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CYCLONE SEROJA — GOVERNMENT SUPPORT 
Grievance 

MR R.S. LOVE (Moore — Deputy Leader of the Opposition) [9.42 am]: My grievance today is to the minister 
representing the Minister for Emergency Services. I thank the minister representing for sitting in today. 

When cyclone Seroja swept through the midwest on 11 April last year, it left a trail of destruction in its path and 
became one of the worst natural disasters in Western Australia’s history. I am sure that the minister is very much 
aware of it because of his former role as the Minister for Emergency Services. Kalbarri and Northampton felt the 
full brunt of the category 3 cyclone, with wind gusts of 170 kilometres an hour, but many other communities, from 
the coast through to the wheatbelt, were left severely affected. Across the midwest region, nearly 800 buildings were 
damaged, and some 9 000 insurance claims were made by the end of 2021. Although 16 months have now passed, 
the rebuilding of families and communities drags on. 

In July 2021, $104.5 million was announced through the commonwealth–state disaster recovery funding 
arrangements—DRFA—to support recovery efforts across impacted communities. It is the largest disaster recovery 
package in Western Australia’s history. After the announcement and fanfare, the reality is that only a fraction of 
the promised funds has been delivered and is making a difference. I ask what point those respective funding categories 
are up to. As we approach 16 months since cyclone Seroja, the community is still seeking answers about how much 
of the funding has been disbursed directly to households and businesses, and how many applications are still awaiting 
approval. The communities of the midwest have many outstanding questions that they would like answered. How 
much of the funds are currently in the bank accounts of families? What is the breakdown of the funds and where 
are they going? What is the time line that these funds need to be expended by? What happens when the deadline 
lapses? My request to the Minister for Emergency Services, through the minister representing him, is that the minister 
guarantees these funds will be invested and retained in the impacted communities, including Kalbarri. 

I understand that, under the structure of the natural disaster relief and recovery arrangements, category D has a focus 
on residential properties, and community and recreational assets, and $45 million is attributed to this stream. Through 
the budget estimates hearings process in June, Hon Martin Aldridge revealed that the recovery and resilience grants 
under category D have had 209 eligible applicants. As the maximum claim value for each grant is $20 000, only 
$4.2 million of that $45 million has been allocated. What will happen to the unallocated $40-plus million? When 
funds are paid retrospectively, there is often an underspend in funds of this nature. I ask the minister for clarification 
on what percentage is normally underspent in these funds under these arrangements, and whether unspent funds 
will be absorbed into consolidated revenue. I commend the work of the disaster recovery officers, but I also ask 
how much of the $104 million has been spent to provide staff and services. 

With a temporary workers’ accommodation package committed under category D—accommodation is still an area 
of critical shortage for the region—what steps is the government taking to make progress on this aspect of the 
recovery? The lack of accommodation options is directly compounding the area’s worker shortage, hurting local 
businesses and slowing the recovery. A number of worthy infrastructure projects need support and would, in turn, 
support local jobs, amenity and a sense of community, which is so important. The government could be thinking 
of the future and ensuring these funds are leveraged to deliver maximum community benefit. 

