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LAKE CLIFTON FIRE — NATURAL DISASTER RECOVERY AND RELIEF ARRANGEMENTS 

Grievance 
MR M.J. COWPER (Murray–Wellington — Parliamentary Secretary) [9.53 am]: My grievance is to the 
Minister for Emergency Services. I take issue on behalf of my constituents and many other Western Australians 
with his decision not to afford the people of Lake Clifton the same access to Western Australian natural disaster 
recovery and relief arrangements funds that he made available to a number of other unfortunate victims of recent 
natural disaster events across WA in recent times. I have written to his office about this matter and am still 
awaiting a response, hence the need for me to bring this grievance to him today. 

I acknowledge and appreciate the $1 000 made available by the state through the Minister for Community 
Services to the 61 victims who had damage caused to their homes. I also acknowledge the further $3 000 made 
available to those 10 victims who had their homes totally destroyed. I am aware that the minister has rejected 
access to WANDRRA funding because the guidelines state that a threshold of damage to public amenity, to the 
tune of $240 000, needs to have been reached before considering such applications to the federal government, 
and that the destruction of Western Power infrastructure is not considered eligible for relief funding because 
Western Power is a private entity, irrelevant of the fact that it is owned by a single shareholder, the people of 
Western Australia. I point out that these guidelines are just that; they are not laws or regulations, they are 
guidelines. In fact, the natural disaster recovery and relief arrangements state the following — 

A body that does not meet the requirements … is nevertheless taken to be an eligible undertaking if the 
Minister has agreed in writing, in the light of special circumstances presented by a state, that the body 
should be treated as an eligible undertaking for the purposes of this Determination. 

The paradoxical situation is that this provision is reflected almost word for word in the Western Australian 
natural disaster recovery and relief arrangements, and a few weeks ago, the federal Attorney-General announced 
that he was satisfied that special circumstances applied and gave permission for the 250 local residents of Lake 
Clifton and Herron who had been excluded from entering their properties for more than 48 hours and who had 
lost their power due to the fire access to $1 000 to offset the loss of food et cetera. 

Speaking with many of my constituents at a function in Lake Clifton last Friday, I was told that many have 
already recouped the $1 000 made payable through Centrelink. We have an unusual situation whereby the 
federal Attorney-General has agreed that special circumstances apply without the prescribed trigger of an 
application from the prescribed state minister. Dare I say it, the federal Labor government has finally done 
something right for a change, and it has been suggested to me by my constituents that my own government looks 
stingy and uncaring by comparison. Why would the state not seek to activate the WANDRRA funding? That is 
the big question. 

Let us look at the responsibilities of the Fire and Emergency Services Authority. According to its guidelines, 
under the arrangements FESA needs to have considered the following — 

In order to ensure that an event satisfies these criteria, the Fire and Emergency Services Authority (FESA) 
undertakes an assessment of the impact of an event through various agencies, including local governments. 
In the process of estimating State expenditure, FESA would take into consideration; 

• … costs incurred by the … Local Government/s; 

• … costs incurred by State Government entities (such as Department of Agriculture and Food WA; 
Department of Environment and Conservation; Fire and Emergency Services Authority; 
Department of Health: Main Roads WA and Police): 

• … costs incurred by the Department for Child Protection: 

• … the cost of restoration or replacement of essential public assets owned by an affected Local 
Government; and 

• 100% of the cost of restoration or replacement of essential public assets owned by a State 
Government entity … 

That is where I take issue with the minister. The definition of a state-owned government entity would cover 
Western Power. In his reply to a question on notice dated 5 April 2011, it was revealed that the Waroona shire 
advised FESA that no public assets were destroyed. From that I read that, apart from the assessment made by the 
Waroona shire on 18 January 2011, FESA has not engaged in any of the formal assessment processes I just 
quoted. I want to know why.  

What happened is not a new situation. In 2007 when fires swept through Dwellingup and then back down the 
East Coolup valley, destroying homes, powerlines and the Hotham Valley railway line, there was a reluctance on 
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behalf of the then Minister for Emergency Services and the then Premier Alan Carpenter to declare the fires a 
natural disaster. I was advised that the trigger point of $240 000 had not been reached and therefore did not 
qualify. In fact, it took nearly a month of badgering for the then government to finally declare the fire a natural 
disaster, unlocking valuable funding from the federal government. Other states do not seem to be as reluctant in 
seeking assistance from the federal government and seem to have their collective hands out all the time. I see 
very little difference in the circumstances attending the Dwellingup fires of 2007 and the Lake Clifton fires of 
2011. 

