  We 
have no swimming pool, no theatre, no bookshop.  As the town Travel agent, I am aware of the costs 
and the lack of connecting flights for people in emergency situations, trying to reach family and friends, 
often involving two to three days travel to reach home.  

She writes that nursing staff may not leave the town for a weekend’s respite, despite the use of a car.  She says 
they are restricted to trips of 40 kilometres a week unless they get permission from the health system.  She asks -  

Is it policy to employ highly trained, skilled, managerial staff and treat them like children?   

In those circumstances, it is no wonder it is difficult to recruit professionals to the area.  I quote again - 

In the not so distant past in my sixteen years here, there was a strong and interactive health service, with 
the staff of the hospital being strongly involved with the community and we with them.  This took the 
form of friendships, and business associations.  There was always a welcome here.  This is our duty of 
care to them.  Should this mean fixing someone’s security door on Sunday morning so she can feel safe, 
this is our duty of care.  Why spend a quarter of a million dollars on staff who are not encouraged to 
become part of the community they serve?  When the recent rodeo ball was run by a few members of 
the hospital staff, (with our thanks) they were actively discouraged.  

I presume it is the health system that discourages that level of community involvement.  She continues -  

If we could save the flight costs for 6 personnel in a year, some $66,000, the Health Services could 
afford one or two extra staff members, or to pay for a night orderly to provide security for nursing staff 
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on night duty.  Perhaps even employ someone to drive the ambulance at night instead, or pay for an 
extra PATS clerk or secretarial staff member, to relieve pressure on the nursing staff.   

She writes that no financial support was provided to fix the high frequency radio or to ensure that staff were 
trained in the use of this facility, a necessity in remote communities.  Mrs McGlasson considered writing to 
several people about several of the issues, but decided to include them all in one submission.  She writes that a 
line of poetry summarises the way she feels -  

“I have been too far out all my life,  

Not waving, but drowning”. 

The feeling in the Halls Creek community in the face of this Government's health policies is that they are no 
longer able to swim. 

In another letter to the Minister for Health, she lists security problems experienced by the local hospital and the 
premises in which the staff are expected to live.  She says there are no security locks or padlocks on the gates, 
and the hospital is effectively a public thoroughfare.  The accommodation provided to staff is similarly lacking 
in security.  She describes a government house in which the furnishing is nowhere near the standard required by 
a professional person.  I quote -  

. . . with only a chair in the second room and 2 bed frames in the third room.  The fourth bedroom is an 
addition to the back verandah, with a deadlock, which is accessed by leaving the house proper, and 
walking across the back verandah.  That has nothing in it at all.   

She still has no security locks on her screen doors, however I will be providing these myself in the next 
day. 

Why are Health Service support staff ignoring these problems?   

She provided the minister with a series of photographs that portray the poor state of the grounds, and in the letter 
expresses her concern that staff of the Health Department must live in these circumstances.  She asks -  

How can we expect highly motivated, highly qualified and skilled people to stay when they can’t be 
sure of their personal safety? How can we expect them to work without the support of the 
Administration staff? 

She wrote yet another letter to the Minister for Health.  I have not been provided with a reply; I do not know 
whether it has been answered.  She writes -  

Halls Creek Hospital has lost yet another Director of Nursing.  I had high hopes for this particular 
person, and believed that we had someone of calibre who was prepared to put in the hard yards for the 
community here. 

From the beginning she was set up to fail, and this will continue to be the case for any succeeding her, 
should the current situation in the Health Service continue.  

Halls Creek is the ultimate loser in this situation, with a less than satisfactory service available where 
there is a high turnover of staff, and no continuity.  Where there is no team building, there is no skilling, 
and temporary staff have proved uncaring of the community in the past. 

She is referring to people who are going in and out on private nursing agency appointments, as is the case in so 
many towns.   

 It would appear that no one who wishes to make change or improvement may apply.  Indeed it appears 
they must promise only to maintain the current status quo, however low, and not make waves. 

 The current crisis in health care in the Kimberley begs the question:  why have their been 15 Directors 
of Nursing between 5 hospitals in the last three years, and a turnover of 300% in nursing staff?  Could 
this current system of management have a fatal flaw? 

She goes on to ask why work needed to look after the needs of health staff takes months and why the basic issues 
of hygiene within the local hospital and health system cannot be addressed by additional resources.  She 
describes the recent exodus of doctors and senior nursing staff as continuing.  It fills me, her and the rest of the 
community with great concern.  Mrs McGlasson continues -  

 Because I feel so strongly that our communities are being short-changed in Health care . . . . 

