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REPORT OF THE STANDING COMMITTEE ON PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION
ANNUAL REPORT 2006

1

INTRODUCTION

1.1

In June 2003, the Government indicated that it did not intend to continue to ask the
Governor to prorogue and reopen Parliament on an annual basis. Reflecting this shift
in practice, in the Thirty-Seventh Parliament, parliamentary committees of the
Legislative Council will table annual reports relating to their work during the calendar
year.

2

REPORTING PERIOD

2.1

This report covers the twelve month period of activity by the Public Administration
Committee (Committee) between 2 December 2005 and 7 December 2006 in the
Thirty-Seventh Parliament.

3

ESTABLISHMENT OF THE COMMITTEE

3.1

The Committee was established on 17 August 2005, as part of a series of significant
changes to the Legislative Council committee system. The Committee is, in many
respects, an amalgamation of the functions of the former Legislative Council Standing
Committee on Public Administration (1996-2001) and the former Legislative Council
Standing Committee on Public Administration and Finance (24 May 2001-16 August
2005).

3.2

The Committee’s area of interest and its potential subjects for inquiry cover a broad
range of subject matters relating to the activities of the State Government. Subject to
the few notable exceptions specified in paragraph 7.4 of its terms of reference, the
Committee may initiate an inquiry into any aspect of the administration of the State
public sector.

4

TERMS OF REFERENCE

4.1

The functions of the Committee are to inquire into and report on:
(a)

the structure, efficiency, and effectiveness of the system of public
administration;

(b)

the extent to which the principles of procedural fairness are embodied in any
practice or procedure applied in decision making;
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4.2

(c)

the existence, adequacy, or availability, of merit and judicial review of
administrative acts or decisions;

(d)

any Bill or other matter relating to the foregoing functions referred by the
House; and

(e)

to consult regularly with the Parliamentary Commissioner for Administrative
Investigations, the Public Sector Standards Commissioner, the Information
Commissioner, and any person holding an office of a like character.

The terms of reference contain an express prohibition against inquiring into:
(a)

the constitution, functions or operations of the Executive Council;

(b)

the Governor’s establishment;

(c)

the constitution and administration of Parliament;

(d)

the judiciary;

(e)

a decision made by a person acting judicially;

(f)

a decision made by a person to exercise, or not exercise, a power of arrest or
detention; or

(g)

the merits of a particular case or grievance that is not received as a petition.

5

COMMITTEE MEMBERSHIP

5.1

The Committee has five Members: Hons Barry House (Chairman), Ed Dermer
(Deputy Chairman), Vincent Catania, Helen Morton and Matt Benson-Lidholm
MLCs. There were no changes to Committee membership during the reporting period.

6

STAFF AND SUPPORT SERVICES

6.1

An Advisory Officer and a Committee Clerk provide services to the Committee.

7

REPORTS

7.1

The Committee presented the following report to the Legislative Council during the
reporting period:
•

Report No 2: Compliance of the Department of Health with Recommendations
of the Auditor General’s 2001 Report on Life Matters: Management of
Deliberate Self-Harm in Young People, tabled on 21 September 2006.

8

TRAVEL

8.1

No whole of Committee travel was undertaken in the reporting period.

2
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9

SEMINARS AND CONFERENCES

Annual Conference of the Australasian Study of Parliament Group
9.1

Between 28 and 30 September 2006, Hons Barry House and Matt Benson-Lidholm
MLCs attended the Annual Conference of the Australasian Study of Parliament Group
(ASPG) in Wellington, New Zealand. Members were accompanied by the Committee
Clerk.

9.2

The Conference theme was Parliamentary Control of the Executive: the People and
the Money. The Conference built on the theme of the 2005 Annual Conference,
Parliament and accountability, with papers presented around the issues of financial
accountability and effectiveness of parliamentary processes in holding ministers,
governments and public servants to account.

9.3

Keynote addresses were presented by the President of the Australasian Study of
Parliament Group, Hon Kevin Rozzoli, and the Deputy Clerk of the New Zealand
House of Representatives. In addition, eleven papers were presented around four subthemes:

Controlling the purse strings
•

Maintaining the Effectiveness of Public Accounts Committees: a New South
Wales Perspective (Noreen Hay, MP, Chair of the New South Wales Public
Accounts Committee).

•

Public Accounts Committees in Australasia: The State of Play (Professor
Kerry Jacobs and Dr Kate Jones, Public Sector Governance and
Accountability Research Centre, LaTrobe University).

•

Parliamentary Oversight of the Executive: Challenges Facing Public
Accounts Committee (Russell Chafer, Secretary, Public Accounts Committee,
Australian House of Representatives).

Telling the full story? Parliament, government information, the media, and committee
inquiries
•

Accounting and Accountability (Rosemary Laing, Acting Clerk of the Senate,
Canberra).

•

Does the Quality of Parliamentary Administration affect a Parliament’s
Independence from the Executive and its Capacity to Hold the Executive to
Account? Some Preliminary Findings from the UK, Canada, New Zealand
and Australia (Dr June Verrier, John Kerrin and Associates).
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•

The Power of the New South Wales House to order the Production of State
papers (John Evans et al Clerk of the Parliaments, Legislative Council of New
South Wales)

Institutional design, political parties and the accountability of the executive
•

The Opposition and the Accountability of the Executive in New Zealand’s
Multi-party Legislature (The Hon Bill English, MP, New Zealand House of
Representatives).

•

The Opposition and Responsible Government (Dr Kevin Tuffin, Australian
National University).

•

Parliamentary Challenges in South Africa (Dr Geoffrey Hawker, Department
of Politics and International Relations, Macquarie University).

Holding ministers and public servants to account
•

Financial Scrutiny of Government by a Parliamentary Committee: the
Challenges facing the Estimates and Financial Operations Committee of the
Legislative Council of Western Australia (Hon Giz Watson MLC, Chair,
Estimates and Financial Operations Committee, Legislative Council of
Western Australia)

•

The Public Administration Committee: Complementing the Scrutiny Role of
Statutory Office Holders (Hon. Barry House MLC, Chairman, Public
Administration Committee, Legislative Council of Western Australia).

9.4

The paper presented by the Chairman of the Public Administration Committee
described the Committee’s experiences with a new initiative, commenced in
November 2005, which involves systematic scrutiny of all statutory office holder
reports with a view to identifying subject matter for further investigation (see
Paragraphs 11.1 - 11.9 for further details on the Committee’s new initiative). The
paper included a synopsis of the Committee’s first inquiry to result from the initiative,
an inquiry into the management of deliberate self-harm in young people, as a case
study.1

9.5

In addition to providing an appropriate forum for the Committee to inform other
jurisdictions about its new initiative, the ASPG 2006 Annual Conference enabled
Members and staff of the Committee to learn about the strategies and experiences of
similar or equivalent committees in other jurisdictions.

1

A copy of the Committee’s paper is included in Appendix 1.

4
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9.6

The cost of attendance at this conference is estimated at $12,645.

10

INQUIRIES

Referrals from the Legislative Council
10.1

There were no referrals from the Legislative Council to the Committee during the
current reporting period.

Own Motion Inquiries
10.2

The Committee progressed two own motion inquiries during the current reporting
period.

The Deliberate Self-Harm Inquiry
10.3

In November 2005, the Committee commenced an own motion inquiry into the
compliance of the Department of Health with recommendations of the Auditor
General’s 2001 Performance Report, Life Matters: Management of Deliberate Self
Harm in Young People (the Deliberate Self-Harm Inquiry). The Deliberate Self-Harm
Inquiry is the first full inquiry to arise from the systematic scrutiny of statutory officer
holder reports.

10.4

In 2001, the Auditor General conducted a Performance Examination of the
Department of Health’s management of deliberate self-harm in young people.3 In his
October 2005 Follow-Up Examination,4 the Auditor General concluded that the
Department of Health had made limited progress in addressing the recommendations
of the 2001 Performance Examination.

10.5

Through the Deliberate Self-Harm Inquiry, the Committee was able to scrutinise the
specific actions taken by the Department following the 2001 Performance
Examination. The Committee examined witnesses from the Office of the Auditor
General and the Department of Health, providing both agencies with an opportunity to
put forward their respective views on the level of progress made by the Department
between 2001 and 2005.

10.6

The Committee also sought to examine the Department’s progress from a health
consumer perspective, through the former Chair of the Mental Health Council of
Australia, and from a research/policy perspective, through the Chair of the Ministerial
Council for Suicide Prevention.

2

As at the date of tabling this report, the final cost had not been determined.

3

Auditor General of Western Australia, Report No 11, Performance Examination, Life Matters;
Management of Deliberate Self-Harm in Young People, 28 November 2001.

4

Auditor General of Western Australia, Report No 8, Second Public Sector Performance Report 2005, 19
October 2005.
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10.7

The Auditor General welcomed the Deliberate Self-Harm Inquiry, as it provided an
appropriate vehicle for further scrutiny of the Department of Health’s actions, thus
complementing the scrutiny role of the Office of the Auditor General.

10.8

The Deliberate Self-Harm Inquiry concluded with the tabling of a Committee Report
on the matter in the Legislative Council on 21 September 2006.

The Water Governance Inquiry
10.9

In June 2006, the Committee commenced an own motion inquiry into the governance
of Western Australia’s water resources (the Water Governance Inquiry). To an extent,
the Water Governance Inquiry follows on from a 2003-04 inquiry by the Committee’s
predecessor, the Public Administration and Finance Committee. That Committee
commenced an inquiry into water services in Western Australia (the Water Services
Inquiry) in June 2003, but was unable to conclude the inquiry prior to prorogation of
the Thirty-Sixth Parliament in 2004 and recommended, in an interim report, that the
inquiry and its evidence be taken up in the Thirty-Seventh Parliament by the Public
Administration Committee or another appropriate committee. 5

10.10

The terms of reference of the Water Governance Inquiry are narrower than those of
the Water Services Inquiry, which was referred by the Legislative Council to the
Public Administration and Finance Committee, and therefore not constrained by the
terms of reference of that Committee.

10.11

The Committee has received 36 written submissions in relation to the Water
Governance Inquiry and began to hear oral evidence in November 2006.

