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“LANDFILL WASTE CLASSIFICATION AND WASTE DEFINITIONS 1996” 
Statement 

HON DR STEVE THOMAS (South West) [6.21 pm]: On 13 September last year, there was a disallowance 
motion on the notice paper in relation to some classification in the “Landfill Waste Classification and Waste 
Definitions 1996”. The Minister for Environment and I spent a fairly torrid week trying to come to some agreement 
about the outcome. At that time, the minister wrote to me officially to convince me to withdraw the disallowance 
motion and he gave a couple of commitments, including — 

I commit to a review of Table 6, — 

That is table 6 in the “Landfill Waste Classification and Waste Definitions 1996” — 

and have requested the Department to work closely with industry to review the maximum concentrations 
in Table 6 … 

… In addition, I have requested that there be independent technical oversight of the review by national 
experts … 

That was on 13 September. On 8 November, I wrote to the Minister for Environment and recommended to him 
the names of eight people I thought would add significantly to the deliberations of the committee and were 
important to be included. I will not go through those eight names, but they were highly recommended by me. On 
30 November, the minister responded to me and reinforced his commitment to review the contamination 
thresholds. He had looked at the names and he said — 

I understand four of the people you nominated have separately contacted the Department to express their 
interest in participating in the group, and their inclusion is confirmed. 

One person was an environmental officer at Main Roads WA and it was deemed that he was not appropriate. The 
minister went on to say — 

The Department has contacted the remaining three people you nominated to confirm their interest and 
availability to participate. The Department will also include your nominees in future consultation on … 
topics. 

I thought I had a fairly good working agreement with the Minister for Environment. In fact, I said some very nice 
things about the Minister for Environment when I withdrew the disallowance motion and I had some fairly critical 
things to say about the Department of Water and Environmental Regulation. On 13 September, I said — 

In my view, the performance of the department in providing the minister those answers — 

They were the answers to a series of questions asked by me — 

to this house has been disgraceful. The department is at best utterly incompetent in this process, and I will 
not use a word to describe what it might be at its worst. I think the department has effectively made up 
a set of numbers. When questioned in this Parliament, the department has given the minister a completely 
dodgy set of information to use. 

I stand by those comments. At a later stage, the minister had to stand up and correct the information given to this 
house, not because it was the fault of the minister but because he was given, in my view, a set of completely dodgy 
information to use. In the process of withdrawing the disallowance motion, I thanked the minister and said — 

I obviously will be following this up, because until this point, the problem has been the department, which 
the minister oversees. But from this point on, in my view, it becomes the minister. This gets a little more 
personal, because next time around, if the department shows the same contempt for the community and 
industry, it will be the minister I chase and not the department. Its performance has been an abomination. 

A committee is reviewing the uncontaminated fill thresholds, which relates to table 6 in the “Landfill Waste 
Classification and Waste Definitions 1996”. In my view, the committee is being shown the exact same contempt 
by the Department of Water and Environmental Regulation that I was shown in seeking answers to questions. I am 
not sure how much the department has kept the minister in the loop on this, but it appears that the minister is being 
blamed for that contempt in suggestions by the department that pressure from the minister to adopt what has been 
put forward, which changed nothing, is responsible for the department pushing through and ignoring what has 
been put forward. I do not believe that for a second. I suspect the minister is not aware of what is going on in this 
particular process. I will ask one of the assistants to take to him directly—I will not seek to table this at this point—
one of the submissions given by one of the people I recommended to the committee as part of the review. This 
person is well known to and respected by the minister. I will quote a couple of short things in this process. This 
particular individual, whom I have enormous respect for, says — 
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In my opinion, what DWER — 

That is, the Department of Water and Environmental Regulation — 

appears to be doing is proceeding with what it wants to do anyway, and effectively minimising and/or 
sidelining inputs from the stakeholder group members nominated for the Ministerial Committee. 

