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Draft Submission 

Inquiry into the response of Western Australian schools to climate change 

Thank you for the opportunity to provide a submission on something so important to 
WA children and our WA community. Nelson Mandela said “It always seems 
impossible until it is done” and that statement sums up the hope we all feel at having  
leadership for our children in WA Schools in response to climate change. 
 
Setting Goals – Let’s Flip The Switch in Public Education 

 
From our many years of engagement with schools and sustainability, partnering with 
Local Government and State Government Departments, we would prioritise the 
following actions to achieve action on climate change in WA Schools are: 
 

1) Paid time for a Sustainability Teacher in every public school along with 
providing Professional Development opportunities for all staff. This could 
include PD experiences for teachers and students together, such as the 
Millennium Kids Leadership Lab attended by teachers and students over two 
days, funded by Department of Transport in 2021. 

2) Achieving protection status for all native vegetation and trees on 
education department land, recognising the significant educational benefits 
and environmental benefits of any bushland that can be easily accessed by 
children and their families. School grounds should be viewed as a local 
educational resource and conservation/biodiversity area, accessible in any 
neighbourhood. How many Western Australian’s can identify a Marri tree or 
recognise a native bee, or identify Bush Tucker? Schools are ideally placed to 
educate people about the land they live on, into the future, particularly as so 
few people understand Country.  

3) Achieving a target of 100% renewable energy target for every public 

school. At the very minimum, Treasury should pay for the current mandatory 
engineering report required by any public school wanting to install solar 
panels. This will remove a significant first barrier to solar panel installation for 
public schools. 

4) Energy and water audits funded in public schools with ongoing Auditor 
support for five years. This project will provide valuable baseline data and 
education for School Administrators. An app such as Climate Clever works if 
there are paid staff in a school who can understand it and drive it, but is not 
going to be successful on its own, based on current feedback. 

5) Use the expertise from Sustainability Educators in other State 
Government Departments and Organisations, who have been designing and 
implementing school based sustainability projects for many years. 



 
Reducing carbon emissions in schools. 

 
All activities in a school have the potential to create carbon emissions. There are 
currently projects funded by State Government Departments that educate and 
inspire action from school communities: Your Move Department of Transport 
encouraging active transport; WasteWise Schools encouraging composting of waste 
on site, reducing waste to landfill and reducing food waste; Water Wise Schools run 
by the Water Corporation to educate students about water efficiency (producing and 
pumping fresh water is a high energy activity). These are excellent projects providing 
free on site waste audits, education, paid teacher time and personal support from 
their Policy Officer teams. However, all of these projects would benefit from 
leadership and resources from within the Department of Education itself.  
 
The big gap in climate change action by public schools is in the area of 

funding staff time to co-ordinate projects on site; protecting native vegetation 

on site; and support to reduce energy use and carbon emissions, supported 

by the collection of data from energy and water audits. 

 

Private schools have significantly more resources to build energy efficient buildings, 
employ organisations like Millennium Kids, purchase energy efficient infrastructure, 
and engage students in immersive environmental education and activities. The focus 
for any expenditure must be public schools. 
 
Environment House and support for public schools 

 

Environment House has been operating successfully in WA since 2001. For 20 years 
we have been providing support, assistance and leadership on climate change 
science, action, adaptation and mitigation. We have partnered with the Federal 
Government, WA State Government and local governments whenever opportunities 
have arisen – both through grants, significant projects and volunteer support for 
people in government who want to achieve change.  
 
We have advocated for change - seeking meetings, writing letters, making phone 
calls as well as volunteered many hours to try and overcome barriers and simple 
frustrations experienced by people trying to achieve environmental sustainability at a 
grassroot level. A good example is the many years we have spent trying to replace a 
fluoro tube with a far more efficient LED light in a public school classroom. 
 
We have designed and developed projects that meet the needs of a community, 
continually highlighting that climate change action benefits people, no matter what 
your income or location. We have provided solutions and hope, often in extremely 
challenging political situations. We have been persistent, accurate, data driven and 
co-operative. Environment House developed the first energy and water auditing 
projects in Perth and continue to provide non-profit independent expertise in this 
space. 
 
Over the last decade our most experienced Auditor, Alan Benn, has visited many 
schools across Perth. These are schools who found him through word of mouth and 
from his voluntarily attending sustainability forums where schools come together. 
There are schools reporting to us that they still use his reports year after year to 



make the case for change and try and find a way through the bureaucracy to have 
his recommendations implemented.  
 