11

PRELIMINARY INVESTIGATIONS NOT PROGRESSING TO FULL INQUIRY STATUS

Complementing the Scrutiny Role of Statutory Office Holders - A New Initiative
11.1

In accordance with its terms of reference, the Public Administration Committee is
required to consult regularly with independent statutory office holders. In the past, this
requirement has been met largely through regular private briefings with the designated
office holders. These regular briefings have enabled the Committee to develop a
greater understanding of the roles and current activities of those offices and to identify
potential lines of inquiry for the Committee.

11.2

In November 2005, shortly after its establishment, the Committee resolved to trial a
new initiative aimed at enhancing its working relationship with statutory office
holders, through systematic scrutiny of their reports.

5

Western Australian Legislative Council, Public Administration and Finance Committee, Report 8, Interim
Report in relation to Water Services in Western Australia, 11 November 2004, p7.

6
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11.3

This new initiative represents a significant shift from the Committee’s traditional
relationship with statutory office holders, and provides an opportunity to complement
the role of those offices in scrutinising the system of public administration.

Strategies
11.4

The Committee has devised a number of strategies to further scrutinise the matters
raised in these reports:
i)

Follow-up with the relevant department(s) at a later date. This course of action
is taken where the Committee considers it appropriate that the progress of the
relevant department(s) should be monitored to ensure that recommendations
of a statutory office holder are being addressed.

ii)

Further explore the matter with the relevant statutory office holder. Where the
Committee considers that a matter should be further discussed with the
reporting statutory office holder, it is noted for follow-up when the Committee
next meets with the relevant statutory office holder (usually on an annual
basis).

iii)

Write to the relevant Minister(s) seeking advice as to how the matter will be
addressed. This course of action is taken where the Committee considers that
an issue is of significant concern and the responsible Minister(s) should be
made aware that it has come to the attention of a parliamentary committee.

iv)

Invite the relevant department(s) to appear before the Committee. Where the
Committee considers that a matter is of significant concern and requires
urgent action, the relevant department is examined at a public hearing to
further explore the reasons behind the identified problem and to ascertain
whether steps are being taken to address the problem.

v)

Initiate an inquiry. This course of action is taken when a serious and/or
longstanding problem has been highlighted by a statutory office holder and
there is prima facie evidence that the relevant department may have failed to
take appropriate action to rectify the situation.

Outcomes
11.5

In the majority of cases to date, the issues raised by the relevant statutory office
holders have led the Committee to write to relevant Ministers seeking an initial
response as to how the issues are to be addressed. During the current reporting period,
the Committee has scrutinised 27 independent statutory office holders’ reports. The
following actions were taken in response to statutory office holder reports:
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i)

matters have been noted in two statutory office holder reports to be followed
up with the relevant departments in 12 months time;

ii)

issues highlighted in eleven statutory office holder reports have been or will
be further explored with the relevant statutory office holder at an annual
briefing; and

iii)

issues highlighted in nine statutory office holder reports have resulted in
letters to seventeen accountable Ministers.

11.6

During the current reporting period, no new inquiries have arisen from scrutiny of
statutory office holder reports, although the majority of work undertaken in relation to
the first inquiry to stem from this new initiative, the Deliberate Self-Harm Inquiry,
occurred during the current reporting period.

11.7

The Committee held private briefings with the Commissioner for Public Sector
Standards, the Auditor General and the Inspector of Custodial Services during the
reporting period. Each briefing provided an opportunity to further explore issues that
were raised by these statutory office holders in their respective reports to Parliament.
Further briefings with statutory office holders are expected to be held early in 2007.

11.8

Feedback from statutory office holders with regard to the Committee’s new initiative
has generally been positive. The Auditor General, for example, commented:6
While we approach our work in a responsible way, this adds another
level of rigour to it and provides us with valuable feedback. Simply
sending off reports and not getting any indication of what they mean
to people or what use they are is to be avoided.

11.9

The Commissioner for Public Sector Standards has also welcomed a closer working
relationship with the Public Administration Committee.7

Management of Asbestos Containing Materials in Western Australian Schools
Referral
11.10

In March 2006, Mr Piers Dudman, former President of Carine Senior High School
(Carine SHS) Parents and Citizens Association (P&C), wrote to the Committee
outlining concerns about the management of asbestos containing materials (ACMs) in
Western Australian schools by the Department of Education and Training and other
Government departments.

6

Mr Des Pearson, Auditor General for Western Australia, Office of the Auditor General, Transcript of
Evidence, 16 November 2005, p12.

7

Ms Maxine Murray, Commissioner for Public Sector Standards, Office of the Commissioner for Public
Sector Standards, Transcript of Evidence, 5 April 2006, p13.

8
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11.11

In relation to Carine SHS, Mr Dudman alleged that:

8

•

asbestos containing materials were allowed to fall into disrepair;

•

the Department of Housing and Works (DHW) did not provide adequate onsite supervision of contractor work practices, ordering 2000 self-tapping
screws to be bored into panels throughout the school;

•

the Department of Education and Training (DET) was working to an
“inadequate management plan”, which did not meet the requirements of OSH
regulations; and

•

DET is “currently breaking the law in their duty of care for schools across the
State.”

Initial Responses from Accountable Departments
11.12

The Committee forwarded the above correspondence to the Directors General of DET
and DHW, seeking an initial response to Mr Dudman’s comments.

11.13

An initial response from DHW advised:9
•

11.14

A contractor was engaged to re-secure a number of asbestos cement roof
fascia panels at Carine SHS in January 2005 (during school holidays, when
staff and students were not present). The panels were re-secured with selfdrilling tek screws, keeping the surfaces of the panels damp throughout and
using low speed battery powered tools, in keeping with the newly revised
Code of Practice for the Management of Asbestos in Workplaces [NOHSC:
2018 (2005)]. 10

Initial11 and further correspondence12 from DET advised:
•

A Worksafe WA investigation at Carine SHS found:13

8

Letter from Mr Piers Dudman, former President of Carine Senior High School P&C, 27 March 2006, p1.

9

Letter from Mr Bob Mitchell, Director General, Department of Housing and Works, 24 April 2006.

10

Australian Safety and Compensation Council, Asbestos Code of Practice for the Management and
Control of Asbestos in the Workplace [NOHSC: 2018 (2005)], Australian Government Department of
Employment and Workplace Relations, Canberra, June 2006.

11

Letter from Mr Peter McCaffrey, R/Director General, Department of Education and Training, 5 May
2006.

12

Letter from Mr Paul Albert, Director General, Department of Education and Training, 22 June 2006.

13

Letter Letter from Mr Peter McCaffrey, R/Director General, Department of Education and Training, 5
May 2006, p1.
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1.

that the risk of asbestos fibre exposure to occupants at
Carine Senior High School was minimal and not
significantly different than at most other Government
facilities where asbestos cement products are present;

2.

there was no requirement to remove any asbestos containing
materials from the school; however

3.

formal asbestos management documents at the school
needed to be updated to meet current code requirements.

•

As a result of the investigation at Carine SHS, Worksafe WA issued three
Improvement Notices: the first, relating specifically to Carine SHS, required
that asbestos management documentation be brought into line with current
regulations by 1 February 2006; the second, relating to all WA public schools
in which asbestos containing materials were present, required that school
principals be properly trained in asbestos management procedures by
December 2006; and the third, also relating to all WA public schools, required
that up-to-date asbestos management documentation be in place by June 2008
(this date was later amended to June 2007). 14

•

The requirements of the first Improvement Notice were met before the 1
February 2006 deadline and actions were “well advanced” to meet the
requirements of the second and third Improvement Notices. 15

•

The concerns raised by Carine SHS P&C and the introduction of the new
Code of Practice for the Management of Asbestos in Workplaces16 provided a
“timely reminder that the Department [DET] needed to review its asbestos
management plans and documentation.”

•

DET had “instructed DHW to conduct ‘risk assessments’ of its facilities that
are known to contain ACMs [asbestos containing materials]”. The inspections
would be undertaken by a small team of six inspectors who would be specially
trained to meet agreed ‘competent person’ skill and experience requirements
and the results of the assessments would be recorded in on-site registers. 17

14

Ibid.

15

Ibid.

16

Australian Safety and Compensation Council, Asbestos Code of Practice for the Management and
Control of Asbestos in the Workplace [NOHSC: 2018 (2005)], Australian Government Department of
Employment and Workplace Relations, Canberra, June 2006.

17

Letter from Mr Paul Albert, Director General, Department of Education and Training, 22 June 2006, p1.

10
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Public Hearings into the Matter
11.15

Following the initial exchange of correspondence with DET and DHW, the
Committee resolved to hold public hearings with representatives from both
departments in order to clarify: (a) events surrounding repair of asbestos containing
building components at Carine SHS; (b) the specific objectives and projected work
schedule for the review of asbestos management plans and documentation in all
Western Australian schools; and (c) past and current practices in relation to
management of asbestos containing materials in schools and other government
buildings.

11.16

Representatives from DET18 appeared before the Committee at a public hearing on 18
October 2006 and provided the following information:
•

Of 771 public schools, approximately 600 schools (those schools that were
constructed prior to 1986) are expected to have asbestos containing
materials.19 As part of the proposed State-wide survey of ACMs in schools
(State-wide survey), all 771 schools will be investigated and analysed, with
assessment work expected to commence in October 2006. Twelve inspectors
have been engaged by DHW to undertake the work.20 An initial budget of
$500,000 has been allocated to undertake the State-wide survey. Additional
resources for repair or removal of asbestos containing materials will be
allocated on a case by case basis, based on the risk rating assigned during
assessment.21

•

No public school in Western Australia now has an asbestos roof, as a result of
an asbestos roof replacement program that was undertaken by DET between
1996 and 2001;22

•

The risk of asbestos is determined by the presence of asbestos fibres in air and
the first action is to test for airborne fibres. Thousands of hours of air
monitoring in schools over the past 15 years has never revealed levels in
excess of the national exposure standard;23

18

The Department of Education and Training was represented by Mr Peter McCaffrey, Chief Finance
Officer; Mr Russell Looker, Manager, Facilities Operations; and Mr Malcolm Parr, Acting Director,
Facilities and Services.

19

Mr Peter McCaffrey, Chief Finance Officer, Department of Education and Training, Transcript of
Evidence, 18 October 2006, p1.

20

Ibid, p2.

21

Ibid.