As a result, she is moving to establish a community action group across the Kimberley region.  She makes the 
point - 
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 Those who cannot learn from history are doomed to repeat it.  I would like to change that scenario, and 
am resolved to do so.  We, the community, are the losers here.  We continue to lose gifted clinicians, 
highly qualified managers, respected in their professions, and we finish with glorified nursing posts.  Is 
it the intention of the Health Service to cease using Directors of Nursing and transfer all managerial 
duties to the Health Service Managers?  

Mrs McGlasson’s letter is illustrative of experience within the small community of Halls Creek.  Regrettably, the 
Halls Creek community is no orphan in this respect.   

There are five issues on which I believe Mrs McGlasson has a legitimate right to have urgent answers.  I believe 
the Government should respond to them in this debate.  I ask the minister to respond to Mrs McGlasson’s 
concerns, specifically, whether it is true that in the Kimberley 15 directors of nursing had left from five hospitals 
in the past three years and that there is a turnover of around 300 per cent in nursing staff?  Is it correct that up to 
$162 240 of much-needed health funding has effectively been diverted from the Halls Creek health service to 
flying in short-term agency personnel rather than allocating the funds and attracting permanent hospital staff 
locally?  Can the minister detail what steps are being taken to attract permanent hospital staff to the Halls Creek 
hospital?  For the benefit of people in other remote towns, not only within the Kimberley region but also more 
widely across the State, what steps are being taken to attract permanent hospital staff to those communities?  Is 
the minister aware that the accommodation the Government provides to new nursing staff in Halls Creek has no 
mattresses, no window coverings, broken security screens and doors without locks?  If the minister is aware, 
what is he doing about it?  If he is not aware, why is he not?  As the issues have been raised by Mrs McGlasson 
and by me in this House there is all the more reason why the issues should be tackled without further delay.  
What funding will the minister provide to ensure that nursing staff facilities are improved so that staff are not 
vulnerable and unable to secure their accommodation and also some of the local health facilities? 

The House has heard me speak of other situations in regional parts of Western Australia where there is a 
desperate requirement for the needs of health services to obtain the undivided attention of the Government.  Too 
often over the past seven and half years of this Government's term in office we have seen a distracted 
Government focus on issues that are not related to the core responsibilities of government.  It has been distracted 
by issues that are nothing more than diversions from the main game.  It is ideologically driven in many cases:  
Agendas of privatisation, outsourcing, downsizing and running away from government responsibilities.  It 
somehow expects that people in regional parts of Western Australia will be able to survive.  In the face of that, 
they are not surviving.  As a result, they are experiencing the disquiet which is powerfully expressed here by Mrs 
McGlasson and which deserves urgent attention and response.  The Government would be better off allocating 
funds to the health services rather than rushing to complete its belltower project in Perth or rushing to allocate 
$110m of taxpayers' funds on a convention centre in Perth.  Instead of giving away to the convention centre 
project $75m worth of real estate that is owned by the people of Western Australia, the Government should start 
spending taxpayers' resources in areas of need.  It should spend in the areas of real and acute need, which 
includes regional Western Australia.  Only yesterday, in the Kimberley region, a coroner's report to the 
Government made findings that there is a desperate need for a shake up in the way that mental health services 
are provided to the region.  The coroner called on the Government to embark upon a review to provide an 
improved delivery of mental health services to the Kimberley region.  It is not only the Kimberley region that 
needs a shake up.   

In the view of many - and I presume submissions were made to this effect to the coroner from local people - the 
Government has failed to adequately resource mental health services so they have the wherewithal to respond to 
the individual needs of people within local and remote communities in the regional areas of Western Australia.  
The Minister for Health and the Government seem distracted.  As a result, people are experiencing unmet needs 
and are feeling aggrieved.  I can understand why one gets conservative members of local communities 
expressing outrage about the current Government's policies across a whole range of issues. 

In the Gascoyne region people plead with the Government to resolve the health needs of the area.  They want the 
Government to respond with an appropriate patient assistance travel scheme that adequately looks after the needs 
of patients being transferred to hospitals and specialists.  Patients need to benefit from specialist medical and 
health services in Perth or towns near where they live. 

We also hear the pleas of these communities for improved hospital services to look after the needs of patients in 
towns like Carnarvon, Exmouth and Meekatharra and for improved services at the nursing posts and hospital 
facilities in the Murchison, Gascoyne and Pilbara regions.  The people in those regions are understandably angry 
by the failure of the Government to support those services.   

