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WITTENOOM CLOSURE BILL 2019 
Second Reading 

Resumed from 21 March. 
MR W.R. MARMION (Nedlands — Deputy Leader of the Opposition) [1.42 pm]: I rise to speak on this bill 
and advise the government that we strongly support it. It has taken many years to reach the position we are in now. 
In fact, when we were in government, we were battling with the issue of how we could buy out the remaining 
residents who had property there. Can I begin by acknowledging the very good briefing we received from the staff 
and the minister. We appreciate the process. Everything we asked for, minister, was provided. I thank him for his 
cooperation and for the staff who provided the information that we required.  
This is a fairly simple bill that relies on the compulsory acquisition of the remaining freehold titles in the 
Wittenoom town site. We want to do that so that we can basically have control of the remaining properties in the 
Wittenoom town site. Why would we want to do that? The town site has a history of mining asbestos—I will get 
to that in a minute—which is a contaminated mineral. If asbestos fibres get into a person’s lungs, they can cause 
mesothelioma, which is also sometimes called asbestosis. The first step by government is to acquire the freehold 
titles to all the land in the Wittenoom town site. The town site has tailings throughout. In the gorge itself there are 
two mine sites that have asbestos tailings that are still visible to the public. My understanding is that the seal on 
the Bolitho Road that goes throughout the town site and out to the gorge used asbestos tailings as the aggregate. 
With that in mind, we support the acquisition of the remaining freehold titles, which I will talk to in a minute. 
I have a fair bit of experience in Wittenoom because — 
Dr A.D. Buti: You lived there as well. 

Mr W.R. MARMION: Yes, I did. Indeed, my life seems to track back to Wittenoom. My father and family arrived 
in Wittenoom, like probably many other people did, in mid-1956. He had an interview for a job with Australian 
Blue Asbestos. He was working with Western Mining Corporation in Kalgoorlie at the time, which is why I was 
born in Kalgoorlie. When I was about the age of two and my younger brother was only six months old, my father 
had an interview with Australian Blue Asbestos. He advised me that he did ask the question in the interview. He 
mentioned that he had heard that blue asbestos was dangerous. He was advised by the person interviewing him for 
the job that white asbestos was dangerous but blue asbestos was okay. I was obviously not there to verify that, but 
that is what he told me. We arrived in 1956, and I can tell members that it was a very nice place to live. The town 
site had about 200 workers at the time with a population of about 500. I did a google search of the town site and 
counted 15 streets. Today we can still see a couple of dwellings there, which is what this bill is about.  

In the gorge behind the town site of Wittenoom are two mine sites. Another mine site was started in about 1937 
in Yampire Gorge, which is easily accessible to the public. I have been there twice at various times. A person 
just has to park their car and walk off the side of the road. If they know where it is, they can walk into the mine. 
I do not know if it has been boarded up, but when I visited the place some decades ago the boards had been pulled 
off. Over time a lot of people have lived in Wittenoom. I have some data that states that more than 2 000 people 
worked over a period in the mines. The time that people spent working on the mine did not last long. Most miners 
lasted only three months. About half of the people who worked on the mine only worked for about three months. 
But in some research I found on this, the point was made that it was very hard to keep labour on the site. It is 
no wonder because they worked in fairly difficult conditions. The miners had to work in a lot of dust and in 
confined spaces when loading up the rail carts full of asbestos ore. Indeed, in an effort to retain workers, 
I understand that Australian Blue Asbestos sought workers from overseas. Italy was one place where I think it 
managed to get workers from and I understand that they were tied to a two-year contract. They could not leave 
within those two years. If they decided that they did not like the working conditions, they had to pay back the 
airfare to relinquish the contract.  

The health aspects of mining in Wittenoom were not that good. In 1944, a mines inspector by the name of Adams 
first reported the issue of dust in Wittenoom. However, it was Dr Jim McNulty, famous for this issue when he 
worked for the Department of Health, who provided a first-hand account of what the working conditions were like 
in 1959. My father was working there in 1959. We were lucky that my father was not a mine worker. He got the 
job of manager of the power station. The power station obviously was required to power the mine but it was also 
required to power the town site. Ideally, they would have liked to locate the town site next to the mine, but there 
was not enough space—the member for Pilbara would know this—so they had to create the town site on the flat, just 
outside the gorge. The power station was back in the gorge, near the very first mine, and there was a 10-kilometre 
powerline into the town. My father did not go down the mine very often. I think he went down only a couple of 
times, just because he had an interest.  

My first schooling was in Wittenoom. In 1960 I was in year 1 at primary school at Wittenoom Gorge. The school 
had two classrooms—years 1 to 3 and years 4 to 7. There was also a Catholic school, but I did not know much 
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about that. I do remember going to school in Wittenoom and my sixth birthday, which was held in the gorge. We 
lived in the gorge settlement, right next to the very first mine site. Has the member for Pilbara been up into 
Wittenoom Gorge? 

Mr D.R. Michael: Yes. 

