
Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY - Wednesday, 26 September 2007] 

 p5822c-5823a 
Mr Paul Omodei; Mrs Michelle Roberts 

 [1] 

ASBESTOS - AUDITOR GENERAL’S PUBLIC SECTOR PERFORMANCE REPORT 

539. Mr P.D. OMODEI to the Minister for Housing and Works: 
I refer to the Auditor General’s fourth report into public sector performance tabled today.   

(1) Given that the report shows that the Department of Housing and Works, for which the minister is 
responsible, has failed to complete a register and management plan for asbestos, does she concede that 
she is putting at risk the health of almost 37 000 men, women and children who are living in 
Homeswest housing? 

(2) Given the government’s failure to ensure that people are safe from lead contamination in Esperance 
and now this report, which shows that it is placing thousands of people at risk with asbestos, how can 
we have any confidence in the government’s ability to protect families and workers from deadly health 
risks?  

Mrs M.H. ROBERTS replied: 
I thank the member for the question on what is a very important issue.   

(1)-(2) The Auditor General’s report dealt with a number of aspects of the issue.  One aspect was government 
buildings owned and operated by the Department of Housing and Works, as in the works part of the 
department.  The other government buildings were also considered as part of it.  The part of the report 
that the Leader of the Opposition is referring to is what would have been the old Department of 
Housing aspect of it.  He quoted a figure of 37 500 houses.  In fact, the total number of houses that we 
are responsible for is more like 40 000 houses, because we are also responsible for the government 
regional officers housing, which is also part of it.  I have been advised that this affects only houses - 
there has been a massive renewal program in our public houses - that were built prior to the 1980s.  
That is about 21 000 houses of our total housing stock.   

It was pointed out by the Auditor General that there is no register for pre-1980s houses.  That is not to 
say that there are no records of asbestos in those houses.  In fact, there is a computer database which 
lists the existence of asbestos in those houses.  Officers in the Department of Housing and Works are 
experienced in identifying structural asbestos in any works that are undertaken, and all works are done 
in accordance with the relevant regulations and guidelines, using specialist asbestos demolition and 
removal contractors.  There is asbestos in many more houses than the 21 000 houses in Western 
Australia.  Indeed, any private house constructed prior to 1980 is likely to contain asbestos.  Provided 
that asbestos is undisturbed - I understand that a lot of the asbestos in pre-1980 housing is often in 
roofing structures, where it is largely undisturbed - it does not create a problem; it becomes a problem 
only when work occurs.  The maintenance area of the Department of Housing and Works is undergoing 
a restructure.  Under the previous arrangements, officers in charge of maintenance did not have 
expertise in identifying asbestos and other factors.  One of the outcomes of the restructure will be better 
monitoring and maintenance of public and government employee housing stock.  Old-style tenancy 
managers of the kind that people are used to will still perform the same work, but there will also be 
officers with technical expertise who will take on more of a role in the maintenance of housing in 
determining what needs to be done and how to get it done properly.  The department’s housing stock is 
continually being modernised, and most of the houses built in the era during which asbestos was used 
are gradually being demolished, upgraded or sold off.  That is happening in an appropriate manner. 

I point out that although the Auditor General’s report found that there was a lack of comprehensive 
registers for pre-1990 housing stock, management strategies have been put in place and the Department 
of Housing and Works has taken a proactive role with government agencies and government 
departments for these works.  In fact, the department has set up an asbestos steering committee 
composed of people from across government.  The housing side is of concern to me.  It does not mean 
that people are in danger; I think that is a gross exaggeration by the Leader of the Opposition.  To make 
a claim of 37 500 houses was quite wrong, but - 

Mr P.D. Omodei:  Thirty-seven thousand. 

Mrs M.H. ROBERTS:  I think the member said 37 500. 

Mr P.D. Omodei:  Thirty-seven thousand. 

Mrs M.H. ROBERTS:  Whatever; it is still about 100 per cent out, because the figure is closer to 20 000 houses 
constructed during the relevant era.  The department has a computer database and knows which houses contain 
asbestos.  The department does not have and is not likely to have a register of every individual house.  It is doing 
further work on the computerised database so that it can meet the suggestions of the Auditor General. 
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