I was pleased recently to revisit the township of Mt Magnet and to see that, following my own strident 
representations that I have made in this place about how its hospital and health facilities had been neglected, the 
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Mt Magnet Health Centre had finally received some attention.  Improved facilities had finally been put in place 
in that centre.  It had finally received a functioning defibrillator, an improved communication system for the 
nursing staff in their emergency treatment room, and additional systems and facilities to support the observations 
of the dedicated local staff.  That came about not by the normal flow of much needed resources into the local 
community but in response to an awful tragedy, the loss of life, in that local centre over a year ago.  There was a 
fear that that loss of life occurred because a defibrillator at the centre simply did not function properly.  
Following that death a coronial inquiry was held.  As a result, a flow of resources went to support the needs of 
the local nursing and medical staff in that community.  It is good that the community now has those resources. 

Hon E.R.J. Dermer:  What a price to pay. 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Indeed, what a price to pay.  The Government responded by providing those resources 
only after the tragedy.  I do not find that reality to be acceptable to the regional communities.  In that case the 
coroner found that the heart attack was so severe and dramatic that a functioning defibrillator would have been 
unlikely to have revived the patient.  Fortunately, that was accepted and understood by the family.  The finding 
was well appreciated by the dedicated nursing staff, who were horrified by their experience.   

Hon E.R.J. Dermer:  Providentially, that man’s sacrifice was needed for the community to be provided with that 
service.  

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  It was a woman.  Providentially is exactly right.  The woman who died was a great 
artist whose work was highly regarded.  It would appear that even with a functioning defibrillator she would not 
have survived her experience.  It was an awful experience for the community to be put through.  Fortunately, 
however, her loss of life has led to a flow of resources into that community.  How many more places exist in this 
State that do not get the attention they deserve from this Government?  The Government is distracted from its 
core responsibilities.  It is preoccupied with so many ephemeral and non-core functions, such as driving its 
philosophical agenda and protecting ministers who are not doing their jobs across a range of portfolios, and not 
only for the areas of health, education, community safety and public transport.  This Government is distracted 
from its responsibilities.   

The media is full of the coverage of the failure of the Minister for Fair Trading to respond to and discharge his 
ministerial duty concerning the finance broking issues.  Regrettably, his failure is simply the tip of the iceberg.  
Ministers across the board have their eyes off the ball.  I am afraid to have to tell the House that there are many 
areas where the needs of the community are growing and their problems are simply increasing while the 
Government fiddles.  That adds to the recognition by the community of Western Australia that the Government 
will not and cannot rise to the challenge and overcome its ideological blind spots.  The community realises that 
there is an urgent need for the people to have a chance to throw the current Government out of office and elect a 
Government that will bring the important issues back into focus.   

Hon N.F. Moore:  It is extraordinary that the member should talk about that.  

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Not at all.  The Gallop-led administration will focus on the areas of health, education, 
community safety and public transport. 

Hon N.F. Moore:  Where will the money come from for those services, on which this Government has already 
spent record dollars?  

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  If the Government has not given it all away in the meantime and if it has not signed off 
on the $110m for the convention centre before the election, I can guarantee that that $110m will be available 
for - 

Hon N.F. Moore:  Will you not sign a contract if one is not signed before the election and you happen to win?  

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Absolutely not.  . . .  

Hon N.F. Moore:  Is that a core promise?  I am asking you because you are the one who is telling me you are so 
proper.  If the contract is not signed and the Labor Party should win the election, will you not sign it?  

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  The Minister for Tourism knows that is the case:  $110m of tax payers’ funds will not 
be spent by a Labor Government - 

Hon N.F. Moore:  On a convention and exhibition centre and soccer stadium?   

Point of Order 

Hon E.R.J. DERMER:  The debate would be advanced if the Leader of the House allowed the Leader of the 
Opposition to get in a word edgeways.   
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The PRESIDENT:  The member is right; whether it is a valid point of order is another matter.  The Leader of the 
House and the Leader of the Opposition appear to me to be engaged in some constructive dialogue.  

Debate Resumed 

Hon TOM STEPHENS:  Anyone who is familiar with the regional parts of Western Australia will understand the 
seriousness of the situation with which we are faced; that is, that it is absolutely imperative that this Government 
get back to its core responsibilities in its remaining weeks and months.  For all of those reasons I commend this 
motion to the House.   

HON N.F. MOORE (Mining and Pastoral - Leader of the House) [11.59 am]:  I have about one moment before 
the hour expires. 

The PRESIDENT:  Order!  The Leader of the House has no moments left as I am about to advise the House that, 
one hour having lapsed since the commencement of the House, the Leader of the House will require leave if this 
matter is to continue. 

Leave denied. 

Debate adjourned, pursuant to standing orders. 
 


