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CORONAVIRUS — HEALTH SYSTEM RESPONSE 
Statement by Minister for Health 

MR R.H. COOK (Kwinana — Minister for Health) [2.10 pm]: I rise to update members of the house on the 
continued efforts to minimise the impact of novel coronavirus—COVID-19—in Western Australia. This is 
a constantly evolving situation with an increasingly heightened level of community concern. I have declared a public 
health state of emergency for the whole of Western Australia, following advice from the Chief Health Officer. 
This gives WA’s Chief Health Officer additional powers to manage this public health emergency, including 
quarantining people and directing other public authorities to assist in managing the emergency. 

The department is implementing new testing protocols for all healthcare workers, and any healthcare worker who 
has a fever and respiratory illness will be treated as a suspect case. The testing regime in the state was disrupted 
late last week when the Department of Health was advised that there was an issue with supplying reagents for 
COVID-19 testing. With an increasing number of Western Australians presenting for testing, it was necessary to 
tighten the testing process. We have not changed the criteria as nationally recommended but have sought to ensure 
those attending can verify the prerequisite condition of overseas travel or contact with a positive case. People will 
now be tested only if they have a fever and/or respiratory symptoms such as shortness of breath, a cough or sore 
throat and documented evidence of: overseas travel in the last 14 days, with a boarding pass, flight booking or 
airline bag tag with name and date of travel; or, close contact of a confirmed COVID-19 case, providing the name 
of the case; or, are a healthcare worker. 

Although our efforts to date in WA have been focused on containing the virus, there is now more emphasis on 
preparing for the prospect of community spread and COVID-19 cases who may become seriously ill and need 
hospitalisation. The Department of Health is working hard to procure the additional equipment needed, putting 
resourcing and staffing plans in place and working out hospital capacity to deal with a potential outbreak in the 
community. This includes prioritising the sourcing of personal protective equipment, particularly masks, which are 
in short supply worldwide. WA has successfully procured other key items of medical equipment, which is currently 
en route, including ventilators, humidifiers, life support machines and sensitive air filtering masks for intensive 
care unit staff. Ventilators and humidifiers are vital to treat patients with severe respiratory conditions and will be 
essential in caring for WA’s most seriously ill COVID-19 cases. The department is also prioritising modelling of 
our hospital capacity, which will be overlaid with staffing availability. This information should be available later 
in the week; however, it is expected that the state’s 127 adult ICU beds can be doubled to increase capacity. We 
know that we have challenging times ahead as we face this evolving situation and we will continue to take whatever 
measures are necessary to best protect the community of Western Australia. We will continue to work together to 
meet this challenge and to work alongside our health professionals to mitigate what is the biggest public health 
issue of our lifetime. 
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