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BHP Billiton Iron Ore Pty Ltd � Safety Measures � Adjournment Debate 

HON JON FORD (Mining and Pastoral) [10.04 pm]: I rise tonight in part to congratulate the government and 
particularly the Minister for Mines and Petroleum for his response to the past appalling record of BHP Billiton 
Ltd. The response that the minister outlined to the house today in his ministerial statement is as tough as it gets 
without actually suspending the mine. I will draw to the attention of the house two main issues. Some members 
might not understand the mining lingo, particularly as it applies to safety. It is worth understanding how tough 
the measure is and how it works. The minister has imposed a series of measures that allow for immediate 
prohibition notices. In practice, normally that means that the company can keep operating while it is given leave 
to effect change to fix the problem. In this case, that option no longer exists. It does not matter how minor or 
major the incident, the site is shut down until the issue is resolved. That is the best practice when things are 
running out of control. That is a very tough measure.  

The other measure relates to a section 45 inspection. To a company involved in this business, a section 45 
inspection is like taking a dose of salts�nothing will be left unturned and everything will be cleaned out. It is 
about as detailed an interrogation as the Spanish Inquisition. It is an independent inspection, but it is paid for by 
the company; therefore, it is a double whammy. There is no impost on the taxpayers of Western Australia: the 
company foots the bill, and rightly so. In his actions today, what Minister Moore has imposed is highly 
commendable, and I commend the government for its role.  

I had a meeting with BHP Billiton today. On the face of it, the company certainly understands the seriousness of 
the issue and the serious approach that the minister has taken. That is the good news.  

The other matter I would like the government to consider is its role and the agency�s response to this issue. One 
wonders how we got into this position with the current regulatory authority. One would think, with the 
inspectorate that we are supposed to have, that it would be hard to get away with this sort of problem and to 
allow this to run by. In the short time I was the minister responsible for this area, I started to look for answers to 
a number of questions that were brought to my attention. We have since had a change of government, and I 
invite the government to follow up on that.  

I have heard anecdotal evidence from enough people�it is not coming from one source�that the inspectors 
have been told not to be proactive and only to react to actual problems after they have occurred. That is a 
problem. The other issue was that as a result of the boom the inspectorate lost a lot of its inspectors to the private 
sector, which pays better salaries. Why would they not go there? The inspectorate has had difficulty filling these 
very technical positions. Certainly, it was brought to my attention that a few inspectors were needed. Another 
issue is that the inspectorate was now operating out of Collie, which is a problem in itself, but particularly in the 
Pilbara.  

Although I am very happy with how the government is dealing with BHP, and this will be good for shareholders, 
the industry, and certainly for their employees, we have to look at the role of the inspectorate. I understand that 
the minister has a view that overseeing safety in the mining industry is a specialist business. He has moved to 
bring safety back under the portfolio of mines and petroleum, and I respect his decision. However, we must 
ensure that the appropriate resources are made available to do the job in a proactive way. I hope that when the 
report on the section 45 inspection is released at the end of April, the results point the way to a different way of 
involving the inspectorate in the industry. I am a promoter of the safety case. I know that nationally there is a 
move towards the safety case. The safety case model is good because it allows for consistency in the way in 
which safety is dealt with in the mining industry across the country, particularly when there is a highly mobile 
workforce, as there is in the mining industry in Western Australia. The safety case model was initiated after the 
Piper Alpha incident and has been operating in the oil and gas industry for a long while. I understand that there 
have been a number of reports, and probably some investigations are ongoing. I dare say that we will have a 
debate about that in the future. I say three cheers for the government on what it has done with BHP Billiton. 
However, there is a lot more work to be done and I encourage the government to do that work.  
 


