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JONES, MR RONALD DERRICK,
examined:

Mr DAY:  Mr Jones, you appeared before the committee at the hearings in Midland.  Do you recall
the preamble to your comments and the guidelines that were given, or would you like me to go
through those again?

Mr R. Jones:  I am quite comfortable with that.

Mr DAY:  You have presented us with an additional submission since last time.  Would you like to
make any comments initially?

Mr R. Jones:  Yes.  I said in the second submission that the planning person, Mr Eric Lumsden, of
the Shire of Swan, did not have a delegated authority at the time he gave his first planning consent -

Mr DAY:  This is going back to about 1989?

Mr R. Jones:  Yes.  I have since discovered through the research that because of the changes to the
Local Government Act, it could be argued that at that time, before those changes, he would have
reason to claim that he did have such an authority.  It turns out now that the new Act has come in -
they are still working with the old Act at the moment - the way they are at the moment they are not
operating within the Act at all.  That is beside the point.  At the time it could be claimed that he
was.

Mr DAY:  Thank you for clarifying that.  Is there any further information you would like to
present?

Mr R. Jones:  No.  I am happy for you to ask me questions about my statement.

Mr MASTERS:  On page 11 of your most recent submission, third line, you say -

This despite the fact, the Shire Files show they contained 2 copies of Jeffrey Claflin’s
“Chemical engineering Research and Design Company’s paper fully describing the Waste
Chemical Proposal, intentions to process otherwise unacceptable solvents etc

Have you provided us with a copy of that paper?  You have given us a very good history of the pre-
fire history, and I would think that this paper you are talking about is a key part of that history.

Mr R. Jones:  Yes, it is on page D16, first paragraph -

This plant will be geared towards the recovery and recycling of solvents which are
unacceptable for conventional waste disposal as stipulated by the Department of Health.

Mr MASTERS:  Thank you for alluding me to that letter.  Your statement continues by saying that
there is a general category of solvents that include hydrocarbons, chlorides and miscellaneous
solvents.  I find that useful information.  On the basis of that, I am surprised that nobody at the
shire, the Environmental Protection Authority or the Department of Minerals and Energy realised
that this was a hazardous industry because of the volatile and flammable nature of those solvents.
Are you able to explain why everybody downplayed the potentially hazardous nature of the facility
that Dr Claflin applied for permission to establish in 1989?

Mr R. Jones:  His original application was to manufacture methyl nitrate.  As I explained, it is a
highly dangerous substance.  If a drum of it is dropped it can explode.  It does not even need a good
supply of oxygen to burn.  It was invented by the Germans and they used it as rocket fuel during the
Second World War.  I found it extraordinary that Mr Lumsden notified the EPA that an application
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had been received for that purpose.  Within 48 hours of its receipt, the DEP responded to arrange an
assessment.  From then on, the process started to become understated.

Mr MASTERS:  Okay.  The report notated as D16 clearly shows a major change in the request
from Dr Claflin in respect of the chemicals he stored and processed on his site.

Mr R. Jones:  I believe the council refused to accept its responsibility to reassess the situation.

Mr MASTERS:  I agree with you.  I have a copy of the letter dated 9 October 1989 that lists some
of the chemicals that were to be on the site.  Do you have any background knowledge that would
allow me to understand why no one seemed to be particularly concerned, either at the shire or state
government level?

Mr R. Jones:  I would use the words incompetence, laziness and carelessness.  They are the terms
that cover the situation.  It is the only explanation I can provide.

Mr MASTERS:  You cannot provide any other sensible or logical explanation?

Mr R. Jones:  None.  I obtained a copy of the advice from Dr Claflin from the shire’s files.

Mr MASTERS:  In your submission you have stated -

It is interesting to observe the Application for this licence was for, “20 tonnes plus 20
kilolitres, = to 40, 000 LITRES,......WHERE-AS THE LICENCE WAS ISSUED FOR A
STAGGERING 5000 TONNES (PLUS 10% ALLOWANCE = TOTAL FIVE MILLION,
FIVE HUNDRED THOUSAND LITRES ????)

To me, that defies logic.  An application for 40 000 litres ends up being 5.5 million litres, even
though he did not ask for it.  Is there anything you are aware of that may have indicated why it was
more than 100 times greater than initially sought?

Mr R. Jones:  My best case scenario in respect of the DEP is that it was a typographical error or a
clerical error.

Mr DAY:  Did it have any practical effect on the amount of material actually on the site?

Mr R. Jones:  I have no idea how much advantage was taken of it.

Mr MASTERS:  The reason why I am amazed at the figure of 5.5 million litres is because it must
have sent a message to the proprietor, Dr Claflin, to tell him that he had all the approval he needed
to have a very big waste solvent and treatment plant on a very small site.  Clearly, there were site
limitations as it was located close to non-hazardous industries and residences.  It may have been
acceptable to have 40 000 litres but 5.5 million litres is astronomically out of kilter.

