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ROLEYSTONE–KELMSCOTT BUSHFIRES — KEELTY REPORT 

Statement by Premier 
MR C.J. BARNETT (Cottesloe — Premier) [12.02 pm] — by leave: I table a report titled “A Shared 
Responsibility: The Report of the Perth Hills Bushfire February 2011 Review” and the associated submissions.  

[See papers 3769 to 3773.] 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: As members are aware, this report was prepared for government by former head of the 
Australian Federal Police Mr Mick Keelty, AO, APM. The report was commissioned in order for government 
and the whole community to learn as much as possible from the terrible events of the 6 February Perth hills 
bushfire. As I table the report, we should consider the report and its findings and we should reflect on the events 
of 6 February. 

The 2010–11 fire season was preceded by a prolonged period of below average rainfall and record high annual 
mean maximum temperatures in the Perth hills that resulted in an extremely dry fuel load and an elevated fire 
risk. At 9.15 pm on Saturday, 5 February, a fire started in Red Hill approximately 30 kilometres north of 
Roleystone. The Red Hill fire developed into a significant incident, burning through the night and into the next 
day, and occupied a substantial proportion of the Fire and Emergency Services Authority’s resources. On 
Saturday, 5 February, the Bureau of Meteorology forecast a sunny and windy morning for Sunday, 6 February, 
and a severe fire danger rating for the Perth hills. Based on these forecasts, FESA issued a total fire ban. The 
Roleystone fire was reported at 11.42 am on Sunday, 6 February. Wind speeds at the Roleystone fire site on 
6 February are estimated to have averaged between 35 and 45 kilometres an hour, with gusts reaching up to 
80 kilometres an hour. These hazardous conditions resulted in a situation in which the state’s fixed-wing water 
bomber aircraft could not operate safely and were forced to be grounded for the duration of the Roleystone fire.  

The state’s fire agencies also had to contend with a number of other fires on the weekend of 5 and 6 February, 
including those at Ferndale and Mt Lesueur. By the time the Roleystone fire was brought under control, 
71 homes had been completely destroyed, a further 39 had been damaged, other infrastructure had been 
destroyed, hundreds of residents had been evacuated, and one volunteer firefighter had been seriously injured.  

On the day following the fire, I visited the fire scene and the fire command base. I spoke to both residents and 
firefighters, and heard harrowing tales of loss and trauma. I again want to record on behalf of all Western 
Australians our sympathy for all those affected by the fire. I also heard many accounts of dedication and bravery 
by firefighters, both paid and volunteer, and by members of the Roleystone and Kelmscott community in the face 
of a ferocious and unpredictable bushfire. We should reflect on the deeds of people such as volunteer firefighter 
Pamela Story. While fighting the fire, Pamela was knocked down and then driven over by a vehicle. She 
continues to suffer pain and trauma, and we wish her well in her slow recovery.  

We can also reflect on Shaun Roberts who led his elderly parents and carried his quadriplegic brother Kevin over 
his shoulder as flames engulfed their home. After escaping their burning home, the Roberts family sheltered on 
their property, only to see it quickly surrounded by the fire. Fearing the worst after their escape routes became 
engulfed in flames, the Roberts were relieved by the sight of Michael Hall and Nino Scidone of the Bedfordale 
volunteer bush fire brigade emerging through the flames in their protective equipment to lead the family to 
safety. Mr Hall and Mr Scidone were joined in this task by the other members of their crew, including Steve 
Smith, Michael McCavanagh, Alex Leach and Mark Puttick. These men all willingly put their lives at risk in 
order to rescue the Roberts family. The likely consequence for the Roberts family had these rescuers not arrived 
when they did, is chilling to contemplate.  

FESA station officer Tim Mills and his three crew members from the Success Fire Station attended the fire from 
l.00 pm to 10.00 pm. While they were located at the end of a cul-de-sac, the fire jumped the full length of the 
street. Houses were engulfed by the inferno in seconds. Finding a house with good firebreaks, the crew worked 
in extreme conditions to save the house. Ably assisted by sector commander Dave Gill, the crew then moved up 
the street with their light tanker and managed to stop other houses from burning and thereby saved six homes. 
They then continued down an adjoining road and saved another 10 houses. 