Also, my biggest concern is that what DWER clearly intends to do here is scientifically invalid … and 
statistically invalid … 

To be honest, I am not particularly surprised. I have grave concerns about the capacity of the Department of Water 
and Environmental Regulation to be scientifically and statistically valid. It has made up a set of numbers that it is 
determined to justify, no matter what the science of the process might deliver. I do not think this is a new process. 
I think this happens not infrequently. As I said on 13 September, I intend to hold this department to account. But, 
of course, I am the shadow minister, not the minister. As I said on 13 September, this is where it starts to get 
personal and the rubber hits the road. I do not believe that the minister is responsible for the contempt with which 
the advisory committee is being treated. I suspect that he is not aware of it. Unfortunately for the minister, he has 
to take a good hard look at this process and at whether the Department of Water and Environmental Regulation is 
doing due diligence and has been open, honest and transparent in the process. I suspect that we might find that it 
is wanting. 

I could have come back in three months after the same set of tired old numbers had been put forward by the 
department in ignorance of all those who advised it to try to make it better, but I am trying to deliver a better 
outcome for waste management in Western Australia. It appears to me that the unfortunate thing is that DWER is 
getting in the way not for, as far as I can see, any particular reason but this almighty arrogance that suggests that 
it can never be challenged. In this case, it needs to be challenged. In this case, the minister and the government 
need to hold this department to account and say that it has to justify the things that it is doing. It concerns me 
grievously that the department seems to be happy to let the minister wear the flak for this again. My view is—
I have said this publicly—that departments that do not perform need to be held to account. On occasions, that 
might mean removing people doing the job. The reality is that this Parliament cannot allow this process to go 
unchecked, when very intelligent experts in their trade are being ignored because the government department 
involved does not want to give an inch, does not want to acknowledge that it has made a mistake or simply cannot 
justify what it has done. 

This is a particularly important issue to me, partly because I want to see waste management done in the most 
efficient manner possible, but partly because I intend to hold government departments to account as much as 
I intend to hold ministers to account. I would love to stand up and blame the minister for everything and score 
a few cheap political points; I suspect it would look good on my résumé. But the reality is that there is a job for 
this minister to take hold of his department by the scruff of the neck and deliver some better outcomes. He needs 
to do that quickly, because this committee is supposed to report next month. The minister gave some very specific 
commitments in his original letter. He said on 13 September — 

… I have requested that there be independent technical oversight of the review by national experts who 
will report directly to me. 

The minister needs to make sure that that occurs independently of the Department of Water and Environmental 
Regulation. Because I am keen to get the right outcome, in the lead-up to this process and the disallowance motion, 
we co-hosted a meeting of industry stakeholders, including the department. I suggest that the minister needs to 
meet with the committee independently of DWER. If he is not able to meet with this committee independently of 
DWER, I am happy for he and I to co-host a meeting that includes DWER representatives, because I have no fear 
of the Department of Water and Environmental Regulation and I expect to be able to hold it to account for many, 
many months to come. I hope the minister does the same thing. 

Statement 

HON STEPHEN DAWSON (Mining and Pastoral — Minister for Environment) [6.30 pm]: I feel the need to 
respond to the contribution made by Hon Dr Steve Thomas this evening. He had indicated to me behind the Chair 
that he was going to make a statement tonight, but he had not indicated what that statement would be. As he 
reasonably pointed out, when this issue came before the house last year, I gave an undertaking that we would 
establish a committee to look into this issue. That committee has been established. I also gave an undertaking that 
that committee would report or come back to us by April. We are still on track to do that. I also gave an undertaking 
that there would be independent oversight of the work of that committee, and the work that has been independently 
oversighted will come back to me. I have not been briefed on the issues that Hon Dr Steve Thomas raised this 
evening. I am grateful that he provided a copy of the document to me from one of the members of the working 
group. I will ensure that the Hansard from tonight is raised with my office and, indeed, the department tomorrow. 
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Certainly it is my desire and wish—and I will certainly ensure—that the undertakings I gave to this house on this 
issue, including to Hon Dr Steve Thomas, are in fact met. I have no issue with tackling my department on a variety 
of issues. What I did not do last time was direct the department, but it understands that this issue needs to be treated 
appropriately and with importance, and that there are people watching. I will ensure that the issues are addressed. 
I will certainly make sure that the commitments I gave to this house last year are kept. Saying all that, I do not 
have the level of detail that the honourable member raised tonight, but I will follow up those issues later. I certainly 
operate in this place in a bipartisan way. If I give commitments to the house or, indeed, members, I always follow 
those up. I do not propose to change my modus operandi. 
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