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EDUCATION AND HEALTH STANDING COMMITTEE 
Seventh Report — “Annual Report 2014–15” — Tabling 

DR G.G. JACOBS (Eyre) [11.09 am]: I present for tabling the seventh report of the Education and 
Health Standing Committee titled “Annual Report 2014–15”. I table the papers and the report to Parliament. 

[See paper 3679.] 

Dr G.G. JACOBS: Mr Acting Speaker (Mr P. Abetz), I would ask, if I may, for your indulgence to spend a few 
minutes acknowledging the difficulties that the Esperance region has been through in the devastating fires of the 
past week, and to send my condolences to the family of Kym Curnow; and to the families of Julia from 
Germany, Anna from Norway and Tom from the United Kingdom—backpackers who were caught and perished 
in those fires. About 75 000 hectares of cropping land was destroyed, which was a bumper crop; the fires moved 
at 25 kilometres an hour; the telecommunications were challenging; and 4 500 livestock and many kilometres of 
fencing were lost. 

I congratulate both the volunteer fire office workers and firefighters as well as the Department of Fire and 
Emergency Services. Three fronts of fires were burning at the one time. One was at Cascade–Scaddan. The other 
was at Merivale Road, which was very close to town, and threatened us on Wednesday and significantly came 
within two kilometres of the town. Of course there was a very big fire in Cape Arid National Park. As the 
members of the community move from shock, grief and even anger, they are working very hard together to 
support each other. Esperance was founded on a pioneer spirit in the mid-1950s. Second and third generation 
people in Esperance still indeed have that pioneering spirit and are all willing to help out. 

It would be remiss of me not to congratulate the Shire of Esperance for all the work that it has done to not only 
help fight the fires, but also support the community. No doubt we have much work to do over time in the 
recovery process. If any member of this place has an opportunity to contribute in any way to the relief and 
recovery of the Esperance residents, it would be gratefully received. I thank you, Mr Acting Speaker, for that 
indulgence. 

I turn to our annual report. I believe that we have been a very hardworking and constructive committee. We have 
had an extremely busy and productive year. The committee’s main focus during 2014–15 was its inquiry into the 
mental health of fly in, fly out workers in Western Australia. This was not a topic that the committee members 
thought up; it was a topic that we were commissioned by this place to inquire into. Parliament therefore thought 
it a significant matter into which we should inquire. 

The issue had been widely reported in the media as a number of young men had taken their life while they were 
engaged in FIFO work. None was as moving as the case of Rhys Connor, who rang his dad from a Pilbara 
mining site and said, “Dad, I’m not coping.” Dad said, “If you’re not coping, son, go and talk to your work’s 
foreman.” He said, “Dad, I can’t do that. If I go and do that, I’ll lose my job.” His dad, Peter, pleaded with him 
over the phone to go and talk to his foreman. Peter said, “I’ll talk to the foreman. Let me ring up the foreman and 
I’ll talk to him.” Rhys said, “No, dad, don’t do that. I’ll get the window seat.” The window seat in FIFO parlance 
is the seat on a plane back home to Perth after someone loses their job. 

In every part of our inquiry when we listened to people and to officers from agencies, it was obvious that the 
issue was not a political issue; it was one about that unfortunate situation with Rhys who went on to lose his life 
through suicide, and leave that situation with his family and parents. Peter and Anita very bravely appeared 
before us at the inquiry and recounted their story. In our decision on this issue, it did not matter which political 
side members were aligned with, we just focused on the plight of Rhys Connor and his family. We did that right 
from the get-go. When we talked to WorkSafe Western Australia, mines safety officers, the 
Department of Mines and Petroleum and all the agencies that deal with occupational health and safety, there was 
a very clear feeling that the jurisdiction for such an investigation was blurred between the agencies. 

