
Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY - Thursday, 21 June 2007] 

 p3507b-3510a 
Mrs Judy Hughes; Mr Fran Logan 

 [1] 

PILKINGTON FAMILY - SINKHOLE FORMATION 
Grievance 

MRS J. HUGHES (Kingsley) [9.49 am]:  My grievance is addressed the Minister for Energy; Resources; 
Industry and Enterprise.  As the minister is aware, almost four months ago the Pilkington family of Woodvale 
were unfortunate enough to suffer a sinkhole formation in their backyard.  This occurred on the night of 6 March 
and the family became aware of it on the morning of 7 March.  The Pilkington family literally lost their 
swimming pool overnight.  There was no sound to indicate the collapse, which caused thousands of litres of pool 
water to be lost within the earth.  An extraordinary amount of damage occurred in the backyard, ruining not only 
the pool, but the water feature, gardens and fence.  At the time, the family was unaware of the future impacts of 
such an occurrence. 
The family immediately contacted its insurance company, CGU Insurance, which was a catalyst for a series of 
activities and disturbances in the family’s life that they are continuing to endure.  Unfortunately, to date there has 
been an undertaking by CGU Insurance that no claim will be met by it.  An appeal was made but no change to 
the decision was forthcoming.  The issue has also gained media attention, with reports on Channel Nine, Channel 
Seven and Today Tonight, and articles in the Sunday Times and Joondalup Times, and on the Internet, with a 
local online forum discussing the issue.  Despite this widespread coverage, it has not encouraged any party or 
agency to assist in resolving this potentially dangerous situation sooner rather than later. 

In my grievance to the minister today I will raise a number of issues.  The first is the imminent threat the 
sinkhole poses to the family and their property as well as to the three adjoining residential properties.  I thank the 
minister for commissioning the original report on this.  The inquiry looked at the danger the family was in.  It 
also looked at how the onset of winter rains will impact on the sinkhole. 

Through my initial inquiries to ascertain where one might go for some clarity on such an occurrence, it became 
acutely clear that no emergency response was available.  It is my understanding that FESA has procedures only 
for landslides and earthquakes.  It did not indicate that it could or would respond to this type of hazard or that it 
had ever contemplated such an occurrence.  I thank God that the sinkhole, if it had to occur, occurred at the time 
it did, when Mike and Sonja’s children were sleeping instead of swimming in the pool.  What if the hole had 
collapsed under the house?  I shudder to think what the response would have been and whether any agency is 
equipped to handle this type of emergency.  This is just one of the issues that was uncovered during 
consideration of this matter.   

The inadequate and slow processes in the response of agencies to find a solution to this problem is generating 
plenty of interest but nothing that will stop or prevent any further damage.  The Water Corporation is another 
agency involved.  A sewer line runs directly in the path of the sinkhole.  Should the sinkhole collapse further and 
the sewer line dislodge, it will create huge environmental damage.  The added burden of damaged infrastructure 
will further complicate the issue.  Visits have been made by the Water Corporation to look at the problem but no 
works have been undertaken.  I am sure that there is no real comprehension of the type of damage that could 
occur at any given moment should the sinkhole collapse further. 

Another important issue concerns the understanding that no insurance is available to homes under threat of 
damage if the sinkhole collapses further.  There are future impacts on the Pilkington family and their home if no 
restoration is made in the form of investigation and back engineering to secure and remove the threat.  They and 
other homeowners own assets of significant value that are, and could well be in the future, uninsurable.  This is 
not an acceptable or desirable outcome for those families.   

This is not the first sinkhole to appear in the northern corridor.  Several have appeared over the years, some of 
which were seven to eight metres in depth.  However, the land affected was primarily rural and no home - until 
now - was affected.  The occurrence of sinkholes developing in the corridor is very real, due to the geology of 
the area.  To my knowledge there is limited documentation of hazards in Perth.  To date, some work has been 
done in the Wanneroo area in a report published in 2003 titled “Review of Karst Hazards in the Wanneroo Area, 
Perth, Western Australia”.   

I am running out of time very quickly and I have a lot to say.  Unfortunately, I cannot get an extension of time.  I 
will pass on the rest of this information to the minister. 

We must remember that Woodvale was part of the local government of Wanneroo.  It is fair to say that the 
owners of the property would not have been aware of the associated risks when they purchased their home or 
that karsts even existed in the area.  There has been very little community awareness about karsts in the region.   

This point moves me to the delicate question of who is responsible for recovering the damage and covering the 
costs.  Was there a responsibility on the local council and the land developers, the State Planning Commission or 
the insurance company to act?  Surely property owners who do not have any prior knowledge when purchasing 
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their homes cannot and should not be held responsible for this type of natural hazard.  Obviously, when the 
original urban zoning occurred, people may not have known that the area had karstic formations.  Local 
governments lacked a process to provide karst reports.  I am not aware that, at the time, there were any such 
requirements imposed on local government or land developers.   

Since the collapse in early March preliminary measures were taken to assess the damage and place a temporary 
reinforcement on the site by the insurance company.  There was also some discussion held on possible ways to 
rectify the damage.  There was mention of sandfill.  That implied that there was some accountability to assess 
and manage the claim.  Of course, in the general fashion, it got too hard and the company reneged and the claim 
was rejected.  Why discuss the options of engineering a solution if it was not a straightforward claim between the 
owners and the holders of insurance policy? 