By way of putting a human face to this dilemma, one of the victims of this fire has decided that he would not 
rebuild, for a host of reasons including his age, trauma and depression, and instead purchased a home in 
Dawesville. Here is the kicker: he received $3 000 from the state government and $1 000 from the federal 
government, but has since paid the state government $13 015 in stamp duty and a further $205 in registration 
fees, which he is not eligible for exemption for under the circumstances. The federal government too will reap 
money from this person because the land at Lake Clifton is now considered an asset and not a principal place of 
abode. Within 12 months, this will affect his pension to the tune of $7 800 per annum. He cannot sell a 
blackened and charred block at anywhere near its true value, and in any event, in the current market, he would 
struggle to find anyone interested in buying. Talk about a double and triple whammy. 

There are other factors that have impacted the Lake Clifton people because the fire was not declared a natural 
disaster. These include the lack of assistance to replace passports and other legal documents destroyed because 
of a lack of identity. Victims elsewhere get assistance from the federal government triggered by the minister’s 
declaration of a natural disaster. The Lake Clifton people will also be subject to the Queensland flood levy. 
Come 1 July, all the people there will have to stump up their money to help people in Queensland, and these 
people have lost everything. I would argue that these people have been deeply affected by this fire, emotionally, 
financially and physically. The minister can, as has been demonstrated by the federal minister and the minister in 
the previous government, declare that special circumstances apply to the Lake Clifton fire and declare it a natural 
disaster. This will not cost the state and taxpayers a lot of money, but it will certainly signal to the people of 
Western Australia that we are a caring and compassionate government. I am requesting in the strongest possible 
terms that the minister make the right decision and declare this a natural disaster. 

Mr D.A. Templeman: Well done, member. That was an excellent grievance, and I fully support it. Give the 
people of Lake Clifton the justice they deserve. 

MR R.F. JOHNSON (Hillarys — Minister for Emergency Services) [10.00 am]: If the member for Mandurah 
wants to give me a grievance, I am very happy to take it any day, but today’s grievance is on behalf of the 
member for Murray–Wellington. 

Mr D.A. Templeman interjected. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON: The member can put in his own grievance. I am responding to my colleague the member 
for Murray–Wellington. 

The SPEAKER: I note the member for Mandurah’s enthusiasm, and I think the minister notes his enthusiasm as 
well. The grievance is from the member for Murray–Wellington, and the opportunity now is for the minister to 
respond to that. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON: Can I first of all say at the outset that I appreciate the tremendous efforts on behalf of the 
member for Murray–Wellington in standing up for his constituents and trying to do the very best he can. I 
acknowledge that very much indeed. I feel extremely sorry and have great sympathy for the people of Lake 
Clifton who lost their homes or had their homes partly destroyed. Fire has a devastating affect on anybody in the 
community who loses their home, which is their main asset. It does not matter whether people live in Lake 
Clifton, Carine or Duncraig or anywhere, if they lose their homes, they lose their principal places of residence, 
and that has a devastating effect. I would always urge people to insure their homes, because for most people it is 
the biggest and main asset that they own in life. Unfortunately some people do not insure their homes or they 
under-insure. That can have a devastating effect if their home is gutted by fire. 

The questions that have been put to me by the member for Murray–Wellington relate to Western Australia 
natural disaster recover and relief arrangements. As the responsible minister, I have to take advice from the 
experts who make the decisions whether or not to recommend to me to declare a natural disaster. Unfortunately 
in this particular instance it did not meet, as I was advised, the criteria to invoke WANDRRA. Financial 
assistance was given, as it should be — 

Mr D.A. Templeman: Rubbish! 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON: The member can say “rubbish”. It is not rubbish, and he knows that as well as I do. 

Mr D.A. Templeman: It is rubbish. 
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Mr R.F. JOHNSON: No, it is not. 