22

Mr Malcolm Parr, Acting Director, Facilities and Services, Department of Education and Training,
Transcript of Evidence, 18 October 2006, p13.

23

Ibid, p6.
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•

A review of all schools was commissioned by the (then) Department of
Education in 1999, which resulted in the production of an asbestos location
schedule for each facility.24 Subsequent to the 1999 review of schools, the
requirements of the code of practice were updated to require that a risk rating
be attached to all asbestos containing materials.25

•

A report by an independent environmental consultant, engaged by Carine SHS
P&C, indicated that the material was breaking down and posed a health risk.
DET arranged for air monitoring, which indicated that asbestos fibres were
not being released.26

11.17

In addition to the verbal evidence outlined above, representatives from DET tabled a
number of documents relating specifically to Carine SHS and to the management of
asbestos containing materials in general.

11.18

Of particular interest, the Carine SHS Asbestos Management Procedures Document
(the so-called ‘on-site risk register’ prepared by DHW to meet the requirements of the
Worksafe Improvement Notice relating to Carine SHS), contains the following:
•

A record of ACM notifications, whereby, any contractor who undertakes work
on site at Carine SHS is required to sign a declaration to the effect: “I confirm
that I have been made aware of asbestos containing materials at Carine Senior
High School.” The date, name of contractor, name of person doing the work
are all recorded.27

•

A record of asbestos related work conducted on site at Carine SHS, which
records the date, name of contractor, description of asbestos related work,
location of work, name of person doing the work and the signature of the
person doing the work.28

•

An asbestos identification schedule and risk assessment, which lists the
location and risk rating of all ACMs on site. Mr Mario Byrne, DHW, is listed
as the ‘competent person’ having prepared the schedule, consistent with
advice from Mr Byrne on 18 October 2006.29

24

Ibid, p3.

25

Mr Malcolm Parr, Acting Director, Facilities and Services, Department of Education and Training,
Transcript of Evidence, 18 October 2006, p13.

26

Mr Russell Looker, Manager, Facilities Operations, Department of Education and Training, Transcript of
Evidence, 18 October 2006, p8.

27

See Appendix 2.

28

See Appendix 3.

29

See Appendix 4.

12
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•

An Assessment Matrix, which provides a risk ranking from 1 to 9, based on
the likelihood of fibres being released (low, medium or high) and the
likelihood of fibres being ingested (low, medium or high). Factors considered
in the risk assessment are: the degree of weathering, the likelihood of
disturbance and whether or not the space is usually occupied.30

•

A document providing relevant background information and outlining the
roles and responsibilities of various persons and departments in management
of asbestos containing materials.

•

Thirteen asbestos cement product work practice sheets prepared by the
Department of Housing and Works, which provide instructions on matters
such as: accessing work areas; clean up of work areas; removal and disposal
of ACMs; penetrations of ACMs; painting of ACMs; and collecting samples.

11.19

The Committee notes that Mr Byrne assigned a risk rating of 5 to 7 for unpainted
asbestos cement fascias in all buildings at Carine SHS, albeit with the following
caveat: “Fascia panels are essentially a (5) rating however some individual panels
[sic] more severely weathered and consequently warrant a higher rating.”

11.20

According to the Assessment Matrix, Risk Ranking 5 (RR5) is assigned where there is
a moderate potential for airborne fibres to be released and a moderate risk of fibres
being ingested. The following circumstances are considered to equate to RR5:31
•

moderately weathered, some loose fibres visible;

•

occasionally occupied space; and

•

moderate potential for disturbance.

11.21

Examples of RR5 are “unpainted asbestos cement fences, external walls, fascias,
sunshades”. The recommended action for RR5 is to “monitor and manage”.

11.22

Risk Ranking 7 (RR7) is assigned where there is a moderate potential for airborne
fibres to be released and a high risk of fibres being ingested. The following
circumstances are considered to equate to RR7:32
•

moderately weathered, some loose fibres visible;

•

occupied space; and

30

See Appendix 4.

31

See Appendix 4, p49.

32

See Appendix 4, p49.
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•

high likelihood of disturbance.

11.23

Examples of RR7 are “trees brushing against unpainted asbestos cement fences,
external walls, fascias, low level sunshades”. The recommended action for RR7 is to
“remove when practicable or take remedial action”.

11.24

Representatives from DHW33 appeared before the Committee at a public hearing on
25 October 2006. On this occasion, the Committee was advised:
•

All work undertaken by DHW in relation to repair and maintenance of
asbestos containing materials in schools is initiated by DET.34 The work is
carried out by contractors on behalf of DHW.35

•

DHW does not provide any training, accreditation, or supervision of
contractors who undertake repair and maintenance work in schools - the
contractors are responsible for abiding by the rules and regulations of the
contract they sign.36 DHW does, however, establish a ‘panel of contractors’,
all of whom are pre-qualified on the basis of police clearances and insurances.
The panel of contractors is then provided to Spotless and Intraserve, the two
major contract facilities management companies used by DHW for
maintenance works on schools. DHW also issues work practice sheets to
contractors.37

•

In relation to recent events at Carine SHS, inquiries by DHW’s Client Service
Manager failed to conclusively establish whether work undertaken on behalf
of DHW to repair asbestos containing roof fascia panels was in accordance
with occupational health and safety guidelines at that time;38

•

Following the 1999 review of asbestos containing materials in schools, DHW
compiled registers and dispatched to schools, but had no further involvement
beyond that point.39 DHW does not currently have a register of the exact

33

The Department of Housing and Works was represented by Mr Ken Sharman, Manager, Property and
Facilities Management; and Mr Mario Byrne, Client Service Manager.

34

Mr Ken Sharman, Manager, Properties and Facilities Management, Department of Housing and Works,
Transcript of Evidence, 25 October 2006, p2.

35

Ibid, p3.

36

Ibid, p17.

37

Mr Mario Byrne, Client Service Manager, Department of Housing and Works, Transcript of Evidence, 25
October 2006, p10.

38

Ibid, p8.

39

Ibid, p12.
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number and location of schools in Western Australia that have asbestos
containing materials in building components.40
•

It is unclear [to DHW representatives] what roles and responsibilities DHW,
DET and Worksafe WA have in ensuring that asbestos risk schedules are
updated to comply with the requirements of the latest regulations.41

•

The proposed State-wide survey of schools will be based on a visual walkthrough survey of schools, assisted by a reference checklist of components
that are likely to contain ACMs. Sampling of materials and air monitoring will
not be undertaken.42 The State-wide survey will be undertaken by a team of
eight inspectors, not 12 inspectors as advised by DET.43

•

A training session for inspectors, which involved a walk through of schools
with exposure to a range of asbestos situations, was run by DHW, in
conjunction with DET.44 The risk assessment will be based on: (1) the
condition of asbestos containing materials to be rated good, fair, poor; and (2)
the likelihood of disturbance to be rated low, medium, high. From these
indices, risk ratings, on a scale of 1 to 9, will be derived.45

•

DHW does not play any role in training school principals in safe management
of asbestos containing materials.46 DHW did, however, produce an
information guide for agencies in 2004, which was disseminated to all
departments (including DET) with the view that it would be forwarded to
school principals and other officers in similar positions.47

•

An Asbestos Steering Committee was established in January 2006, with
representation from DHW, DET, WA Police, the State School Teachers’
Union, the Department of the Attorney General, the Public Transport
Authority, the Department of Agriculture and Food and Worksafe WA.
Among other objectives, this Committee will develop a strategy for progress
towards the goal of all Western Australian government buildings being free of
asbestos containing materials and prepare a Western Australian Government

40

Ibid, p13.

41

Mr Mario Byrne, Client Service Manager, Department of Housing and Works, Transcript of Evidence,
25 October 2006, p4.

42

Ibid, p3.

43

Mr Mario Byrne, Client Service Manager, Department of Housing and Works, Transcript of Evidence,
25 October 2006, p15.

44

Ibid.

45

Mr Ken Sharman, Manager, Properties and Facilities Management, Department of Housing and Works,
Transcript of Evidence, 25 October 2006, pp3-4.

46

Ibid, p14.

47

Ibid, p15.
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Asbestos Management Plan and detailed instructions, procedures and
interpretations for use by all WA government agencies to ensure compliance
with the National Occupational Health and Safety Commission Code of
Practice [NOHSC: 2018 (2005)]. The Asbestos Steering Committee has no
established timeframes for achieving its objectives.48
Follow-up from Public Hearings
11.25

The Committee wrote to the Director General, DHW on 26 October 2006, seeking
information in relation to a number of matters to which DHW representatives were
unable to provide detailed responses during the 25 October 2006 hearing. The
responses were received on 29 November 2006 and are attached as Appendix 5.

11.26

Mr Dudman, who attended both hearings, subsequently wrote to the Committee,
outlining a number of observations about comments made by representatives from the
two departments.

11.27

Mr Dudman’s comments included the following:
… the Department [DET] has been required by law since 1999 to
have identified every location of asbestos in every school - but they
can’t even say how many schools contain asbestos.49
The Department [DET] has entrusted Principals to manage issues
relating to asbestos - but has never given them any training in how to
do so.50
The Department [DET] has been shown by Worksafe to be
systematically incompetent by operating outside the law due to its
inadequate assessment and control of the health risk from asbestos
containing materials since December 2005 - and yet, 10 months later,
has not even inspected a single school.51
The Department’s [DHW] answers to your questions showed they are
not in control of the health risk from asbestos containing materials at
schools throughout the State.52

48

Mr Ken Sharman, Manager, Properties and Facilities Management, Department of Housing and Works,
Transcript of Evidence, 25 October 2006, pp6-7.

49

Letter from Mr Piers Dudman, former President, Carine Senior High School P&C, 19 October 2006, p3.

50

Ibid.

51

Ibid.

52

Letter from Mr Piers Dudman, former President, Carine Senior High School P&C, 26 October 2006, p1.
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So the Department [DHW] doesn’t understand risk management,
doesn’t know who’s responsible, doesn’t control safe working
practices at schools, can’t say if the 2005 repair work at Carine was
carried out safely or not, and has self confessed non-experts
masquerading as ‘competent people’.53
11.28

On 2 November, Mr Dudman’s letters were forwarded to the Directors General of
DET and DHW, inviting comment. A series of follow-up questions were included in
the correspondence to DET. At this time, the Committee also wrote to the Director
General of the Department of Consumer and Employment Protection (DOCEP),
forwarding all previous correspondence and seeking advice as to that department’s
role (through Worksafe WA), both in general and in relation to events at Carine SHS.