Another example is Mr Jos Mensink, who chose to remain behind to defend his home and property from the 
oncoming fire. Draped in wet beach towels and armed with his garden hoses, Mr Mensink extinguished a 
number of spot fires around his property and managed to save his home. Satisfied that his home was safe, he 
began patrolling Grade Road in an effort to protect his neighbours’ homes from the fire. Later in the day he was 
joined in this endeavour by his 24-year-old son Justin and Justin’s friend Jim MacInerney. The three of them 
continued their patrols throughout the day and night and extinguished spot fires with garden hoses as they came 
across them. Based on their efforts, Jos, Justin and Jim are thought to have saved between seven and 10 homes 
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that would otherwise have been lost to the fire. In addition, Jos rescued a neighbour’s dog that was trapped in a 
burning yard.  

Such accounts of commitment, loss and sacrifice, of which there are many more, demand that we learn whatever 
lessons we can from the events of 6 February.  

The fact that no lives were lost on that day is an important and laudable achievement that should not be 
overlooked. However, 71 homes were destroyed and many more were damaged. People were injured and 
traumatised, and many lives have been seriously disrupted. We have an obligation to learn as much as we can to 
better prepare ourselves for fire. I emphasise “we” because, as is strongly reflected in Mr Keelty’s report, we all 
share responsibility for preparing for the possibility of bushfire. Emergency service agencies and other state 
government agencies, local government, residents, insurance companies and others, all have fundamental parts to 
play.  

The government wanted an independent warts-and-all assessment of all aspects of bushfire management in the 
Perth hills area. Mr Keelty has provided such a report. The report is broad, far-reaching and critical of our 
current capacity, and has major implications for state and local government agencies and for the community of 
the Perth hills. There are some very critical findings and some strong recommendations by Mr Keelty, but these 
should not, and are not intended to, downplay the heroism and resolve displayed on that day. If there is a key 
theme in Mr Keelty’s report it is this: the way in which we as a community have identified, managed and 
minimised fire risk in the Perth hills has been inadequate. Unless and until major changes and improvements are 
made, the potential for another Roleystone remains. This government will heed this message and will work to 
implement the changes required in the expectation that others will do likewise. In this context, I can assure the 
public that the message to all relevant government agencies and those leading them is clear: work together 
urgently and cooperatively in the best interests of the community. Failure is not acceptable to the community or 
the government.  

The report urges cultural and organisational change in the Fire and Emergency Services Authority. The 
government accepts this advice and accepts that new leadership is required to achieve this. The Public Sector 
Commissioner agrees and has advised the chief executive officer of FESA, Ms Harrison-Ward, that he will be 
taking the necessary steps to have her step aside from the position of CEO, and a replacement will be appointed. 
Decisions about FESA’s structure will then be progressed. I urge all employees of FESA, and those bodies with 
which it works, to protect the Western Australian community and to cooperate positively and productively with 
FESA’s leadership in effecting the reforms that must now be implemented.  

Mr Keelty has provided the government with 55 recommendations, covering such issues as measures to increase 
public awareness of bushfire risks; improved agency consultation and cooperation; clarification of the meaning 
of total fire bans; planning and building requirements for bushfire prone areas; and improved communication 
with all parties during major bushfires. The vast majority of these recommendations can and will be readily 
accepted by the government. A number will, however, require detailed analysis. Mr Keelty’s report is the result 
of very comprehensive consultation and consideration, and it is prudent and sensible for the government to 
respond to it in the same vein and consult extensively, particularly with agencies and bodies that are subject to 
recommendations but are not under the government’s control.  

Residents of the Perth hills will also expect the government to deliberate over recommendations that will impact 
on their lifestyle, their safety and their rights. While the safety of the community is the pre-eminent 
consideration, the hills community itself would not accept the government prematurely accepting 
recommendations with direct and significant financial and lifestyle implications for them. The government is, as 
I have stated, broadly supportive of all the recommendations, but we will work with the community and other 
groups to implement them, not ride roughshod over them.  

The concerns and criticisms made by Mr Keelty are worrying and must be addressed with urgency. People’s 
lives and properties depend on all parties heeding his message and making significant and enduring changes. The 
government recognises the need to implement many recommendations in advance of the coming summer and 
fire season, and absolute priority will be placed on meeting this need. The government has already moved in this 
respect, and I have asked Mr Peter Conran, the Director General of the Department of the Premier and Cabinet, 
to oversee the government’s response to the report. Major stakeholders will, through this process, have the 
opportunity to provide input on any recommendation affecting them. I understand that Mr Conran is convening a 
meeting of the key groups and stakeholders today, and that Mr Keelty will be addressing it.  

I wish to provide a specific assurance for volunteer firefighters. Their invaluable contribution to the Western 
Australian community is recognised by the government, and this will be reflected in their involvement in 
discussions and consultations as Mr Keelty’s recommendations are implemented, and by them having a 
continuing advisory role. A key recommendation of the report is that FESA be restructured to become a 
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government department. This would see the disbandment of the FESA board and changed reporting 
arrangements and responsibilities.  