Educator WA Primary School, 5.11.2021 
 
“Alan Benn came to our school too, quite some years back, and conducted an 
audit.  I still raise his recommendations for action every year!” 
 
Alan is non-judgemental, thorough, accurate and always willing to assist with any 
measure that assist a school to implement recommendations. He has personally 
bought LED lights for schools to retrofit – but they went into a storeroom because no-
one could catch the electrician in time to hand them over. He has organised the 
fitting of a classroom with LED lights to demonstrate that the lighting is not any 
different for classroom teachers. He has volunteered to attend meetings with DOE 
contractors in schools, at the request of Administration, to discuss solar panel 
installation. He has tried over many years with little success to remove the significant 
barriers in place. 
 
Alan Benn has written to the Department of Education over the last decade and 
asked for meetings to discuss the issues he comes across regularly in his audits. He 
has written asking to discuss his findings. He has written to try and get hold of the 
results of DOE climate change linked pilot projects. His generous attempts as a 
concerned citizen and volunteer to educate decision makers in the Department of 
Education about his findings, has rarely been embraced. 
 
There has never been an open forum within the Department of Education for the 
many passionate people in this space in our public schools to explain what they are 
doing and what assistance they may need. There has been no consultation to set 
targets and goals to address climate change. 
 
There are endless conversations amongst parents and educators about why there 
has not been Education Department leadership and support in this area, given the 
increasing urgency in the statements from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change.  
 
We are at a moment described by the UK Prime Minister Boris Johnson as a minute 
to midnight in a climate emergency. If not now, when? 
 
Data from the Program for International Student Assessment by the OECD (PISA) 
measures 15 year olds' ability to use their reading, mathematics and science 
knowledge and skills to meet real-life challenges. Australia has fallen from fourth to 
middle of the OECD countries measured. Sustainability education provides a simple 
link between the skills students learn in reading, mathematics, science and HASS and 
putting them to use to meet real-life challenges.  

There are endless opportunities for engaging in fun, creative, meaningful, relevant 
global contexts to apply skills. It is the real-life challenge that will define our future on 
this planet. There is no area where applying data, technology, science and HASS skills 
will not benefit from a Sustainability lens. Sustainability education is closely linked to 
wellbeing, providing students with the necessary skills to develop a sense of agency 
in an uncertain world. For an educational system not to embrace sustainability 



education, simply means that the people leading the system have not educated 
themselves about the opportunities or the science of climate change. Creativity, team-
work, resilience, problem solving, well-being, citizenship, data driven solutions, 
evaluating results, inventing, researching, citizen science projects, developing a sense 
of place and your place in a global context are all just a fraction of what sustainability 
education can offer. Climate change is a challenge that is going to require all these 
skills and more. 

“The sustainability revolution is the single biggest business opportunity in the history 
of the world. It has the scale of the industrial revolution coupled with the speed of the 
digital revolution…” Al Gore, 2nd November 2021, Ted Talks Daily “How to make 
radical climate action the new normal”. 
 

Schools in WA and the need for action at departmental level 

 
It is indisputable that individual schools have done extremely well developing 
environmental sustainability actions and education programs, often thanks to the 
voluntary work of passionate educators and parents. The Education Department 
refers to these Champions as a signal of some success in this area. However, the 
significant work in schools has mostly been achieved with very few paid 
Sustainability Teachers or teachers being paid to co-ordinate action in this space.  
 
We speak to teachers who make Bees Wax wraps with their students before school 
to sell to raise funds for their sustainability actions. We speak to teachers who work 
through recess and lunch times with students to look after composting projects, 
worm farms, chickens and planting food gardens. We speak to teachers and parents 
who come in after school and on weekends to create educational opportunities for 
students. When these Champions move on, we see the remnants of these efforts 
abandoned in many schools that we visit. We find rain water tanks leaking, solar 
panel inverters no longer working, food garden beds empty, worm farms in 
cupboards, native plant learning areas falling apart.  
 
Voluntary actions are only supported in schools where the Admin team see the value 
of environmental and sustainable education. It is not unusual for Educators and 
parents to report the lack of support for sustainability projects within their school. 
Some report that new School Admin teams come into a school and actively undo the 
good work of parents and educators, which may have taken a decade to build. We 
did not find a parent or educator who was willing to speak publicly about their day to 
day experiences – which says a lot about the need for an invitation for open 
consultation from the Department of Education. 
 