11.29

Responding to Mr Dudman’s comments in relation to the 25 October 2006 hearing,
DHW provided the following advice:54
•

With regard to training of personnel working with ACMs, DHW has arranged
briefing sessions for contractors “to further reinforce the need for them to
follow the appropriate asbestos work practices.”

•

In relation to classification of high risk, air monitoring is only carried out
when there is doubt over safety or there is a need to ensure that work practices
are adequate. Risk assessments are usually conducted by visual surveys and
applying risk factors, and where there is doubt about the risks, air monitoring
may be undertaken to confirm the situation.

•

In relation to updating documentation, there is shared responsibility between
DHW and DET - the issue traverses the boundaries of maintenance, for which
DHW takes a lead role, and environmental health, which is the responsibility
of environmental health personnel in DET.

•

In relation to Carine SHS, asbestos cement roof fascia panels were re-secured
with ‘tek screws’ using low speed battery powered tools, and panels were kept
damp during the procedure, in accordance with “current accepted practice.”
The work was undertaken during school holidays.

•

In relation to assessment of asbestos risk by ‘competent persons’, Mr Byrne
does not have a formal background in environmental health science, but does
have “extensive experience in building maintenance and on this basis has
been deemed competent for the purpose of carrying out asbestos identification
schedules.”

53

Ibid, p2.

54

Letter from Mr Bob Mitchell, Director General, Department of Housing and Works, 14 November 2006.
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11.30

DOCEP provided the following advice with regard to the responsibilities of it’s
Worksafe Division:55
a)

Worksafe is responsible for administering the Occupational Safety and Health
Act and Regulations, which cover persons at work, including those in WA
schools. This legislation includes requirements for persons in control of
workplaces [emphasis added] to identify hazards and assess and control risks.

b)

Worksafe has no responsibility to ensure school principals and other
government officers are trained in managing asbestos.

c)

Other than enforcing the requirements of the Occupational Safety and Health
Act and Regulations, Worksafe has no responsibility to ensure that asbestos
containing materials in schools and other government buildings do not pose a
health risk to occupants.

d)

Worksafe has no responsibility for assisting schools and other government
buildings to update their asbestos risk schedules.

e)

Worksafe has no responsibility for maintaining accurate and current risk
registers in schools and other government buildings.

11.31

DOCEP further advised that “Each government agency that occupies or controls a
building that contains asbestos is responsible for items (b) - (e)” above.

11.32

The following information was provided by DET in response to questions forwarded
by the Committee on 2 November 2006:

55

18

•

Both DET and DHW maintained an electronic copy of the asbestos location
schedules developed for each school as part of the 1999 review.

•

Following events at Carine SHS, there was no attempt to ascertain whether
asbestos location schedules were available in other schools across the State,
although checks of schools that were managing asbestos incidents at the time,
including Hillarys and Safety Bay Primary Schools, revealed that Principals
were unable to locate the 1999 asbestos location schedules. As Worksafe WA
issued an Improvement Notice requiring asbestos risk registers to be updated
at all schools, DET considered that a follow-up of schools that could not
locate their 1999 asbestos location schedules was not a priority.

•

The new Code of Practice [NOHSC:2018 (2005)]56 was incorporated into the
Occupational Safety and Health Regulations 1996 on 1 December 2005.

Letter from Mr Brian Bradley, Director General, Department of Consumer and Employment Protection,
10 November 2006.
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11.33

•

Under the Occupational Safety and Health Act 1994 [Section 19(1)(c)], DET
has responsibility for providing all the necessary information, instruction,
training and supervision in the safe management of ACMs [in schools and
other DET buildings]. Historically, there has been shared responsibility
between DET and DHW on matters that cross the boundaries between
maintenance and environmental health, such as ACMs.

•

At present the asbestos identification survey conducted in 1999 is the only
source of information outlining the extent of ACMs in schools.

In relation to Mr Dudman’s comments of 19 October 2006, DET noted:
… it would appear that regardless of the information provided, Mr
Dudman remains dissatisfied with the Department’s management of
asbestos containing materials in public schools.

Committee Comment
11.34

A number of issues emerged during the course of the Committee’s investigations
which are of some concern to the Committee:
•

At present, the 1999 asbestos identification survey is the only source of
information outlining the extent of ACMs in Western Australian schools. This
survey identified the location of ACMs, but did not attach a risk rating.

•

Contractors who undertake repair and maintenance work on asbestos
containing materials in schools on behalf of the Department of Housing and
Works, do so without any formal accreditation, training or supervision by the
Department of Housing and Works, although the Department recently advised
that it has arranged briefing sessions to further reinforce the need for
contractors to follow appropriate asbestos work practices.

•

Each of the State-wide survey, the review of asbestos management plans and
documentation in WA government schools and the training of school
principals were prompted by Improvement Notices issued by Worksafe WA
following investigations at Carine SHS, rather than as part of an ongoing
program of monitoring and strategic risk management of asbestos containing
materials in schools.

11.35

The Committee noted that there may be a divergence of views between DET and
DHW with regard to (a) the risk posed by asbestos cement fascia panels at Carine
Senior High School and (b) the relative importance of air monitoring in assessment

56

Australian Government National Occupational Health and Safety Commission, Code of Practice for the
Management and Control of Asbestos in Workplaces [NOHSC: 2018 (2005)], Commonwealth of
Australia, Canberra, April 2005.
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and/or management of asbestos risk. On 23 November 2006, the Committee wrote to
DET and DHW seeking clarification in relation to these matters. As at the date of
tabling this report, neither DET nor DHW has responded.
11.36

The Committee notes that current scientific opinion supports the view that asbestos
containing materials in public buildings generally pose a very low risk to the health of
occupants, provided careful monitoring and maintenance programs are in place.57

11.37

In light of current scientific opinion, the Committee is of the view that the asbestos
risk management approach adopted by the Department of Housing and Works is
appropriate, whereby assessment of risk is based on a visual inspection to assess the
potential for fibres to be released coupled with the potential for fibres to be inhaled,
provided it is underpinned by:
•

clear delineation of roles and responsibilities between different government
departments and departmental officers;

•

regular, formal risk assessments of asbestos containing materials in all
government schools;

•

a global register of asbestos containing materials in all government schools, to
be maintained and updated by the Department of Education and Training;

•

appropriate training in asbestos risk management as part of the induction
process for new principals and periodic refresher training for existing
principals; and

•

appropriate training for contractors who undertake works in relation to
maintenance and repair of asbestos containing materials.

11.38

The Committee will continue to monitor developments with respect to this issue.

57

For example, see A Campopiano et al, Journal of Occupational and Environmental Hygiene (2004) Vol 1,
pp256-261 and HA Anderson et al, Environmental Research (1992) Vol 59, pp159-166.
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12

PLANS FOR 2007

12.1

The Committee will continue its Inquiry into Governance of Western Australia’s
Water Resources in 2007. Further hearings are expected to be held early in 2007.

12.2

Given the success of its new initiative, the Committee also intends to continue its
systematic scrutiny of statutory office holder reports in 2007.

_____________________
Hon Barry House MLC
Chairman
7 December 2006
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THE PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION COMMITTEE: COMPLEMENTING THE
SCRUTINY ROLE OF STATUTORY OFFICE HOLDERS.
1.

HISTORY OF THE PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION COMMITTEE

1.1

The Standing Committee on Public Administration, and its predecessor committees, have had
a long history in the Western Australian Legislative Council.

1.2

The Standing Committee on Government Agencies (1982-1996) was first established in
April 1982 as a direct result of the report of the Select Committee on Government Agencies.
The Committee had its origins in concerns regarding the limited information available on the
operation and proliferation of Government Agencies, particularly in respect of the degree to
which those agencies are accountable to Parliament.

1.3

In the period from April 1982 to November 1996, the Standing Committee on Government
Agencies published 40 reports on various aspects of the system of public administration in
Western Australia.

1.4

The Standing Committee on Public Administration (1996-200 I) was established in
November 1996, replacing the Standing Committee on Government Agencies. Under the
Legislative Council Standing Orders, the jurisdiction of the Public Administration Committee
was expanded beyond that of its predecessor committee, to overcome perceived restraints on
its ability to provide a comprehensive overview of public admjnistration. The functions of the
Public Administration Committee were to monitor, examine and review the application of
executive power within the framework of government policy and administrative law.

1.5

The Standing Committee on Public Administration and Finance (2001-2005) was
established in May 200 I, combining the functions of the former Standing Committee on
Public Administration and the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations,
with the exception of the latter committee's function of conducting annual hearings into the
Western Australian Government's estimates of expenditure. The Committee's terms of
reference enabled it to inquire into any aspect of public administration or expenditure of
public funds.

1.6

The Standing Committee on Public Administration (2005- present) was established in June
2005. Following a review of the Legislative Council committee system in 2005, scrutiny of
expenditure of public funds became the responsibility of the Standing Committee on Estimates
and Financial Operations, with the Standing Committee on Public Administration retaining
responsibility for scrutiny of the efficiency and effectiveness of public administration of the
State.

2.

COMMITTEE CONSTITUTION AND TERMS OF REFERENCE

2.1

The Public Administration Committee comprises five members of the Legislative Council.
The Committee's terms of reference authorise it to inquire into and report to the Legislative
Council on:
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2.2

2.3

3.

2

i)

the structure, efficiency and effectiveness of the system of public administration;

ii)

the extent to which the principles of procedural fairness are embodied in any practice
or procedure applied in decision making;

iii)

the existence, adequacy, or availability, of merit and judicial review of administrative
acts or decisions;

iv)

any Bill or other matter relating to the foregoing functions referred by the House; and

v)

to consult regularly with the Parliamentary Commissioner for Administrative
Investigations, the Public Sector Standards Commissioner, the Information
Commissioner, and any person holding an office of a like character.

Under its terms of reference, the Committee is specifically precluded from inquiring into:
i)

the constitution, functions or operations of the Executive Council;

ii)

the Governor's establishment;

iii)

the constitution and administration of Parliament;

iv)

the judiciary;

v)

a decision made by a person acting judicially;

vi)

a decision made by a person to exercise, or not exercise, a power of arrest or
detention; or

vii)

the merits of a particular case or grievance that is not received as a petition.

