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FIREFIGHTERS - PAY AND CONDITIONS 
Grievance 

MR M.J. COWPER (Murray) [9.54 am]:  My grievance relates to the conditions and pay of Western 
Australian firefighters.  When I first became a member of Parliament, I commented on the fact that we are all 
products of our environment.  Indeed, we are all influenced by the environment in which we grew up.  In my 
case that is certainly true.  My father was a firefighter for 37 years.  Prior to becoming a firefighter, he grew up 
on a farm in Wyalkatchem and survived the Depression.  He went to war when he was 17 years old and did not 
come back until he was 22.  When he returned from duty, he joined the fire brigade and served as a senior 
firefighter for 37 years.  He chose not to move up through the ranks because he felt that his allegiance was to the 
men on the ground.  Subsequently, he earned himself the nickname “The King”.  Recently he passed away.  
Several hundred firefighters attended his funeral, including my brother and brother-in-law, who are both 
firefighters.  I grew up in a household that represented what was once a very proud group.  It pains me that the 
conditions experienced by today’s firefighters are nowhere near as good as they were years ago.   
I moved in with my brother not long after he became a firefighter and I became a policeman.  It is interesting to 
note that he was on a better wage than I was.  Back in those days the Western Australian fire brigade was run by 
a board that comprised insurance companies and various government departments that funded the brigade.  
Nowadays funding comes via the Fire and Emergency Services Authority.  The pay and conditions of firefighters 
today have diminished significantly compared with the pay and conditions that I received as a police officer.  
Five hundred and eighty firefighters came into the public gallery yesterday, which is two-thirds of the entire 
firefighting force of Western Australia.  About 90 firefighters operate in country Western Australia and another 
100 would have been on duty yesterday.  Yesterday there was nearly a 100 per cent roll-out of firefighters, who 
feel very strongly about this issue.   
From time to time different wage cases arise.  The pay and conditions of teachers, nurses and police officers are 
very much in people’s psyche.  However, firefighters have been left on the vine for some time.  The pay and 
conditions of firefighters is way under the mark.  Western Australian firefighters are the lowest-paid firefighters 
in Australia.   
Mr J.C. Kobelke:  That is not true.  

Mr M.J. COWPER:  Those statistics come from a report that was released by the Australian firefighters 
council.  It stated that compared with firefighters in other states, Western Australian firefighters receive the 
lowest pay.  It also stated that Western Australia has the worst response times.  There has been no real increase 
in the number of firefighters in those years.  We now have 855 firefighters, or thereabouts.  The fact is that the 
metropolitan area has grown and the resources have been spread out.  The catchphrase that is used for dispersing 
the resources is “risk to resource”.  It is said that this can be done because improved fire equipment has been 
installed in buildings and that has mitigated the problems that confront firefighting, and as a result, the 
firefighters can carry out their duties more effectively.  However, the situation on the ground is that many 
experienced firefighters will leave the service.  They are well-trained officers; some of the best in the country.  
The same thing that I have seen happen with police officers will happen with firefighters; that is, they will leave 
the service.  This is only the first round for these firefighters.  They will become more militant, which, to their 
detriment, they have not been in the past.  I commend them for the way in which they presented at Parliament 
House yesterday.  The government should give them at lease a 10 per cent per annum pay rise over the next two 
years.  If it does not, there will be trouble.   
MR J.C. KOBELKE (Balcatta - Minister for Police and Emergency Services) [10.01 am]:  Firefighters play 
a very important role in our society.  They are dedicated, disciplined and highly skilled.  Given that they have to 
put themselves in situations of potential danger, there is a strong camaraderie among the members of that 
service.  The member for Murray, in reflecting on his family’s experience, picked up on some of that 
camaraderie and the dedication, friendship and emotion that goes with it.  If he wants to support the firefighters, 
I genuinely advise the member that he must do more than be emotional.  He has to get his facts right.  The 
member for Murray has made a range of statements inside and outside this place that are factually wrong.  While 
I do not question his strong commitment to and wish to support our firefighters, he is clearly failing in his duty.  
We cannot support our firefighters if we make statements that are factually wrong.  The member for Murray has 
done that again today.   