After committing to invest all funds in the region and not have them gobbled up by consolidated revenue, will the 
government develop and deliver an infrastructure funding round, for instance, for the impacted 16 local governments? 
Local governments could access the leftover DRFA funds to support local priority projects. One local priority 
project worthy of this support is the Kalbarri foreshore redevelopment. I know the Shire of Northampton has been 
in touch with the minister and his office about this transformational $33 million project that would help the 
community to “build back better”. The shire has noted a 36 per cent drop in visitors between 2019 and 2021, and 
action is needed to deliver a revitalised tourism product for the region—something that visitors can enjoy and meets 
tourist expectations. The foreshore master plan has three pillars, which are linked to the revitalisation projects 
around the Kalbarri foreshore, Blue Holes to Chinaman’s Beach and Jakes Point. The plan will bring jobs and deliver 
lifestyle elements, attracting and retaining families in the local communities. 
The recovery challenge has coincided with the failure of the government’s much-publicised commitment to deliver 
workers’ accommodation in Kalbarri. The commitment was made back in 2021, and the community is still waiting. 
Registrations of interest closed on 11 April for a block of land in Kalbarri for that accommodation, and the community 
is waiting to see what may happen. To help these communities to recover and heal, projects like these need to 
be delivered. Workers’ accommodation is critically needed to ensure key staff for industry and hospitality, and 
tradespeople who support the communities’ cyclone recovery. Project funds are needed to enable the community 
to rebuild and rebound. It is clear that the government needs to rapidly approach this matter as we have gone past 
the halfway point of the funding term and no real progress has been made on Kalbarri’s worker accommodation 
issues, and the cyclone Seroja recovery seems to be delayed. 
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The communities are seeking answers. After such a traumatic experience, their patience is being tested by the ongoing 
lack of action and a sense of shifting responsibility among ministers. There will be lessons from this experience, 
but we need some leadership now. At a time of record budget windfalls, how does it add up that communities of 
the midwest are still waiting for their recovery? 
MR R.R. WHITBY (Baldivis — Minister for Environment) [9.49 am]: I thank the Deputy Leader of the 
Opposition for his grievance. He rightly pointed out that the impact of cyclone Seroja was devastating to the midwest. 
As he mentioned, 16 local government areas were impacted over an area of 133 000 square kilometres, or roughly 
twice the size of Tasmania. This was a very significant disaster, one that both Western Australia and the commonwealth 
responded to. I will get into the detail of the disbursements the member raised and the government’s accommodation 
initiative. The disaster recovery funding arrangements are joint arrangements between the state and the commonwealth. 
At the time the agreement was signed, it was between National Party emergency management ministers in Canberra—
Senators Littleproud and then McKenzie. These are very tightly constructed agreements. They require certain 
processes to be adhered to very vigilantly in order to secure the commonwealth funding. The state will do nothing 
to endanger that source of commonwealth funding because we have seen in past disasters that when the state has 
not applied the rules of the agreement, funding has not been forthcoming. I wanted to make that background 
point—that we have an agreement with the commonwealth and there is a process to follow. 
I can talk about the enormous response of the Department of Fire and Emergency Services and state agencies under 
the disaster recovery funding arrangements. In response to the scale of the effort required, we appointed a state 
recovery controller to coordinate a whole-of-government recovery effort and work very closely with the 16 local 
governments impacted. The member would be aware of the recovery operational teams providing recovery hubs 
in towns throughout the midwest. The Department of Communities organised emergency housing for displaced 
residents and provided emergency relief funds for necessities in the wake of the disaster. Temporary accommodation 
in the form of caravans was provided. It was mocked at the time but was a very important initiative. I think the 
comment was made by the member for Moore that there were delays and the caravans were sitting in a yard. The 
reality behind why they were sitting in a yard was that those who would be receiving them had requested a delay, 
before they were brought on site, because they were not ready for them. I know the member has been chipping 
away at us but there have been legitimate processes around this. The Red Cross has contacted 4 100 individuals 
about psychological support. Members can understand that it is crucial in remote communities, especially for 
farming families that do not often have that community around them in close proximity. Immediate financial relief 
from the state government was made available and, to date, more than 7 000 people have accessed emergency 
financial assistance. 
The joint recovery package has been designed and based on the needs identified by local governments. There was 
a long collaboration and consultation process with those organisations. The package involved community recovery 
hubs in Geraldton, Northampton, Kalbarri and Morawa to help provide recovery assistance. Department of Fire 
and Emergency Services community recovery officers engaged with the community 429 times in support of their 
recovery. Community welfare and outreach program services have been engaged and this program has seen 
over 1 550 people receive individualised specialised support. The insurance sector supported the clean-up for 
insured residents. The initial recovery phase was designed to assist those who were underinsured to reimburse their 
out-of-pocket expenses. To date, there have been 348 applications for this grant, with 65 approved as eligible with 
the disbursement of over $157 000. The program remains open and has a nominal upper limit of $45 million. 
Again I make the point that we rely on the agreement struck with the commonwealth at the time. It requires people 
to make applications and there is a process to go through. I understand that many people were caught up with 
seeding and there was a record harvest after that. 
I will give members some feedback of the response from someone who was assisted in the region. They said they 
wished to express their heartfelt gratitude to the whole DFES tropical cyclone Seroja team for their advice and 
assistance. They said it enabled them to build more resilience into their much-loved home in Kalbarri. They were 
very happy to have received the support. There is a program of assistance. To date, there have been 22 applications 
for clean-up assistance for uninsured residents, and 14 were approved eligible, with $55 200 dispersed. There are 
a range of initiatives, including the primary producers recovery grant of up to $25 000 for damaged infrastructure, 
salvaging crops and repairing damage on farms. It is ongoing. An information session was recently attended by 
56 primary producers; 50 per cent were engaging with the recovery team for the first time. There is also a small 
business recovery grant of up to $25 000 available for small businesses impacted. 
The McGowan government is now in the process of looking to provide a multi-user workforce accommodation 
facility in Kalbarri to help support local businesses. It is proposed that the temporary accommodation for workers 
program will increase the availability of accommodation for non-regional-based builders and labourers so they 
can stay in the region while undertaking rebuilding activities. The Shires of Mingenew and Perenjori have already 
utilised this program to provide accommodation in the form of caravans for tradespeople conducting repairs in the 
towns. The Shire of Northampton has prioritised key tourism assets in Kalbarri, including Chinaman’s Beach, 
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Jacques Point and “Sally’s Tree” for reconstruction, and are working with the Seroja state recovery team to access 
funding under the clean-up and restoration of community, recreational, cultural and heritage assets package for 
these priority works. There has been $23 million dispersed to date. Staff are still on the ground and remain committed 
to the long-term recovery journey. I cannot emphasise enough that this was a big disaster. It is a long, challenging 
and complex process. We have seen instances in the eastern states where they are still recovering from the bushfires 
in 2019. We need people to continue to be part of the long process that the state is committed to. I want to 
acknowledge the resilience of the community right across the midwest and their patience and hard work. I also 
acknowledge those who are helping them through this journey. 
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