Perth Public School Parent, 7.11.2021 quote provided to Environment House for this 
submission: 
 
“I would be really happy and grateful to provide an anonymous quote though: 
 
We have tried for years as a parent body to institute environmentally sustainable 
practises in our children's school, with little support from the school or from DOE. If it 
is not associated with NAPLAN or linked with directives from the DOE, it is never 
classed as a priority from the administration, and never set or embedded in the 
curriculum. We would love a Sustainability Teacher, but again, funding is not 



prioritised for this area. Through the hard work, determination and many unpaid 
hours of a P&C group, we have been able to set up many sustainable practices in 
the school - a community garden, composting, a Recycling Hub, and Eco Updates 
put on Social Media and in the school newsletter for the school community to read 
and apply the practical suggestions to their lives. As a P&C body, we also saw the 
future benefit of solar energy and funded the school's solar panel system, but it is 
disheartening that the P&C needed to do that, rather than it be paid for, or even 
subsidised by, the school itself or the state government. Our actions are working, but 
we would be much more successful if it was a top-down approach from the DOE 
rather than always a ground-up approach from passionate parents/staff. We also 
want to get a Water and Energy Audit done as we can see the financial and 
environmental benefits reaped from other schools, but again, we have left it to the 
school to follow up on, and it falls to the wayside." 
 
Environment House knows from our twenty years of experience working at all levels 
of government, that with leadership and support from the Department of Education in 
environmental sustainability, the payback in enthusiasm from students, staff, parents 
and the community would be a thousand fold. The benefit for schools both financially 
and in terms of wellbeing and skill development would be worth every cent. Climate 
change action saves money. We know a school can save up to $10,000 a year from 
conducting an energy and water audit and implementing recommendations that don’t 
involve retrofits. If you add in retrofits, the savings are there for the lifetime of the 
building. Environment House calculated that swapping all fluoro lights in public 
schools to LED lights would save education $7 million each year. This figure has 
never been disputed by DOE. 
 
We are well past needing to analyse the co-benefits of climate change action in 
schools. There is evidence across all sectors of the many benefits of action. One of 
our local initiatives has been working with the City of Bayswater to set a renewable 
energy target in 2019. From setting goals and demonstrating leadership, City of 
Bayswater has become the first Local Government to sign up to a renewable energy 
provider deal that will save ratepayers $400,000 over four years. They are set to 
reach their 100% renewable energy target well ahead of schedule. 
 
We do not need any more pilot projects or consultants paid to write reports. At this 
point in time, we need a direct statement from the Minister and the Director General 
of Education that environmental sustainability is a priority for education and will be 
resourced to achieve the stated goals. Every school needs a part-time Sustainability 
Officer/Educator for two years to get projects off the ground and signal this is a 
priority area. PD needs to be offered to all teachers, to provide the skills that very 
few adults were provided with in their own education – who can read a water meter 
or understand why their energy bills are so high? Educators will then have the 
practical skills to share and children will go on to use these skills for their whole lives.  
 
Schools need to be provided with a free energy and water audit from someone who 
knows what they are doing – not the cheapest contractor. The reports and 
recommendations need to be clear, actionable and reliable. The Auditor needs to be 
capable of having an ongoing relationship with a school for 12 months, to provide 
ongoing support and education. Alan Benn has modelled this for over a decade, 
working with school staff to understand their actions and educate them. He puts 
smart meters on equipment for a week in the canteen, so the Canteen Manager can 
see for themselves how much an appliance uses. He works with the Gardener to 



discuss bore use. He educates cleaners about how to identify a silent toilet leak. He 
was the only person to work out that schools were being significantly overcharged by 
Water Corporation for years for fixtures they didn’t have, and that private schools 
receive a water subsidy not available to public schools. You never know what you 
will find if you don’t do the work and collect the data. It is this level of detail that 
School Administrators need for their own education and to take action. 
 
If action and leadership had been taken earlier, a big injection of funds would not 
have been needed. We are, however, well past that time. We look forward to the 
Department of Education demonstrating clear and actionable leadership for our 
children and educators, to provide hope and more importantly the skills to action that 
hope. 

Rosemary Lynch,  
Chairperson 
 
Environment House  
on behalf of the Committee of Management 
 
All of our details and Annual Reports are on our website. 
envirohouse.org.au 