Mr D.A. Templeman interjected. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON: Mr Speaker, as you would be aware, FESA is in fact responsible for administering the 
WANDRRA, as approved by the state government. The criteria for an emergency to be proclaimed an eligible 
event under WANDRRA is that it must be an eligible natural disaster—bushfire, cyclone, earthquake, flood, 
landslide, meteorite strike, storm, storm surge, tornado or tsunami. Part of the criteria also is that state 
expenditure on eligible measures must exceed $240 000.  

I cannot change the rules as we go along. I would love to be able to. I would love to be able to have the authority 
to help everybody everywhere, but I cannot do that. The information collected by FESA from state government 
agencies and local governments is compiled to ascertain whether there is sufficient evidence to support the 
proclamation of a natural disaster. For all incidents, no matter whether they are proclaimed or not, essential 
assistance is provided for items such as food, accommodation and clothing. 

The Lake Clifton fire, based on information received to date, has not reached the minimum criteria of greater 
than $240 000 in eligible measure costs, and therefore has not met the minimum criteria to be proclaimed an 
eligible event for the purposes of WANDRRA. FESA has worked with the Shire of Waroona and the 
Department of Child Protection to estimate the likely eligible costs and has been advised that as of 21 March 
2011, the anticipated eligible costs have been estimated as follows: the Shire of Waroona, approximately 
$20 000; the Department for Child Protection, approximately $15 000 to $20 000. Although there may be other 
costs associated with this event, they are not eligible costs under WANDRRA.  

Mr M.J. Cowper: What about the police department itself and DEC? 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON: I am trying to answer the member’s grievance.  

Examples would be damage to private residences and personal effects which are insurable items and not covered 
under WANDRRA. There has also been mention of the infrastructure lost by Western Power, and this cost alone 
would exceed $240 000. I have to reiterate: Western Power costs are ineligible because of the commercial nature 
of its operations. The joint state–Australian government arrangements require, among other criteria, that the 
eligible undertaking provides community, social or economic services free of charge or at a nominal charge well 
below the costs of production. Some other excluded agencies include Alinta, the Forest Products Commission, 
Horizon Power and the Water Corporation. Unfortunately, the Lake Clifton fire does not meet the criteria. Where 
does one draw the line?  

Mr W.J. Johnston interjected. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON: I am not talking to the member. Where does one draw the line to invoke WANDRRA?  

Mr D.A. Templeman: You look at the circumstances of these people—that is what you do. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON: Yes, of course you do. 

Mr D.A. Templeman interjected. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON: My friend, we look at the circumstances of any person who has experienced the 
devastating effect of fire. 

Mr D.A. Templeman interjected. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON: I did not ask the member the question. Mr Acting Speaker, this is not the member’s 
grievance. He is taking advantage of one of the members on this side of the house and is continuing to interrupt. 

THE ACTING SPEAKER (Mr A.P. O’Gorman): I remind the member for Mandurah that grievances are 
normally heard and responded to in silence. I ask that he allows that to happen. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON: I do feel sympathy. As I said, I feel sympathy for anybody who suffers a fire at their 
property, their main residence. 

Mr D.A. Templeman interjected. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON: Give it a rest, member. 

Mr D.A. Templeman: Did you visit the people of Lake Clifton? 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON: Of course I did. 

Mr D.A. Templeman: And what did you see? 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON: I saw homes burnt to the ground. 

Mr D.A. Templeman interjected. 
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Mr R.F. JOHNSON: For goodness sake! Go to bed for a while. I feel compassion — 

Mr D.A. Templeman interjected. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON: The problem the member is causing is that he is not allowing me to answer the grievance. 

Mr D.A. Templeman: You haven’t answered the grievance. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON: No, because the member is interrupting all the time and causing a problem. Now I have 
not got the time. 

The ACTING SPEAKER: The problem with interjections is that when the minister actually responds to them, 
which he did to the member for Mandurah, they keep going on. I ask that the grievance and the response be 
heard in silence. 

Mr R.F. JOHNSON: I have 13 seconds left to answer such a very important grievance, which I think is 
unreasonable. I have to say, if somebody in the metropolitan area loses their homes or two people lose their 
home through fire, whether it is caused through a natural disaster such as lightning, it is very unfortunate. 
 