The Committee's terms of reference cover an extremely broad range of matters relating to the
activities of the State Government. Subject to the few notable exceptions specified in its terms
of reference, the Committee may inquire into any aspect of the administration of the State
public sector.

WESTERN AUSTRALIA'S PUBLIC

SECTOR AND

INDEPENDENT STATUTORY OFFICE

HOLDERS

3.1

Western Australian public bodies include several hundred government departments, statutory
authorities, local governments and other bodies, together employing about 147 000 people and
generatin'g a combined revenue and expenditure in excess of $36 billion. 1

3.2

Independent statutory offices monitor and review the activities of the public sector. They have
extensive powers of investigation and are able to report directly to the Parliament on matters
of concern at any time. Under their enabling legislation, all statutory office holders are
required to report at least annually to the Parliament in relation to their respective functions.
http://www,opssc,wa,gov,auJicg/, (viewed on 31 August 2006),
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3.3

3

Western Australia's statutory offices are:
i)

the Office of the Auditor General;

ii)

the Office of the Parliamentary Commissioner for Administrative Investigations;

iii)

the Office of the Information Commissioner;

iv)

the Office of the Commissioner for Public Sector Standards;

v)

the Office of the Inspector of Custodial Services; and

vi)

the Corruption and Crime Commissioner.

3.4

The Public Administration Committee consults with all but the Corruption and Crime
Commission, for which the Joint Standing Committee on the Corruption and Crime
Commission has oversight responsibility.

3.5

The Auditor General is authorised under the Financial Administration and Audit Act 1985 to
audit the financial and operational administration of the State's public sector agencies and
related entities. The Auditor General Bill 2006, introduced in the Western Australian
Parliament in June 2006, seeks, inter alia, to widen the powers of the Auditor General as well
as strengthening the relationship of that Office with the Parliament. 2

3.6

The Parliamentary Commissioner for Administrative Investigations is established under the
Parliamentary Commissioner Act 1971 and has responsibility for investigating administrative
acts or omissions in State Government agencies and local governments and to make
recommendations to redress the effect of defective administration and to prevent its
recurrence.

3.7

The Office of the Information Commissioner is established under the Freedom of Information
Act 1992 (FOI Act) and is responsible for reviewing complaints in relation to decisions made
by agencies under the FOI Act. Legislation is currently being drafted, which will see the
amalgamation of the Office of the Information Commissioner with that of the Parliamentary
Commissioner for Administrative Investigations.

3.8

The Office of the Commissioner for Public Sector Standards, established under the Public
Sector Management Act 1994, has oversight responsibility of public sector agencies in relation
to human resources and codes of conduct. The Commissioner's role is to establish and
maintain appropriate human resource management standards and codes of ethics and to
monitor compliance and non-compliance with standards and codes.

3.9

The Office of the Inspector of Custodial Services is established under the Inspector of
Custodial Services Act 2003. The Office is responsible for scrutinising the standards and
operational practices of custodial services within the state.

Hon Eric Ripper, Treasurer, Western Australia, Legislative Assembly, Parliamentary Debates (Hansard), 29 June
2006, p4589.
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4

3.10

The Integrity Coordinating Group, comprising the Auditor General, the Commissioner for
Public Sector Standards, the Ombudsman and the Corruption and Crime Commissioner, was
established in June 2005 to promote and strengthen integrity in the State's public sector.

4.

STATUTORY OFFICE HOLDERS AND PARLIAMENTARY COMMITTEES

4.1

The relationship between statutory office holders and parliamentary committees is constantly
evolving. A recent example can be found in the changing relationship between the Public
Accounts Committee, a standing committee of the Western Australian Legislative Assembly,
and the Office of the Auditor General. Significantly, that committee highlighted the issue of
public sector agency accountability and the scrutiny role of statutory office holders in a 2003
report: 3
It is of serious concern to the Committee that the potential benefits of the
Auditor General's work are not currently being maximised due to the absence
of regular checks on agencies following report tabling.
At present, the Auditor General undertakes selective Follow-Up Performance
Examinations approximately two years after completion of the original
reports to assess agencies' progress in the relevant area. However, there is
no direct assessment as to whether individual recommendations from the
original report have been implemented.

4.2

The Public Accounts Committee recognised the need for greater accountability of public
sector agencies under scrutiny of the Auditor General, recommending inter alia: 4
i)

agencies that are subject to Performance Examinations should report to the Public
Accounts Committee within 12 months of the Auditor General's Report as to what
actions they have taken to implement the Auditor General's recommendations; and

ii)

the Auditor General should liaise with the Public Accounts Committee regarding
instances where agencies have been deficient in responding to the Auditor General's
Reports.

5.

THE PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION COMMITTEE AND STATUTORY OFFICE HOLDERS

5.1

In accordance with its terms of reference, the Public Administration Committee is required to
consult regularly with independent statutory office holders. In the past, this requirement has
been met largely through regular private briefings with the designated office holders. These
regular briefings have enabled the Committee to develop a greater understanding of the roles
and current activities of those offices and to identify potential lines of inquiry for the
Committee.

Western Australia, Legislative Assembly, Public Accounts Committee, Report 3, The 2001-2002 Annual Report of
the Office of the Auditor General: A Performance Review, 15 May 2003, pp6-7.
.

Ibid, pp8-9.
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5.2

In November 2005, shortly after the appointment of the current Public Administration
Committee, the Committee resolved to trial a new initiative aimed at enhancing its working
relationship with statutory office holders, whereby it systematically scrutinises all statutory
office holder reports to ascertain whether any subject matters could be matched against the
Committee's terms of reference for further inquiry.

5.3

The Committee's new initiative represents a significant shift from its traditional relationship
with statutory office holders, and provides an opportunity to "add value" to the activities of
those offices by complementing their role in scrutiny of the system of public administration.

5.4

Since commencing its new initiative, the Committee has scrutinised 23 independent statutory
office holders' reports. The Committee has devised a number of strategies to further scrutinise
the matters raised in these reports:

· 5.5

i)

Follow-up with the relevant department(s) at a later date. This course of action would
be taken where the Committee considers it appropriate that the progress of the
relevant department(s) should be monitored to ensure that recommendations of a
statutory office holder are being implemented.

ii)

Further explore the matter with the relevant statutory office holder. Where the
Committee considers that a matter should be further discussed with the reporting
statutory office holder, it will be noted for follow-up when the Committee next meets
with the relevant statutory office holder (usually on an annual basis).

iii)

Write to the relevant Minister(s) seeking advice as to how the matter will be dealt
with. This course of action would be taken where the Committee considers that an
issue is of significant concern and the responsible Minister(s) should be made aware
that it has come to the attention of a parliamentary oversight committee.

iv)

Invite the relevant department(s) to appear before the Committee. Where the
Committee considers that a matter is of significant concern and requires urgent action,
the relevant department(s) would be examined at a public hearing to further explore
the reasons behind the identified problem and to ascertain whether steps are being
taken to address the problem.

v)

Initiate an inquiry. This course of action would be taken when a senous andlor
longstanding problem has been highlighted by a statutory office holder and there is
prima facie evidence that the relevant department has failed to take appropriate action
to rectify the situation.

To date, in the majority of cases, the issues raised by the relevant statutory office holders have
led the Committee to write to relevant Ministers seeking an initial response as to how the
issues are to be addressed. Between November 2005 and September 2006, the following
actions were taken in response to statutory office holder reports:
i)

matters have been noted in two statutory office holder reports that will be followed up
with the relevant departments in 12 months time;
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ii)

issues highlighted in ten statutory office holder reports have been or will be further
explored with the relevant statutory office holder at an annual public hearing;

iii)

issues highlighted in seven statutory office holder reports have resulted in letters to
eighteen accountable Ministers; and

iv)

issues identified in one statutory office holder report have led the Committee to
initiate an inquiry.

5.6

The following paper focuses on the first inquiry to result from the Committee's initiative. The
Inquiry into the Compliance of the Department of Health with Recommendations of the
Auditor General's 2001 Report on Life Matters: Management of Deliberate Self-Harm in
Young People (Deliberate Self-Harm Inquiry) is presented as a case study in the following
paper, to illustrate the Committee's experiences and to highlight the potential benefits of this
approach.

5.7

The outcome of the Committee's investigation in relation to the Deliberate Self-Harm Inquiry
has been reported to the Parliament as a separate report. 5 The outcomes in relation to other
matters that the Committee has investigated under its new initiative will be included in the
Committee's annual report to the Parliament.

6.

BACKGROUND TO THE DELmERATE SELF-HARM INQUIRY

6.1

In 2001 the Auditor General conducted a performance examination of the Department of
Health's management of deliberate self-harm in young people. That examination entitled
"Life Matters: Management of Deliberate Self-Harm in Young People", Report No 11, (2001
6
Performance Examination) was tabled in the Parliament in November 2001.

6.2

The 2001 Performance Examination evaluated the care given by hospital emergency
departments and community mental health services against guidelines developed in 2000 by
the Australasian College for Emergency Medicine and the Royal Australian and New Zealand
7
College of Psychiatrists for the management of deliberate self-harm in young people.

6.3

In his 2001 Performance Examination, the Auditor General made adverse findings in relation
to service quality; hospital systems, policies and resources; follow-up by community-based
services; and the achievement of State Mental Health Policies and Strategic Direction.

Legislative Council of Westem Australia, Standing Committee on Public Administration, Report 2, Compliance of
the Department of Health with Recommendations of the Auditor General's 2001 Report on Life Matters:
Management of Deliberate Self-Harm in Young People, 21 September 2006. Report can be viewed at
http://www.parliament.wa.gov.au.
Auditor General for Western Australia, Life Matters: Management of Deliberate Self-Harm in Young People,
Report No II, November 2001. That report may be viewed at: http://www.audit.wa.gov.au (viewed on 19
September 2006).
Australasian College for Emergency Medicine and Royal Australian and New Zealand College of Psychiatrists,
Guidelines for the Management of Deliberate Self-Harm in Young People, Australasian College for Emergency
Medicine and Royal Australian and New Zealand College of Psychiatrists, Melbourne, May 2000.
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6.4

Four years later, the Auditor General conducted a follow-up performance examination of the
Department of Health. This was published in the Auditor General's Second Public Sector
Performance Report 2005, Report No 8, (2005 Follow-Up Examination).8 The 2005 FollowUp Examination audited the Department of Health's compliance with the six
recommendations made in the 2001 Performance Examination.