Mr W.R. MARMION: Yes, so he would know where the power station and the very first mine were. I think that 
is the start of Joffre Creek, which whips around the gorge and goes through Joffre Falls. We were the closest house 
to the power station. Across the road from that house was the mine manager, Ozzie Allan. He died from 
mesothelioma. It is sad to hear of the number of workers who have passed away from that disease. The other 
problem was that in those days most people smoked as well. It was a huge fad. My father smoked. Apart from 
asbestos being bad for the lungs, we all know how bad smoking is. I think that if someone smoked and went down 
the mine, there was a 14-times increase in their likelihood of getting mesothelioma. 

My father and mother are still alive; dad is 93 and mum is 89. We used to go to Lancelin. We were at a hotel there 
in around 1969 and dad ran into an ex-worker who was having a beer. I think they worked in a team of about 18. 
He said that of the 18, 16 were dead: he and one other guy on the team were still alive. They have since passed 
away; obviously they were old. It is a ruthless disease. 

I worked for Peter Foss when he was Minister for Health and we had a meeting with Bill Musk, who conducted 
research on vitamin A. I was on the vitamin A program, as were my brother, sister, mum and dad. Bill Musk and 
Bruce Robinson came in to talk to the minister about mesothelioma and the possibility of getting more money for 
research, and when they found out that the chief of staff was on vitamin A, they were encouraged that perhaps 
Minister Foss would keep the program going, and he did. Professor Robinson gave me a two-hour tour and showed 
me his research because he knew that I lived in Wittenoom. It was quite moving to see people who were terminally 
ill from the disease. He was trying interferon to see whether it would have any impact on reducing the disease. We 
know that it has not been successful. 

With that background, there is a dilemma. Wittenoom is a lovely place and the gorges are fantastic. The member 
for Pilbara will know this: some people say that there is no issue. In 1993 I raised with Professor Robinson that 
some people say that it is not a problem. I think the Soters were still living in Wittenoom at the time. They lived 
there all their life. I do not know whether they smoked; that would be interesting to consider. Professor Robinson 
said that his research had found that mesothelioma was linked to genetic make-up. It is a bit like cancer: some 
people are more susceptible than others. That was the explanation I got in 1993 so that is the one I have had to live 
with. Every time the word “asbestos” comes up, I touch wood. I know that members here today have been impacted 
by deaths in the family from mesothelioma. Those members might speak later. So far, our family has been extremely 
lucky in terms of the impact on us. 

That is all I want to say about my personal background in Wittenoom. I will get to the bill in a tick. It is a case of 
what do we do now? As the member for Pilbara would know, asbestos tailings run down the side of the hill—it is 
not really a mountain—of the second mine. I do not know how that area could possibly be rehabilitated. The 
primary school I attended was on about a hectare site on the side of Bolitho Road. To keep the red dust down, 
about a foot of asbestos tailings was spread around the whole area of the school, and the school was built on top 
of that. We all had blue legs up to our knees from running around in asbestos, and that was every day. Our house 
at the gorge was like an oasis: blue asbestos was put in the gardens as we do with woodchips in Perth. We did not 
have a sandpit. I do not recall it, but my brother and sister definitely had a blue asbestos “sandpit”. We have photos 
of them with blue lips from eating the blue asbestos.  

I have run into people on various committees since 1987 who have been looking at what to do with Wittenoom. It 
has also been an issue for me that I liked the area in which I grew up, but at the same time, I recognise the impact 
that it has had on people’s health. From a duty of care perspective, the government, no matter who is in power, 
has no choice but to acquire the properties. I appreciate that the staff provided data on the number of people who 
still own property there. I understand that there are five owners, three of whom reside there. There are three permanent 
residents with a primary residence there. Two others have other properties. The quantum the government has come 
up with is reasonable. When we were in government we were negotiating those. Obviously, when a government 
resumes land under the Land Administration Act, it must follow processes, but this legislation will circumvent 
some of the conditions that would normally need to be met, and I support that. As minister, I have resumed land 
from people when we were building roads, but it was very simple: it just requires getting a bit of land to widen the 
road or make a slight deviation. But we had to follow processes, and usually the owners were very happy to get 
the market rate plus 10 per cent. There had been concerns that when everyone else left the town concerned about 
asbestos, some speculators bought land fairly cheaply, so it has been a bit difficult to come up with the right 
quantum figures. Over some years now we have had to agree on something, put it through legislation and that is 
it. I think that is the only way to go; we have to draw the line some time. Obviously, I had not heard any feedback 
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from disgruntled people when I was in government, but this is a pretty fair quantum figure for each of the 
individuals who are there. 

I want to talk about how the bill is cleverly done. It highlights areas of the Land Administration Act and clauses 
that will circumvent some of the normal clauses that we would use, like the notice of intent to acquire. The act 
outlines that if it is a contaminated site, they have to notify the purchaser, which, in this case, is the state 
government. I appreciate the logic of how the clauses have been put under part 2 of the act, with part 3 going 
through the quantum. 

Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders. 

[Continued on page 4706.] 
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