The need for fundamental structural change is recognised by the government. Other states have varying 
structures, and several have made changes to them in recent years. Following the disastrous and tragic Victorian 
bushfires of 2009, the Victorian government established an independent statutory appointment of Fire Service 
Commissioner. This office reports directly to the Minister for Police and Emergency Services. This structure has 
merit, and the government is actively considering establishing a fire commissioner with command and control 
capabilities akin to those of the police commissioner.  

It is important that the public be aware that the government has moved and is moving to protect the community 
and address the shortcomings highlighted by the events of 6 February. I can provide that reassurance. Specific 
actions have already been taken since February. FESA commissioned a major incident report, the Ellis report, 
after the Lake Clifton, Red Hill and Roleystone bushfires, and this report was completed several months ago. 
The recommendations of that report are already being implemented, and other discussions and actions initiated 
between FESA, the Department of Environment and Conservation and other government agencies. Bushfire 
training programs have been expanded and improved for use in public sector agencies and with volunteer 
organisations. Interagency accreditation and performance review of level 2 and level 3 incident controllers is 
progressing for the 2011–12 fire season. FESA .and DEC are working together to improve their joint aerial 
suppression capability. There will be the implementation of an expanded, prescribed burning program. The total 
area of prescribed burning undertaken by DEC across the state in 2010–11 was 3.2 million hectares—the largest 
program ever undertaken. Eight strategic prescribed burns immediately adjacent to residential and semirural 
areas have been completed. Eighteen potential burn areas between Mundaring and Serpentine are currently being 
examined for the spring program. Wherever practicable, prescribed burns conducted by DEC, FESA and local 
government bush fire brigades are being used as joint exercises to improve cross-agency familiarity and 
collaboration. Additional equipment is being purchased. An extra $5 million has been provided to DEC to 
purchase eight fire trucks, prime movers and low loaders to transport bulldozers and front-end loaders, a skid-
steer loader and a bulldozer. Arrangements have been made to have a dedicated emergency service meteorologist 
located within the FESA state operations centre in 2011–12. Local governments are working with FESA to 
improve their capabilities. Sixteen additional local governments have joined the community emergency service 
manager program. Police and FESA have been working to introduce and implement a new digital 
communications system. Communications with communities in bushfire-prone areas are being improved: FESA 
has launched its new website, which now includes an automatic refresh every five minutes so people can be 
confident that they have current alert and warning information. Main Roads Western Australia has made 
provision to provide warning information on their roadside variable message signs. The distribution of bushfire 
preparedness information is being improved and FESA has scheduled bushfire-ready training days for August 
and September this year.  

I assure this house and the public of Western Australia that these initiatives are just the start of a concerted 
program of reform and change to address the findings and recommendations of the Keelty report. I will provide 
regular updates back to Parliament to inform members on progress made to implement the report’s 
recommendations. Mr Speaker, I table the report of the review along with four volumes of submissions. 

MR E.S. RIPPER (Belmont — Leader of the Opposition) [12.17 pm]: Let me begin by saluting the bravery 
and commitment of the firefighters who fought this fire. Let me also acknowledge the bravery of many of the 
residents and the suffering that they experienced in these events, in which so many houses were lost. It is 
commendable that no lives were lost, but it is also evident from my brief reading of the report that, arguably, 
many of the houses that were lost could have been saved. 

Having said that, let me now go to other issues. The Premier has had this report for two months. What we have 
had from the Premier is a most inadequate response following those two months of consideration. I have had the 
report for two hours, and I say to members in this house that they ought to read this report; it is very, very 
sobering. In particular, they ought to read the chapters relating to the way in which FESA managed this fire. 
Shambolic is a good description of FESA’s management of this fire. Let me quote to members some of the 
observations of the report. With regard to invoking Westplan–Bushfire and the level declaration of incident 
level, the report notes — 

It was not by declaration — 

As it should have been — 

but by the appointment of Mr Kennedy to take over as the incident controller that FESA 
supposedly established the incident level of the Roleystone–Kelmscott fire. 
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The incident level is absolutely critical for what it invokes in terms of coordination and state response to what is 
going on. The report notes — 

The Special Inquiry finds it difficult to reconcile that the agency with responsibility for both the 
development and implementation of emergency planning for the State, did not follow their own plans. 