6.5

In his 2005 Follow-Up Examination, the Auditor General considered that overall, the
Department of Health had made "limited progress" in addressing the recommendations of the
2001 Performance Examination. 9 The Follow-Up Examination made five Key Findings.

6.6

As part of its new initiative, the Committee examined the Auditor General's Follow-Up
Examination in November 2005. Noting the Auditor General's conclusion oflimited progress,
the Committee considered that further scrutiny of the Department's actions in the four years
following the 2001 Performance Examination was warranted.

7.

CONDUCT OF THE INQUIRY

7.1

The Committee examined witnesses from the Office of the Auditor General and the
Department of Health, providing both agencies with an opportunity to put forward their
respective views. The Committee also sought to examine the Department's performance from
a health consumer's perspective, through Mr Keith Wilson, Former Chair of the Mental Health
Council of Australia, and from a research/policy perspective, through Professor Sven Silburn,
Chair of the Ministerial Council for Suicide Prevention. 10

7.2

Two significant and highly relevant reports provided a context for the Deliberate Self-Harm
Inquiry. In October 2005, the Mental Health Council of Australia released Not for Service:
Experiences of Injustice and Despair in Mental Health Care in Australia, which detailed the
personal experiences of people with mental illnesses, their families, carers and health
professionals. II In March 2006, the Senate Select Committee on Mental Health tabled A
national approach to mental health - from crisis to community, the first report on an inquiry
that attracted 800 written submissions and involved 17 days of hearings across the country,
gathering oral evidence from 302 witnesses. 12 Tabling of this report was expedited so as to
ensure that it had a significant influence on the Council of Australian Governments' mental
health policy discussions.

7.3

The Office of the Auditor General advised the Committee in evidence that the 2005 FollowUp Examination was not as comprehensive as the 2001 Performance Examination, due to the
need of that Office to balance resources between revisiting areas and investigating new areas.
Auditor General for Western Australia, Second Public Sector Performance Report 2005, Report No 8, October
2005. That report may be viewed at: http://www.audit.wa.gov.au (viewed on 20 September 2006).
Ibid, p40.

10

Transcripts of evidence can be viewed on the Parliament's website at http://www.pariiament.wa.gov.au.

11

Mental Health Council of Australia, Not/or Service: Experiences 0/ Injustice and Despair in Mental Health Care
in Australia, 19 October 2005 . That report can be viewed at http://www.mhca.org.aulnotforservice/ (viewed on 20
September 2006).

12

Parliament of Australia, Senate Select Committee on Mental Health, Report I, A national approach to mental
health - from crisis to community, 30 March 2006.
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8

The Committee's inquiry was welcomed by the Auditor General. The inquiry provided an
appropriate vehicle for further investigation of the Department's actions between 2001 and
2005, thus complementing the Follow-Up Examination by the Office of the Auditor General.
7.4

Through its inquiry, the Committee was able to scrutinise the specific actions taken by the
Department following the Auditor General's 2001 Performance Examination. The inquiry
gave the Department of Health an opportunity to provide a detailed response to the Auditor
General's findings, and to provide an update on current initiatives aimed at addressing the
Auditor General's concerns.

7.5

By exploring the issues raised by the Auditor General from a health consumer and a health
policy/research perspective, and within the broader context of the current mental health
services environment, the Committee gained greater insight into how well the Department of
Health is currently managing deliberate self-harm in young people.

7.6

When evidence had been taken from each of the four witnesses, the Committee scrutinised
transcripts and all written documents, compiling a matrix to highlight any discrepancies in
evidence. Through this process, a number of issues were identified. Consistent with the
principles of natural justice, a copy of the matrix of evidence was forwarded to each witness,
inviting further comment or clarification.

8.

CONCLUSIONS

8.1

The Office of the Auditor General recognised the importance of undertaking a Follow-Up
Examination of the Department of Health's management of deliberate self-harm in young
people. However, due to the need to prioritise the allocation of resources between concurrent
investigations, the scope of the 2005 Follow-Up Examination could not match that of the
wide-ranging Performance Examination undertaken in 2001. Through its inquiry, the Public
Administration Committee was able to complement the role of the Auditor General in
scrutinising the efficiency and effectiveness of the Department of Health.

8.2

The Committee identified specific improvements required to enhance the clinical management
of young people at risk of deliberate self-harm, particularly within the context of more
effective and efficient administrative practices. 13

8.3

The Leader of the Government is required, under Legislative Council Standing Order 337, to
report to the House within four months of tabling of a committee report as to the
Government's response to recommendations of the committee. By taking up the issues raised
by the Auditor General, the Public Administration Committee's inquiry provides a mechanism
through which the Department of Health can be held to greater account.

13

Legislative Council of Westem Australia, Standing Committee on Public Administration, Report 2, Compliance of
the Department of Health with Recommendations of the Auditor General's 2001 Report on Life Matters:
Management of Deliberate Self-Harm in Young People, 21 September 2006.
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APPENDIX 2
RECORD OF ASBESTOS CONTAINING MATERIAL
NOTIFICATIONS - CARINE SENIOR HIGH SCHOOL

Asbestos Identification Survey
Facility 3360

CARINE SENIOR HIGH SCHOOL

Block Name:

.Level:

Strat~

MANUAL ARTS

Date:

24/05/1999

Ground

External Elements

Potential
Asbestos
Material Treated

Internal Elements

Potential
Asbestos
Material Treated

Walls :

0

0

Walls :

0

0

Doors :

0

0

Ceilings:

0

0

Doors:

0

0

Roof:

~

0

Fixtures:

0

0

Roof Eaves:

~

0

Floorings:

~

0

Roof Fascias :

~

0

Steps/Ramps:

0

0

Gable Ends:

0

0

Gutters:

0

0

Downpipes:

0

0

Flues:

0

0

Others :

Thursday, 5 October 2006
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Record of ACM notification - at Carine Senior High School

Date

Name of
Contractor

Name of person
doing the work

Confirming that the asbestos identification schedule for Carine
Senior High School has been sighted .

G:\DATA\PC\PCrp\pc.arp.061205.rpf.003.xx.a.doc

I confirm that I have been made aware of asbestos
materials at Carine Senior High School.
I confirm that I have been made aware of asbestos
materials at Carine Senior High School .
I confirm that I have been made aware of asbestos
materials at Carine Senior High School.
I confirm that I have been made aware of asbestos
materials at Carine Senior High School.
I confirm that I have been made aware of asbestos
materials at Carine Senior High School.
I confirm that I have been made aware of asbestos
materials at Carine Senior High School.
I co nfirm that I have been made aware of asbestos
materials at Carine Senior High School.
I confirm that I have been made aware of asbestos
materials at Carine Senior Hl[h School.
I confirm that I have been made aware of asbestos
materials at Carine Senior Hiflh School.
I confirm that I have been made aware of asbestos
materials at Carine Senior High School.
I confirm that I have been made aware of asbestos
materials at Carine Senior H19h School.
I co nfirm that I have been made aware of asbestos
materials at Carine Senior High School.

containing
containing
containing
containing
containing
containing
containing
containing
containing
containing
containing
containing

"

Signature of
person doing
the work

Public Administration Committee

38

C<J nn ~ SHS Asbestos Risk Assessmen t Jan 061

APPENDIX 3
RECORD OF ASBESTOS RELATED WORK AT CARINE
SENIOR HIGH SCHOOL

Record of asbestos related work conducted on site - at Carine Senior High School
Date

Name of
Contractor

Description of asbestos related work

Location of work

Name of "
Signature of
person doing person doing
the work
the work

41

APPENDIX 3
RECORD OF ASBESTOS RELATED WORK AT CARINE SENIOR
HIGH SCHOOL
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CARINE SENIOR HIGH SCHOOL - ASBESTOS IDENTIFICATION
SCHEDULE AND RISK ASSESSMENT JANUARY 2006
Carine SH S As bes tos Risk A ssessm ent Jan 06 1

•

Carine Senior High School

.

Asbestos Identification Schedule and Risk Assessment January 2006
(refer to school map for Block identification)
Prepared - January 200 6
by Competent Person - M . Byrne - Department of Housing and Works

Risk
Rating
Block 'A' (Administration)
External
All elevations - unpainted asbestos cement fascias (see note)
All elevations - unpainted asbestos cement eaves lining
Internal
West end male and female staff toilets - painted asbestos cement ceilings
South end student services male and female toilets - painted asbestos
cement ceilings (paint peeling)
South end student services health centre - vinyl asbestos floor tiles
Note: Facia panels are essentially a (5) rating however some individual
panels more severely weathered and consequently warrant a higher rating.
Block 'B' (Year Centre & English LOTE and Toilet Block)
External
All elevations - unpainted asbestos cement fascias (see note)
All elevations - unpainted asbestos cement eaves lining
Roof light - unpainted asbestos cement side and top cladding
Internal
Lower level
Student male and female toilets - painted asbestos cement ceilings
Upper level
No asbestos containing materials
Note: Facia panels are essentially a (5) rating however some individual
panels more severely weath ered and consequently warrant a higher rating.
Block 'C' (Science - Biology)
External
All elevations - unpainted asbestos cement fascias (see note)
All elevations - unpainted asbestos cement eaves lining
Internal
All rooms - vinyl asbestos floor tiles
Storeroom - unpainted asbestos cement ceilings
Note : Facia panels are essentially a (5) rating however some individual
panels more severely weathered and consequently warrant a higher rating.