Mr R. Jones:  I think Dr Claflin thought it was his lucky day.

Mr DAY:  Could the witness please summarise his overall concern.

Mr R. Jones:  In yesterday’s paper there was an article on a site at Forrestdale.  I find one part of
the story disconcerting.  There is a planning background to it.  The site can be used for solvent
recycling.  Because the DEP took the waste control plant as security against a $100 000 loan, it now
owns the plant.  I have a nasty feeling that the plant will be transposed to Forrestdale.  The article in
the paper yesterday stated that, in the case of a fire, there would be a one per cent lethal event up to
a 435 metre radius.  If I am correct, and it was of the same magnitude as Bellevue, it would mean
that, as a minimum, the risk would be as bad as Bellevue.  It is shoddy planning - and I am being
kind.

Mr DAY:  Shoddy planning at Bellevue?

Mr R. Jones:  Yes.

Mr DAY:  An extensive environmental review is under way.
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Mr R. Jones:  It would be even worse than Bellevue because the chemicals were stockpiled to a
huge extent.  I think I get some idea of the value of one of those stockpiled sites and how much
money Dr Claflin received for the disposal of the chemicals.  In the past 12 months of the operation
of that site he was paid $100 000 to get rid of 1 000 drums.  Within 12 months he had been paid to
get rid of 2 200 drums.  He then complained that he had no money.  He asked for more.

Mr BOWLER:  Extra money after he had received money from the State Government?  At the
time of the fire?

Mr R. Jones:  He must have been deriving income from accepting surplus drums.

Mr BOWLER:  One of the problems was that he was probably not charging enough.

Mr R. Jones:  He was just stockpiling them.

Mr MASTERS:  I understand that the $100 000 was the cost to the State to take the 1 000 drums to
the eastern States.

Mr R. Jones:  He did not get the money in his pocket.

Mr MASTERS:  I thought you were suggesting that he ended up with the money in his pocket.

Mr R. Jones:  He subsequently took on 1 000 drums that he stockpiled.  He derived income from
that.  The witness after me should be asked the value of those drums.

Mr MASTERS:  She may not be the best person to ask.

Mr R. Jones:  With regard to planning, the committee asked why they did not modify the plans as
more information was received.  My experience of shire councils is that they do not like to admit
mistakes.  A mistake could have proven to be very costly to the shire legally.  The shire had given
its consent to something it should not have.  If it turned around later and admitted it had made a
mistake it could face a legal claim.  The shire had painted itself into a corner and it probably
thought that it would keep going and hope for the best.  It shows recklessness.

Mr DAY:  Do you hold the local government authority, the then Shire of Swan, mainly responsible
that the site was allowed to develop into the large waste processing site that it did and develop an
unacceptable risk?

Mr R. Jones:  That responsibility is 100 per cent with the Shire of Swan.

Mr BOWLER:  The Department of Minerals and Energy played some part in the process.

Mr R. Jones:  Yes and no.  The Department of Minerals and Energy has sat very quietly through
this whole affair.  It is correct that it had some responsibility.  It did tell the shire that the site had to
be properly licensed as the chemicals were dangerous.  The site was not producing paper clips or
things like that; it was a dangerous site.  It did not take the advice.  I say the problem is 100 per cent
with the shire.

Mr DAY:  The City of Swan has put in a submission and the committee will meet again with it next
week.  We will get its views on the issue.

Mr R. Jones:  I have a copy of its submission.  It has more holes in it than a piece of gruyere
cheese.

Mr MASTERS:  There is nothing to stop Mr Jones from putting in a counter submission but the
official submission period has closed.  It might be to his advantage to listen to the hearings next
week when the City of Swan is represented.  If Mr Jones is unhappy with the questions the
committee asks, he should make a submission after that.

Mr DAY:  There needs to be a cut-off point for submissions.  Things have to be brought to a
conclusion at some stage.  They cannot go on forever.  If the witness has some burning issues that
might be of use, we will look at them.
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Mr R. Jones:  Please do not use that word.

Mr DAY:  Would Mr Jones like to say anything else?

Mr R. Jones:  I have some material in the form of copies of some e-mails, and I would like to bring
them to the inquiry, but I do not want to divulge the names of some of the authors of those e-mails.
What would the Deputy Chairman advise on this matter?

Mr DAY:  You can discuss that issue with committee staff afterwards, and they will give you
advice on what the inquiry can accept, and the value or otherwise of anonymous information.

Mr R. Jones:  It is very important information.

Mr DAY:  On the other hand, if information is provided without the identity of people being made
known, it is hard to give it much credibility.

Mr R. Jones:  I am willing to give the committee the information, but I wish to exclude it from the
public record.

Mr DAY:  I suggest you discuss that with the committee staff at a later time.  If there is nothing
else, thank you for your appearance.