That is what the inquirer said. I will go to the significance of that. The Commissioner of Police said — 

I mean, if I’d had the information earlier I would have suggested that FESA called it (the meeting of the 
State Emergency Co-ordination Group) earlier in the day. 

The inquiry concludes that the police were not made aware of the incident level of either of the major fires that 
occurred on that day. The police pointed out to the inquiry — 

As pointed out by Mr Mark Ryan, the Strategic Policy Advisor from WAPOL, the declaration of the 
Incident level triggers the co-ordination of other agencies at a senior level. It is not so much an issue of 
oversight, but one of co-ordination and partnership. 

Members can see clearly that the Fire and Emergency Services Authority’s failure to abide by its own plans 
about the declaration of the incident level had serious consequences for the management of the fire. There are 
other issues. The report says about the incident action plan — 

A copy of the Incident Action Plan for the Roleystone fire was sought by the Special Inquiry. For the 
main part the form for the period from 1.00pm to 6.00pm is completely blank except for the words 
Protect Life – Property’ 

They were the only three words on that whole incident action plan for those critical hours. The report also 
says — 

There is no mention in the Incident Action Plan about evacuation of residents, threats to critical 
infrastructure such as the Buckingham Bridge or other relevant details. The Special Inquiry found this 
lack of detail unacceptable especially considering the decisions made on the day of the fires. 

It goes on to say — 

This lack of documented planning by the Incident Controllers is reflected in evidence from a number of 
witnesses who stated that there was disorder in the IMT without any proper planning in place for at 
least the first two hours of the fire. 

This situation left the Special Inquiry with the conclusion that, in the absence of better planning 
documentation, no determination could be made to ascertain whether too many houses were evacuated. 
This, coupled with the order o ‘protect life’ interpreted by some firefighters to mean ‘not property’, 
could mean that where spot fires were not attacked and homes were empty, the total impact of the fire 
may have been different. We will never know. 

That is a critical issue. The inquiry further notes — 

… the Incident Action Plan offered no description of the first five hours of the Roleystone fire 
other than the words ‘Protect Life – Property’ which the Special Inquiry would expect is the 
strategy for every fire attended by FESA. 

No deputy incident controller was appointed, as is required by the plans, and the evidence of FESA was 
contradictory on this particular point. The report also states — 

the Special Inquiry found that there was no deputy incident controller appointed for the Roleystone fire 
contrary to the deliberations of the IBMC, the recommendations of the Victorian Bushfire Royal 
Commission, the Review conducted by Mr Ferguson mentioned in Chapter 2 (p.4) and the updated 
WESTPLAN BUSHFIRE. 

The Special Inquiry finds that this is yet another example of FESA management not complying 
with the State’s emergency management plans as discussed in earlier sections. As the agency 
responsible for developing Emergency Planning for WA, FESA must comply with the State’s 
plans to maintain their credibility and accountability. 

It goes on and on. In the small amount of time available to me, I cannot read all the report to the house. I urge 
members to read the chapter about the management of fire. The report says that the incident controller appeared 
not to use the Australasian Inter-service Incident Management System while directing the allocation of resources 
en route to the fire. Volunteers who turned up had to wait 40 minutes to be registered before they could fight the 
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fire. Evidence to the special inquiry indicated a lack of flexibility and commonsense by FESA in its deployment 
of resources to the Roleystone–Kelmscott fires. 

The Special Inquiry sought clarification about how the diversion of the critical resource was made but 
the decision appears to have been made ‘on the run’ with little regard to the critical nature of the 
decision. The incident will add to the lack of trust and confidence volunteer brigades have in FESA, 
which is contrary to the assertions made in FESA’s submission to this inquiry. 

That last comment related to a tanker being diverted from the most serious fire to another fire where it was not 
required. There was disagreement between the police and FESA about the exercise of powers. The inquiry 
says — 

The fact that the respective agencies did not agree on a common position regarding powers to be 
exercised in an emergency such as the Roleystone–Kelmscott fires before the commencement of the 
2010/11 bushfire season reflects poorly on both organisations. 