It did not matter whether it was construction or operations, a liquefied natural gas plant or another form of 
mining operation, there was the distinct possibility that the initiation of an investigation of a death in the FIFO 
space dropped down between the cracks. The jurisdictions of WorkSafe and the Department of Mines and 
Petroleum are blurred about whether the investigation is in the jurisdiction of construction, LNG or an 
operational mine. The jurisdictions of those different organisations are different. Straightaway, right from the 
get-go, we thought: hang on, we could drop down between the cracks. Even more than that is the work safety 
philosophy that the case of a worker on the tools is covered and investigated, but the case of a worker not on the 
tools and back in their donga at night—be it on or off the mining tenement but close to the mining operation—is 
not investigated. We maintain that if they are not investigated, the agencies would not know whether the 
situation was caused at work. Was there bullying at work? Was fatigue an issue? Was isolation an issue? Was 
communication with family a concern? Had something at home occurred that, because of the isolation, poor 
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communication or poor family or community support, triggered a suicide? We identified the risk factors, and 
members all understand what they would be—family disconnect, fatigue, sense of control by the mining 
company as well as the stigma surrounding mental health issues. That stigma pervades the industry and was felt 
by Rhys Connor when his dad pleaded with him to go and talk to the foreman about how he was not coping. That 
stigma results in people thinking, “I cannot go there. I cannot mention that stuff because I will lose my job.” 

The report of the Education and Health Standing Committee recommends a code of practice for mental health 
and wellbeing. The mining industry has a code of practice for almost everything—crane hire and crane 
construction, and even for air conditioning and Legionnaire’s disease. The committee believes that if the mining 
industry has a code of practice for all these things, surely it could look at a code of practice for the facets that 
impact on emotional health and wellbeing, and for fatigue management. Fatigue management is very strongly 
related to rostering. I have no doubt that high compression rosters contribute to fatigue, which effectively makes 
one prone to mental health disorders such as depression, and they show a trend or tendency to fatal outcomes. 

We had push back from the Chamber of Minerals and Energy that there was nothing to see in the mining 
industry. The CME said that the incidence of mental health issues in the fly in, fly out space was exactly the 
same as that in the general community, and it asked why the committee was looking at FIFO. 

The committee considered three very good reports from the Australasian Remote and Rural Mental Health 
College, a big Lifeline study and another by Edith Cowan University. They all said that the incidence of mental 
health issues in the FIFO community in the mining industry was 30 per cent, not 20 per cent; it was not one in 
five, but nearly one in three. The reports referred to the vulnerabilities that contributed to mental health issues. 
The demographic of FIFO employees is the same demographic as that for the highest incidence of mental illness 
in the community, which is males from their mid-20s to mid-40s. Predominantly, FIFO employees are employed 
in the mining industry, which is a male-dominated industry. The committee saw that the mining industry was 
employing the very demographic that had the highest incidence of mental illness. 

The latest concerns and the matters that have been brought to light are around accommodation. No doubt some 
of the accommodation is excellent. We went to BHP Billiton’s Spinifex village at Yandi, which was very good 
accommodation. There was even lawn and some greenery, and the accommodation facility was excellent. We 
also went to Wickham and saw how Rio Tinto Australia had integrated its employees within the community. The 
committee visited Chevron’s Wheatstone project. The original plan was to put the FIFO accommodation in the 
town of Onslow, which—heaven forbid!—needs the commercial stimulation. When we visited the town of 
Onslow, we found that the poor pharmacy was like a little pillbox! The town was obviously suffering, yet the 
government had reversed its original decision to put the FIFO accommodation in Onslow. The decision was 
made, later on, that the accommodation would be located 25 kilometres out of town closer to the construction 
operation. We heard the CME say that the Education and Health Standing Committee was insisting that all 
employees should be residential, rather than fly in, fly out. We know that in an ideal world that would be the 
case, but we also understand that there are mining operations that are miles from anywhere with no town in close 
proximity, so accommodation has to be provided close to the mining operation and to fly people in and out. That 
is not ideal where there is a town in close proximity, and I would consider 25 kilometres close proximity. We 
have heard the push back that on-site accommodation is provided for occupational health and safety reasons as it 
avoids FIFO workers having to travel the 25-kilometre distance. I say that it is better for FIFO workers to have a 
bus waiting to transport them to town when they come off shift, and they can sit in the bus and have a 20-minute 
trip back to the FIFO accommodation in the town, around the town or very close to the town. 