5/7
4
2
7
!4

5/7
4
5

2

5/7
4
4
4

Transportable and Demountable Classrooms
01 - No asbestos containing materials
02 - No asbestos containing materials
03 - No asbestos containing materials
04 - No asbestos containing materials
05 - No asbestos containing materials
06 - No asbestos containing materials
07 - No asbestos containing materials

G:\DATA\PC\PCrp\pc.arp.061205.rpf.003.xx.a.doc

45

Public Administration Committee
Carine SHS Asbestos Risk Assessment Jan 061

08 - No asbestos containing materials
09 - Painted asbestos cement internal wall claddinq
09 - Painted asbestos cement external wall cladding
Block IE' (Upper School)
External
All ele\}:ations - unpainted asbestos cement fascias (see note)
All elevations - unpainted asbestos cement eaves lining
Sunshades - north elevation - unpainted asbestos cement
Roof light - unpainted asbestos cement side and top cladding
Internal
Lower level
Student male toilets - painted asbestos cement ceilings
Staff male toilets - painted asbestos cement ceilings
Storerooms - painted asbestos cement ceil ings
Stairs - vinyl asbestos floor tiles
Upper level
Student female toilets - painted asbestos cement ceilings
Staff female toilets - painted asbestos cement ceilings
Storeroom and cleaners store - painted asbestos cement ceilings
Main skylight side and top cladding - painted asbes.tos cement
Note : Facia panels are essentially a (5) rating however some individua l
panels more severely weathered and consequently warrant a higher ratinq .
Block IF' (Mathematics - Arts)
External
All elevations - unpainted asbestos cement fascias (see note)
All elevations - unpainted asbestos cement eaves lining
Sunshades - east & west elevations - unpainted asbestos cement louvres
Internal
Lower level
Student male and female toilets - painted asbestos cement cei lings
Storeroom west end - painted asbestos cement ceilings
Upp_er level
Main corridor blocked off with unpainted asbestos cement wall cladding .
Main corridor - vinyl asbestos floor tiles
Enclosed veranda north west corner - unpainted asbestos cement ceilings
Note: Facia panels are essentially a (5) rating however some individual
panels more severely weathered and consequently warrant a higher rating.
Block IG' (Home Economics)
External
All elevations - unpainted asbestos cement fascias (see note)
A ll elevations - unpainted asbestos cement eaves lining
Internal
Rooms 1 & 2 - vinyl asbestos floor tiles
Note: Facia panels are essentially a (5) rating however some individual
panels more severely weathered and consequently warrant a higher rating.
Block IJ' _(Design & Technology))
External
All elevations - unpainted asbestos cement fascias (see note)
All elevations - unpainted asbestos cement eaves lining

46

2

4

5/7
4

5
5
2
2
2

4
2
2
2
2

5/7
4

5
2
2

5
4
4

5/7
4
4

5/7
4
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Roof lights - unpainted asbestos cement side and top cladding
Internal
Toilets (male, female and staff) - painted asbestos cement ceilings
Passageway to staff office - vinyl asbestos floor tiles
Storerooms - unpainted asbestos cement ceilings
Cleaner's Room - vinyl asbestos floor tiles
Clean8('S Room - painted asbestos cement ceilin~s
Gardener's Room - unpainted asbestos cement ceiling
Note: Facia panels are essentially a (5) rating however some individual

5

2
4
4
4
2
4

panels more severely weathered and consequently warrant a higher rating .

Block 'K' (Canteen and Gymnasium)
External
All elevations - unpainted asbestos cement fascias (see note)
All elevations - unpainted asbestos cement eaves lining
Canteen roof Ii~hts - unpainted asbestos cement side and top cladding
Internal
Canteen kitchen and office - vinyl asbestos floor tiles
Canteen staff toilet - painted asbestos cement ceiling
Canteen entry service lobby - painted asbestos cement ceiling
Canteen food store - unpainted asbestos cement ceiling
Uniform store - painted asbestos cement ceiling
Male and female toilets, showers, change area - painted asbestos cement

5/7

4
5

4
2
2
4
2
2

ceilin~

Gymnasium hall - painted asbestos cement ceiling (damaged)
Stage - painted asbestos cement ceiling
Staff room and storerooms opening off gymnasium hall - painted asbestos
cement ceiling
Note : Facia panels are essentially a (5) rating however some individual

7

2
2

panels more severely weathered and consequently warrant a higher rating.

Block 'L' (Performing Arts)
Constructed recently - no asbestos

containin~

materials

Block 'M' (IT, Business, Science, Physics, Chemistry)
External
All elevations - unpainted asbestos cement fascias (see note)
All elevations - unpainted asbestos cement eaves lining
Sunshades - east and west elevations - unpainted asbestos cement louvres
Roof lights - unpainted asbestos cement side and top cladding
Internal
Lower level
Male and female staff toilets - painted asbestos cement ceilings
Staffroom store - vinyl asbestos floor tiles
Upper level
All Science laboratories and prep area - vinyl asbestos floor tiles
Science staff room - one ceiling panel unpainted asbestos cement
Above fume cupboard - one ceiling panel unpainted asbestos cement
Note: Facia panels are essentially a (5) rating however some individual

5/7

4
5
5

2
4
4
4
4

panels more severely weathered and consequently warrant a higher rating.
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Block 'N' (Library)
External
All elevations - unpainted asbestos cement fascias (see note)
All elevations - unpainted asbestos cement eaves lining
Roof li~ht - unpainted asbestos cement side and top cladding
Internal
No as'~estos containing materials
Note: Facia panels are essentially a (5) rating however some individual
panels more severely weathered and consequently warrant a higher rating.
Block '0' (English, Society & Environment)
External
All elevations - unpainted asbestos cement fascias (see note)
All elevations - unpainted asbestos cement eaves lining
Sunshades - north elevation - unpainted asbestos cement louvres
Internal
Lower level
Student male and female toilets - painted asbestos cement ceilings
Upper level
Storeroom - unpainted asbestos cement ceilin~s
Note: Facia panels are essentially a (5) rating however some individual
panels more severely weathered and consequently warrant a higher rating.

5/7

4
5

5/7

4
5

2
4

Furniture Store
No asbestos containin~ materials
Bus Shed
No asbestos containing materials
Site - General
Underground Asbestos Cement Fire Service Mains
Underground Asbestos Cement Water Pipes
Underground Asbestos Cement Stormwater Pipes
Electrical cable pits
Gas space heater flues
Gas hot water system flues
Electrical Switchboards - equipment panels

48

1
1
1
1
1
1
2
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LETTER FROM THE DEPARTMENT OF HOUSING AND WORKS
Department of Housing and Works
Government of Western Australia
Office of t he Direct or General

Han Barry House MLC
Standing Committee on Public Administration
Parliament House
Harvest Terrace
PERTH WA 6000

~tCtNf.n
2 5 NO\) 2nn6

Dear Mr. House

Management of Asbestos in Western Australian Schools
I refer to your letter of 26 October and provide the following responses to your questions.

1 - Could you please confirm the precise dates during which work was undertaken at
Carine Senior High School to repair damaged asbestos cement roof fascia panels?
The contractor that performed this work was Ronley Holdings Pty Ltd. This firm has provided
written confirmation that re-fixing of the asbestos cement fascia panels at Carine Senior High
School was carried out on the following dates.
17 January 2005, 18 January 2005 and 19 January 2005
These dates coincided with the school holiday period during January 2005.
The work was managed by a third party Service Arranger, Spotless Facilities Management.

2 - Could you please confirm whether power tools were used to drill into these panels
and whether this approach was consistent with relevant occupational health and
safety regulations at the time?

Ronley Holdings Pty Ltd has also provided written confirmation that re-fixing of the asbestos
cement fascia panels at Carine Senior High School was carried out as follows.
The fascia panels were first dampened with water applied through a spray bottle, at points
where new fixings were to be installed.
A battery drill was then used to drive type 17 'tek'screws directly into the fascia and through
to the supporting structure behind. Pre-drilling of holes was not required with this method.
Battery powered tools generally operate at lower speeds to mains powered tools and
installation of 'tek'screws is usually done at low speed.
This work methodology complied with the draft amendment to the Code of Practice for the
Management and Control of Asbestos in Workplaces (NOHSC 2018) that was in circulation
at that time, for comments. This draft included provision for use of low speed power tools
and dust suppressants for working on asbestos containing materials. This document has
since been incorporated as a reference document to Worksafe Regulations.

99 Plain Street East Perth Western Australia 6004
Private Bag 22 East Perth Western Australia 6892
Telephone (08) 9222 4626 TIY (08) 9221 3985 Facsimile (08) 9221 1627
www.dhw.wa .gov.au
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2
3 - Does the Department have a formal process for handling incidents whereby
work undertaken by contractors is found to be in breach of occupational health and
safety or other relevant regulations, and was any action taken with regard to the
above incident?
Yes, the Department has a formal process for handling such incidents. Contractors are
immediately placed on notice and directed to amend their practices and re ·work or make
good to any damage or risk they have created. If the contractor fails to comply, the
Department may terminate the contract. The severity of penalties will vary depending on the
interdependency that the Department has with contractors especially with those in remote
areas.
No action has been taken against the contractor who carried out the work at Carine Senior
High School. .

4 - Could you provide the Committee with an estimate of how many times per annum
the Department of Housing and Works would be required to undertake repairs and/or
removals of asbestos containing building components in schools? On average, what
proportion of incidents would involve repairs to offending materials, what proportion
would involve removal, and what proportion would be deemed to require no
corrective action? Are there any obvious trends over time (Le. more repairs and/or
removals with progressively ageing schools)?
The Department of Housing and Works keeps a central database of maintenance and minor
works undertaken at schools. The following information has been extracted from this
database from work description data fields, using the word prompts 'asbestos' and 'fibro'.
2002/03 2003/04 2004/05 2005/06 2006/07 -

535 jobs
394 jobs
444 jobs
441 jobs
165 jobs to date

The average number of asbestos related jobs is around 450 per annum with no significant
changes to this number over recent years. The majority of asbestos related work at schools
is a result of physical damage to asbestos cement materials and about 60% of this can be
directly attribu~ed to willful damage. Examples are
Repair holes in asbestos cement wall cladding
Repair holes in asbestos cement fences
Repair broken asbestos cement eaves and fascias
Repair broken asbestos cement sunshade louvers
The database does not contain sufficient details on the actual repairs carried out e.g.
whether holes in damaged asbestos cement panels were patched or whether the entire
panels were replaced.
Only a small number of jobs relate to planned maintenance or removal of asbestos cement.
For example, in some schools, asbestos cement sunshades were removed or replaced with
metal to reduce ongoing vandalism.
Nearly all asbestos related work at schools is carried out in response to physical damage to .
asbestos material and is rarely in response to ageing or weathering of asbestos material.
Therefore, there is no correlation between older schools and increased asbestos related
work. However, as expected, newer schools built after the phase out of asbestos materials
have little or no asbestos related work histories.