When firefighters join the Fire and Emergency Services Authority as recruits, they earn $798.65 a week for the 
duration of a 13-week recruit training school.  This equates to $41 663 per annum.  Therefore, trainees are on an 
hourly rate of $19.97 an hour for that 13 weeks of training.  When they finish the 13 weeks of training, they go 
onto an hourly rate of $21.83.  A third-year apprentice electrician is on an hourly rate of $11.04.  The member, in 
a media statement that he issued yesterday, said - 
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 Senior WA firefighters are paid a paltry $19.33 per hour . . .   

That is not true.  As I indicated, even in their 13-week training they are on $19.97 an hour.  In fact, a senior 
firefighter is on $27.67 an hour.  On completion of his training, a recruit will graduate with the possibility of 
advancement to the maximum rate of $1638.24 per week, or $85 462 per annum.  The majority of the employees 
are classified as senior firefighters.  A senior firefighter is on $57 734 per annum, about $28 an hour; not the 
$19.33 that the member put in his media statement.  If an employee becomes a station officer 2, his annual wage 
is $67 474.  We want to improve on that.  We have made an offer that is above the inflation rate - a real wage 
increase.   

Mr G. Snook:  How long does it take to become a senior fire officer?   

Mr J.C. KOBELKE:  They move through very quickly.   

Mr G. Snook:  One, two or three years?   

Mr J.C. KOBELKE:  That depends on a number of factors.  The biggest group comprises senior firefighters, so 
they reach that position fairly quickly, and that position attracts a wage of $57 734 per annum.  We want to 
enhance that, and it comes down to wage negotiations.  The member clearly has his heart with the firefighters.  
However, it is no good simply having his heart there; a case needs to be made.  The firefighters are putting up a 
case and it is not assisted by the member for Murray making statements that are absolutely wrong.  His 
statements have no foundation.  There is no evidence to support the member’s claim that Western Australia has 
the worst paid firefighters in Australia.  I have looked at the pay scales across Australia.  If we go through the 
trainees, senior officers and district officers, we find that in some cases the salaries of Western Australian 
firefighters are near the top and in others they are near the bottom, but our firefighters are not the lowest paid in 
Australia.  There is no case for making that claim.  We want to see real improvement in the wages of our 
firefighters.  That is the reason we have made an offer that is above the inflation rate.  That is the reason we have 
made an offer that does not require productivity trade-offs.  Under the last Liberal government, employees had to 
give up things to get a pay increase.  The current government’s approach is not to require productivity trade-offs, 
which may result in the loss of conditions and longer working hours, to get a pay increase.  We have said up 
front that there is a pay increase of 4.5 per cent in the first year and four per cent in the second.  It is above the 
inflation rate and it is a real wage increase.  The issue then arises of conditions, and negotiations need to take 
place.  If the claim of the United Firefighters Union has come in above that, the proposal may need to go to 
arbitration.  We will accept the umpire’s ruling.  We certainly wish to negotiate with the firefighters’ union, and 
negotiations are under way.  However, I repeat that making statements that are factually wrong does not assist 
the firefighters in the very valid claim they have, and the negotiations need to take place.   

As the Premier pointed out yesterday, it is hypocritical of members opposite to support the federal government’s 
WorkChoices changes - not necessarily supporting the way in which it is doing it - because it is an attack on 
unions.  Under WorkChoices, the firefighters who were here yesterday could be fined individually.  Under the 
legislation that has the in-principle support of members opposite, they will be fined if they take industrial action 
unless it is approved through a very difficult process.  We accept that the firefighters have a case and a right to 
pursue their claim through negotiations.  They also have the right to protest, and they did that in a disciplined 
way yesterday.  We accept that because it is a part of negotiating.  Members opposite say they support the 
firefighters, but they make statements that are factually wrong.  They also support federal legislation that will be 
an attack on the union by preventing these people from protesting.  It shows how shallow the opposition’s 
support is. 
 