There is one minister who is responsible for both those organisations that could not reach an agreement on a 
basic issue. I will come to the whole question of responsibility. This report is titled “Shared Responsibility”. Yes, 
that is appropriate for the future, but responsibility has to be accepted for what happened in the past. We have 
had this Minister for Emergency Services for three years. The Westminster system requires that the minister has 
to take responsibility. It is not good enough for the Premier to say that Jo Harrison-Ward will be asked to stand 
aside. That is not good enough. There is a minister who is responsible for this agency, and he has been there for 
nearly three years. There have been serious fires previously and the agency has not performed. Read the report, 
minister. I would be ashamed to be the minister for an agency that was reviewed in such a devastating fashion by 
this inquiry. The Premier must accept ministerial responsibility and he has to enforce ministerial responsibility in 
his government. We cannot have a situation in which ministers, such as the Minister for Housing, the Minister 
for Education and the Minister for Regional Development attack public servants when things go wrong but do 
not accept their responsibility. This minister must accept his responsibility. The Premier talked about confidence 
in the community in the future. There will be no confidence in the community in the future on that issue while 
this minister is in charge of emergency services. Who in this house thinks that minister is capable of taking 
forward the reform program that is obviously required in FESA? He has been asleep at the wheel for three years. 
He is not capable. Everyone knows that he is not capable of taking forward the reform program that is required. 
The Premier must remove this minister from the emergency services portfolio. It is not just a question of FESA’s 
shambolic performance or of the debacle that constituted the management of this fire; it is also about the cover-
up afterwards. 

Mr C.J. Barnett: Come on! 

Mr E.S. RIPPER: The report itself uses that word, Premier. At page 133, the report states — 

The Special Inquiry finds that FESA’s Submission and evidence obscured the facts and that the 
actions in acquiring the Victorian resources were done without proper prior consultation with 
DEC. This is another example of the lack of cooperation between the agencies and initiated by 
FESA. 

The Special Inquiry further finds that the FESA submission and the evidence it provided to the Special 
Inquiry attempted to cover up these shortcomings. 

Mr Keelty actually uses the words “cover up”. The report contains very significant criticism of senior officers of 
FESA for the misleading and contradictory evidence they provided to the inquiry. There is also criticism of 
FESA for the way in which it interfered with its own inquiry—the Ellis review. The Keelty inquiry says that this 
compromised the independence of the Ellis review. The agency performed poorly during the fire. I understand 
that with hindsight it is easy to criticise what the people on the ground in a chaotic and dangerous situation have 
to do. That has to be taken into account when making comments about this type of incident. Mr Keelty is well 
experienced in dealing with these things, so we can expect that he would have already made that sort of 
accommodation. What cannot be excused in any way by the hindsight argument is that the agency then failed to 
cooperate fully and frankly with the inquiry held into the fire—and you have to take responsibility for that, 
minister. I would have thought that when your government commissioned this inquiry, you would have brought 
your agency heads in and said, “This is important; I require this agency to cooperate.” I think you should take 
responsibility not only for the shambolic administration of the management of the fire, but also for your agency’s 
extremely poor performance in dealing with the inquiry.  

Members, I have not, in any way, exaggerated what is in this report. Go to the report. Members can see exactly 
what the inquiry says. It is damning for the Fire and Emergency Services Authority, and there has to be an 
acceptance of responsibility. There has to be an acceptance of responsibility because that is the way our system 
operates. There is no meaning to parliamentary accountability and there is no meaning to responsible 
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government if you do not accept responsibility when something like this happens. There is no confidence to be 
gained in our community if you simply move aside one public servant and do not do anything political.  

If the Premier wants the community to have confidence as we enter another bushfire season that this will not be 
repeated and that we will have significantly improved performance and culture in FESA, if the Premier wants to 
give the community that confidence, he has to shift that minister not necessarily out of cabinet, but to shift him 
out of the emergency services portfolio, and the Premier has to give that portfolio to a minister who the 
community can have confidence in. There is a significant reform program here on a vital issue. Climate change 
is drying out the south west of this state, bushfires are going to get worse, more and more people are living on 
the interface between suburbs and forests, and more and more people are at risk. We need world-class 
performance in firefighting, and we do not have that from FESA management. We cannot have confidence that 
we will get it unless the Premier shifts this minister aside. It is a basic test of the Premier’s leadership and it is a 
basic test of his standards in government. I might say in conclusion that this is the type of debacle you get when 
you have a one-man government. Weak ministers actually make a difference to the experience of people in our 
community. This is what happens when you have a one-man government, and at the very least we expect—we 
should hope—that the one-man band will actually enforce the ministerial responsibility and make sure that the 
community can have some confidence in the future on a topic that is very, very dangerous. 

Read this report, members, particularly backbench members of the government; read it. They will see that, if 
anything, I have underplayed how serious this report is because I have had only two hours to examine it. The 
minister has to go, and backbench members have a responsibility, if the Premier does not act, to act in their party 
room to ensure that standards in their government are absolutely enforced. Show some courage in your party 
room or answer for it in your electorates! 
 