GOVERNMENT
OF
WESTERN
AUSTRALIA
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3
5 - Over the last 12 month period, what was the average time taken between initial
contact with the Department of Housing and Works in relation to unplanned repair or
maintenance of building components believed to contain ACMs and the completion of
the work.
Most contact to report damaged ACMs is made through the Department's Call Centres. The
Call Centres despatch contractors to carry out the repairs. Jobs are allocated priority ratings
e.g. priority one jobs have to be attended to within 24 hours, priority two jobs within 3
working days and priority three jobs within seven working days.
Over the 12 month period of 2005106, the average time taken between initial contact date
and completion date was 19 days. (The median time taken is 6.7 days). The completion date
is the last date that the contractor attended the school to finish off the job. It is not the date of
initial attendance and therefore could be misleading. Typically, the process for attending to a
broken wall panel consists of immediate attendance to remove asbestos debris and
temporary sealing up of the hole, followed by replacement of the damaged wall panel at a
later date e.g. on the weekend or school holidays to comply with the Department of
Education and Training's requirement that school staff and students are not permitted on site
when asbestos related work is carried out. It is this subsequent date that is entered into the
database as the completion date and does not reflect the first attendance date to clean up
the site and make things safe.

6 - Does the Department of Housing and Works have a formal process whereby it
monitors completeness and standard of workmanship in repair and maintenance work
outsourced to private contractors?
All maintenance and minor works managed by the Department of Housing and Works is
carried out by private contractors. The Department of Housing and Works employs five
quality service managers to monitor maintenance and minor works throughout the
metropolitan area. They investigate complaints or concerns from Homeswest tenants,
schools, etc about work quality. They also conduct random checks on work completed by the
private contractors. The checks cover costs, quality and compliance aspects of the work.

Further questions relating to air monitoring - The Department consulted with Coffey
Environments to enable the following information to be provided.

1. In general, to what extent would an assessment of risk of ACMs rely on the
presence of airborne asbestos fibres? Is this considered best practice?
The risk from Asbestos Containing Materials (ACMs) is directly related to the presence of
airborne asbestos fibres and is proportional to the cumulative number of inhaled fibres
deposited in the lungs.
For ACMs to pose a risk, the following conditions must apply.
1. ACMs must be within proximity of people.
2. ACMs must be in poor condition with loosely bound fibres. (Most ACMs used in buildings
are of the bound variety e.g. asbestos cement, where fibres are bound within a cement
matrix)
3. The ACMs must be disturbed in a manner to cause the release of discrete airborne fibres.
4. The area immediately around the ACMs is an occupied space where inhalation of the
fibres may occur.
Air sampling for the presence of airborne asbestos fibres is the only truly objective scientific
method of confirming whether there is a risk from ACMs in the vicinity of the test site.
ACMs have been used over a long period and in a wide range of applications and
geographic locations. Experience gained from a vast amount of air sampling tests over many
years, confirms that the risk of having air borne fibres from ACMs incorporated in building
components is negligible if ACMs are managed properly. It is not necessary to air sample
every situation unless there are good reasons to believe that airborne fibres may be present.
Air sampling and analysis requires specialist equipment and techniques and is therefore
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costly. Firms that conduct this have to be NATA (National Association of Testing
Authorities) accredited. Air sampling should therefore be reserved for specific situations only.
Air sampling tests are only carried out in the following circumstances.
• To address concerns of stakeholders when there are unusual circumstances e.g. air
sampling was conducted at Carine Senior High School recently.
• During potential high risk asbestos related work where monitoring is necessary to
ensure that work practices for controlling the release of fibres are appropriate. If air
borne fibres are detected, then more onerous controls need to be applied.
Asbestos risk assessments are conducted by visual walk through inspections, applying
relevant risk factors such as ACM condition and likelihood of disturbance.
High risk situations can include the following.
• Where ACMs are in poor condition (e.g. through weathering, chemical damage or
after fire;
• Where ACMs are subject to ongoing disturbance (e.g. foliage brushing against
ACMs) or
• The ACM is subject to intense disturbance such a cutting with an angle grinder or
sanded with power tools.

In such cases, the risks may be reduced by
• replacing or sealing the weathered or damaged ACMs
• removing the source of disturbance (e.g. pruning back foliage)
• prohibiting certain activities (eg cutting with angle grinder) or
• introducing administrative controls such as prohibiting access
• combinations of the above

2. According to Australian Standards, what is the acceptable level of asbestos
particles in the air?
The standards relating to exposure levels of airborne asbestos fibre are as follows.
Occupational Exposure Standard
For situations relating to persons working on ACMs, the exposure standard is prescribed in
the National Occupational Health and Safety Commission's (NOHSC's) National Exposure
Standards for Atmospheric Contaminants in the Occupational Environment. The occupational
exposure standard requires exposure to all forms of asbestos to be less than 0.1 fibres per
millilitre of air. The exposure standard is are set by employee, employer and Govt
representatives to protect the majority of the work force and reflect acceptable levels of risk
that the community faces on an ongoing basis.
Control Exposure Standard
For situations not directly related to persons working on ACMs, the exposure standard is
prescribed in "control standards or guidelines" in the Code of Practice and Guidance notes
on Asbestos issued by NOHSC and incorporated into W A Occupational Health & Safety
Regulations. The standard requires airborne concentrations to be less than 0.01 fibres per
millilitre of air or 1/1 oth of the occupational exposure standard. This is the standard that is
applied when air sampling is conducted at schools for the assurance of school communities.
The control exposure standard is much more stringent than the occupational exposure
standard and reflects its application on the wider public where exposure may be involuntary,
a wider age group may be exposed or other social factors. This level is set at the limit of
detection of approved analytical methods and equates to what is often referred to as
"insignificant risk" i.e. similar to events such as being struck by lightning.
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Air sampling is a highly technical process and must only be carried out by organisations
accredited by the National Association of Testing Authorities (NATA). Test result certification
is provided at completion.

3. With regard to air monitoring of asbestos fibres - if a monitor is put in place for a
designated period of time, exactly what does it measure (eg peaks and troughs? Total
fibre number in the designated time? The number of times fibre concentration
exceeds a predetermined threshold?). If asbestos fibres were released into the air
some distance (say 100 meters) from where the monitor is positioned, would the
monitor be likely to detect a transient rise in asbestos fibres?
Air monitoring for asbestos is conducted in accordance with the "NOHSC Membrane Filter
Method for the Determination of Airborne Respirable Fibres". The method determines the
cumulative fibre concentration rather than "peak" exposures and reflects the toxicology of
asbestos in that it is not the peak exposure that determines the risk but the cumulative
exposure over time.
An air monitor consists of an electrically powered air pump that draws a prescribed quantity
of air through a filter over a given period. Typically, asbestos air sampling is conducted over
4 hours, drawing 2 litres per minute or around 500 litres in the 4 hours through the filter.
Sample times can be varied to suit the area being tested with the time being determined to
ensure a "representative" sample for that condition or event.
The filter is transferred to a laboratory and then prepared and examined under a microscope
at 100 different locations, or fields of view. Fibres of respirable size are identified and a count
of these is recorded. The fibres that are counted are less than 3 microns in width and small
enough to pass through human breathing tracts and into lung tissue. By way of comparison,
a micron is 11100dh of a millimetre and a human hair is about 50 microns. The fibre count is
recorded on certificates of analysis as fibresl100 fields of view. The airborne fibre
concentration in fibres per millilitre of air is determined by taking into consideration the
number of fibres counted, · the number of fields of view examined, the filter area and the
sample volume. This unit of measure is internationally recognised and is in accordance with
the approved NOHSC method.
It should be noted that with this method, ALL fibres of respirable size are "counted". The
fibres counted through these tests are not necessarily asbestos fibres. They could be
cellulose fibres, glass fibres, etc. Therefore this method may overestimate the risk of
exposure to asbestos fibres. The only way to confirm the fibre type is through subsequent
scanning electron microscopy testing (SEM). The SEM equipment is expensive and limited to
a small number of providers. Hence SEM testing is expensive and may take considerable
time.
Though results of air sampling tests may be below exposure standards, the certification must
state the number of fibres counted. This sometimes causes alarm among stakeholders and
results in requests for identification of the fibres counted. Recent SEM testing for samples
collected at schools has not identified any asbestos fibres in air sampling fibre counts.

If asbestos fibres are released into the air 100 metres away from the air sampling device, it is
unlikely that the device will detect an increase in airborne fibres because the concentration of
fibres will have been diluted at this distance from the source. This is why air sampling
devices should be placed close to the expected source of fibre. For example, personal air
sampling devices are worn by workers during asbestos removal work, to confirm that their
activities are not creating airborne asbestos fibres. Similarly, if it is suspected that an ACM
building component is creating a risk, asbestos air sampling devices should be placed at a
the location representative of likely exposure e.g. in a classroom, corridor or walkway and not
in say a roof cavity. Air-monitors may also be placed at work site boundaries to confirm that
airborne concentrations outside a restricted area are below the control standard.
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4. If disturbed, could a building component containing exposed ACMs release fibres
into the air? How rapidly would the fibres be dispersed? How far might they be
expected to travel from their origin? If left untreated, could this exposed ACM pose a
potential risk?
Yes, ACMs can release asbestos fibre into the air if disturbed.
The speed at which the fibres will be dispersed will depend on
• The cause of the disturbance e.g. if a high speed cutting tool is use, fibres will be
released at high speed.
• Ambient conditions e.g. high wind will quickly disperse fibres.

The distance that the fibres will travel is indeterminate. They may become airborne to high
altitudes and remain afloat indefinitely (for a single discrete fibre) or a fibre bundle with
attached cement may drop rapidly to the ground.
Exposed ACM may pose a risk if there is a source of disturbance to cause release of
discrete airborne fibres. In such situations, it is best to remove the source of disturbance. For
example, vegetation growing against asbestos walls or asbestos fences should be pruned
away from ACMs. There may be no need to treat the ACM once the source of disturbance is
removed.
I trust that the above information will be of assistance to the Committee.

Yours sincerely,

BOB MITCHELL
DIRECTOR GENERAL
DEPARTMENT OF HOUSING AND WORKS
28 November 2006
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