It is crucial to have an integrated model with configurations within the town. Why is it so crucial? The 
committee found that a factor in the propensity to mental illness and depression was family and community 
disconnect. Family and community disconnect is a big factor in the FIFO space for mental health and emotional 
wellbeing. This is not a warm and fuzzy recommendation; the committee is saying that, where possible, FIFO 
accommodation should be integrated within the community. That would be good for the community—it would 
be good for Onslow. The committee believes that enough evidence exists, through this inquiry, to show what is 
good for the mental health and wellbeing of FIFO workers. The committee’s recommendation is not about 
mandating that everybody live “residential”, but where possible for them to live in proximity to their workplace. 

Members should consider that if committees are appointed to prepare reports based on their inquiries, including 
travelling within Western Australia, it is a cost to taxpayers. Members on this committee are paid a little more to 
do this job, I think. We do the job and spend five months or six months working on an inquiry. I have to thank 
the committee for its work in this area. Let us all reflect on Rhys Connor, and on Peter and Anita, in every issue 
and ask ourselves what we would do if this were our child. There are many ways to help the mental and 
emotional health and wellbeing of workers and if there is anything we can do, we should do it—for Rhys Connor 
and the other men and women in the FIFO area who have taken their lives. 
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I thank the members for Murray–Wellington, Hillarys, West Swan and Mirrabooka for their work on this 
committee. I thank Mathew Bates and Daniel Govus, who have done an exceptional job. The committee is very 
sad to lose them, but we understand that they have other facets of their career to pursue and we wish them all the 
best in that. We welcome Alison Sharpe to our committee, which obviously has more work to do. This 
committee has other issues that we need to pursue and we look forward to those. 

I thank Parliament for the privilege of being on this committee. We hope, since this report was commissioned by 
Parliament, it can adopt the recommendations to make a difference. The recommendation for a code of practice 
covering many of the aspects unique to FIFO should be considered to be a reasonable approach in more 
effectively regulating the safety of workers in the mental health sphere. I am encouraged by the positive manner 
in which the committee’s final report was received, however. Many organisations have approached the 
committee to offer positive feedback. The mining industry has made enormous progress in physical safety. We 
now challenge it to make progress in the mental health sphere. 

MR R.F. JOHNSON (Hillarys) [11.30 am]: I will be very relieved if, hopefully, I am not interjected on and 
I do not have rude hand gestures made towards me during my speech on the report of the Education and Health 
Standing Committee. I should declare up-front, as I do every time I talk on this particular issue, that I have an 
interest because my youngest son is a fly in, fly out worker. In some of the work that he does, he sees firsthand 
some of the trauma and the mental ill health that affects many FIFO workers. 

I commend the chairman and my fellow committee members for all the work they have done this year on not 
only the Fiona Stanley Hospital report, but also this report. We heard some of the most harrowing experiences of 
family members when they told us of the tragic events suffered by their loved ones. It certainly affected me and 
I know it affected every member of the committee. In our investigations, findings and recommendations we have 
tried to come up with something that we hope will ease the burden not only on FIFO workers. They enjoy 
earning the money, and most of them do it because they can earn more money, but they do not enjoy being away 
from their families. If they are single, it is not quite as bad, but if they are married and have children, it is much 
harder to be away from their families, particularly over Christmas. My son has missed two Christmases in the 
past three years and has been away from his wife and his child, my grandson. There is no doubt that it affects 
them. He is now on a three-week swing, with three weeks on and one week off. We hope and pray that when he 
gets back next time, he will have two weeks off, which will take him over the Christmas period so that he can 
spend Christmas with his family. That is what he wants to do, that is what his family wants and that is what his 
parents and the rest of his family want him to enjoy. Some people will not be able to spend time with their 
families over Christmas because they will be doing the work that has to be done by the FIFO workforce. 