I thank the minister for commissioning the safety assessment soon after I notified his office.  However, that is as 
far as we have got.  My complaint today rests on the lack of support and the slow process in which no progress is 
made or solution achieved.  There is a need to identify responsibility and to confirm who is responsible and how 
the problem will be resolved.  What does this mean for the current landowners, who had no part in the planning 
or building of the home or the original subdivision that was passed by the local government and, ultimately, by 
the Western Australian Planning Commission or the State Planning Commission at the time in the early 1980s?  
I am disturbed, to say the least, that the sinkhole has not been reinforced properly.  It poses a very real risk and 
threat to the Pilkington family and their neighbours.  Not only is there a cause for concern for their personal 
safety, but also for further damage to infrastructure, including the sewer pipes and the environment; that 
possibility cannot be disregarded.  I request on behalf of the Pilkingtons some direction from the minister of a 
process for resolving this matter as it has continued for far too long.  I look forward to the minister’s response 
and I hope he will shed some light on this matter for the Pilkingtons, who are here today. 

MR F.M. LOGAN (Cockburn - Minister for Resources) [9.56 am]:  First of all, I acknowledge the presence 
in the gallery of the Pilkington family.  I express my concerns, along with those of the member for Kingsley, 
about their plight.  I feel for them.  Certainly, none of us would like to be in the situation they are in. 

As the member for Kingsley has pointed out, this is quite an unusual event.  I know there has been movement by 
karsts before.  There have been examples in national parks and parkland along the coast of holes appearing 
occasionally on top of limestone formations.  When a swimming pool in someone’s backyard falls into one, that 
is highly unusual.  When it was brought to my attention and the government’s attention by the member for 
Kingsley very soon after it occurred, the member for Kingsley felt, as now, extremely frustrated.  She clearly did 
not know - it has not been resolved yet - who takes responsibility for such an occurrence.  Because of the 
dangers posed to the Pilkington family and their residence something needed to be done immediately.  As a 
result of that and the member’s appeals to me as the Minister for Resources - effectively the minister for mines - 
and given that it was a hole that required geotechnical work, I used my offices and the geotechnical people who 
are employed by the Department of Industry and Resources to assist.  Through the work of DOIR, Coffey 
Geotechnical was contracted to undertake a geotechnical assessment of the site to assess the immediate safety 
risks to the family and people in the immediate area.  The report was issued on 26 March.  It mapped three risk 
zones based on the geotechnical characteristics of the sinkhole and the immediate surrounds.  It did not go to the 
point of stating what improvements needed to be done to address the problem because it was outside the brief 
that was given to Coffey Geotechnical, which was basically to assess the dangers and immediate changes.   

Cabinet recently made a decision that the Department of Industry and Resources would coordinate a response on 
behalf of the state government and its various agencies to work in liaison with the City of Joondalup.  The 
department itself will not be responsible for the total work, but it will certainly take a leading role in 
coordinating the response by the state government to work with the City of Joondalup and help it address this 
problem.  The department has advised me that the City of Joondalup has informed DOIR that action is underway 
to remedy the situation.  I am aware of this because the member for Kingsley has told me this.  The city has 
contracted an excavation firm to clean up the site and make it safe prior to doing the remediation work.  Again, 
Coffey Geotechnics has been contracted by the City of Joondalup to investigate the site and manage the remedial 
work.  The department has also assigned an officer from the Geological Survey of Western Australia to liaise 
with the City of Joondalup and Coffey Geotechnics on geotechnical issues.  GSWA will liaise with officers of 
the Department of Consumer and Employment Protection, the Department for Planning and Infrastructure and 
the Department of Housing and Works to ensure that the City of Joondalup has access to the best available 
advice and expertise relevant to the problem.  Based on the investigations that will be undertaken by Coffey and 
company, DOIR will assist the City of Joondalup to progress the remedial work.  This will include clearing the 
site and working with the geotechnical contractor to assess the site and prepare specifications for appropriate 
ground-improvement works to be carried out to stabilise and repair the damage; preparing tender documents 
using the specifications that I have just referred to for the City of Joondalup to request quotes from the 
companies to carry out the ground-improvement works; assisting the City of Joondalup to review the received 
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quotes and award a contract for the ground-improvement works; and assisting the City of Joondalup to supervise 
the ground-improvement works and review, from a geotechnical perspective, an end-of-contract report detailing 
all work done during the life of the contract.  I also understand that the City of Joondalup will incur the actual 
costs of repairs and has already set aside $56 000 for the initial clearance work.  That is basically what the 
department will do. 

Mrs J. Hughes:  Basically, what you are telling me is that the Pilkington family will not be sent a bill at the end 
of all this. 

Mr F.M. LOGAN:  What I am saying is that the work to assist and coordinate what the member has asked us to 
do will be undertaken.  The City of Joondalup has set aside $56 000 for the remedial work. 

Mrs J. Hughes:  That will not be enough. 

Mr F.M. LOGAN:  I do not know how the City of Joondalup will deal with any further costs that are incurred.  
I cannot answer for the City of Joondalup.  However, of course the costs of the work that will be undertaken by 
the state government will not be forwarded to the Pilkington family.  Those costs will be picked up by the state 
government.  The cost of coordinating the various agencies and the remedial work will be incurred by the state 
government.  I do not know whether the City of Joondalup will absorb the costs of the work undertaken by the 
city or whether it will present a bill; I cannot answer that on behalf of the City of Joondalup.  However, it is 
certainly an issue that I ask the member to take up with the City of Joondalup.  I hope that she also works with 
the Department of Consumer and Employment Protection on any insurance issues that may still be outstanding. 

Mrs J. Hughes:  I have written to the Insurance Council and, to date, it has given me no reply. 

Mr F.M. LOGAN:  That is unfortunate.  I certainly hope that the Insurance Council of Australia Ltd responds to 
the member’s efforts. 
 