There are certainly problems and we uncovered quite a few. Certainly, the trip by the committee chairman and 
you, Madam Acting Speaker (Ms J.M. Freeman), to various mining camps, which some other committee 
members were not able to go on, showed members firsthand some of the benefits and some of the downfalls of 
the FIFO system. Once again, if people are going to do FIFO work, equal shift swings, such as two weeks on and 
two weeks off, would probably be ideal, but if they cannot get that, the next best swing is two weeks on and one 
week off. I say again that I think that the one week off should be a full week off, not just five days, because one 
of those days is spent travelling from the mine at the beginning of the time off and another day is spent travelling 
to the mine at the end of the time off. Those days come out of the FIFO workers’ one week off, so they do not 
get one week off. I think it is a detriment to the families in Western Australia who are involved in the FIFO 
industry. They enjoy the money, but money is not everything in the world. As we know, about 25 000 to 
30 000 people have lost their jobs in the mining industry, and it will be a very bleak Christmas for those people. 
Many of them cannot get jobs. I know that people in the mining supply industry, supplying spare parts and 
various mining implements, have already put workers off; they have put off about 20 per cent of their workforce 
and they are being inundated with people asking for jobs. It is going to be a very bleak industry and, with the 
price of iron ore going down even further, it will affect everyone in WA. But I am digressing to some extent 
from the committee report. 

The committee believes, as I think each and every one of us believes, that the best solution would be for FIFO 
workers to be situated within the towns that can service those mines quite easily. They might be a half-hour drive 
from the mine. It takes me a minimum of 45 minutes to get to work every morning, and it is virtually the same 
going home. A 30-minute drive from the town, where they would have the support of the town, is not a hardship. 
I think a lot of the workers would appreciate that. I know that not every family wants to live in those towns in the 
north west. Some people do not mind it, but some people do. Their children might want to go to school in Perth 
because they have friends here, and they might have extended family—grandparents and uncles and aunts—here, 
so they would prefer to live here. Ninety per cent of FIFO workers are male, and they accept that they have to fly 
away for a week, two weeks, three weeks and sometimes four weeks, while the family is left here to cope on its 
own. 
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We found that the telephone coverage to skype people was inadequate and not particularly good. When people 
are away from their families and are isolated and have to work a 12-hour shift, it is imperative that they can talk 
to their families and their children and, ideally, see them. That is the beauty of Skype these days; people can see 
each other and talk to each other and be part of a family. It is as though they are in the living room in their own 
home during the 12-hour rest period when they are not working. 

The committee’s recommendations 27, 28, 29 and 30 were accepted by the government, which means that they 
went through cabinet. Cabinet accepted those recommendations and reported back to Parliament and the 
committee that it agreed with the recommendations outlining that the preference was for people to live either in 
the town or adjacent to the town. The reason for that was that they would have access to facilities and would 
have the benefit of having support. Support is the main thing—being able to talk to people and travel in and out 
of town. In that way, they could live a more normal life than being behind a barbed-wire fence, because they 
have to get special permission to go beyond that fence. It is the twenty-first century and people need permission 
to have the freedom to walk out of their front gate, if you like—that is what it is, except it is a barbed-wire gate. 
That is what people have to do now. That is not good enough and that is what the committee believes is not good 
enough, and, from what we can gather, that is what we believe cabinet thinks is not good enough. 

Attached to the report is a letter that was sent by our chairman on behalf of the committee to the Premier, 
outlining the very reasons that we were upset at the Premier’s comments. We preferred the comments of the 
Leader of the National Party. As the Leader of the National Party has the right to sign off on those particular 
agreements, we believe that is what should happen. Certainly, the Leader of the National Party should do that. 
A stoush is now in place between the Leader of the National Party and the Premier, and we wait with bated 
breath to see who can hold out the longest and who can come to the fore and help not only the FIFO workers, but 
also the people in those towns who need the income. They need to generate interest and enthusiasm in, and 
participation by, all the people in those towns, whether they live in the town or just outside the town. 

They are the recommendations of the committee. We are very disappointed. I urge people to read the letter that 
was sent by the chairman of the committee on behalf of committee members to the Premier outlining our 
concerns that he was going against what cabinet had approved. We find that a very strange situation. I urge 
members to read that letter. Hopefully, the Premier will have a change of heart and take into account the mental 
health of those FIFO workers who are very prone to the terrible effects of suicide. None of us wants to see any 
more suicides in the FIFO area; we want to see far fewer and, ideally, none. Life is hard enough for some people 
without the added risks and burden of being away from their families and loved ones, from whom they get all the 
support that the rest of us enjoy. We all enjoy the support of our families and they hold us together. I know that 
sometimes people feel like suiciding, but when their family is there, in some way or another they can help them 
through those very difficult times. I hope and pray that Parliament will uphold the recommendations of the 
committee and their acceptance by cabinet about those specific FIFO workers. 
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