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Mining — Cape Preston Fatality — Adjournment Debate 
HON JON FORD (Mining and Pastoral) [10.14 pm]: Mr President, I congratulate you on your election to the 
position of President, and welcome the new members to this chamber. We get to love this part of the night, 
especially after a three-session sitting!  

Today I asked the Leader of the House, in his capacity as Minister for Mines and Petroleum, a question about a 
recent unfortunate death at a mine site up north, at Cape Preston. In his response to the part of the question about 
what the minister was doing to mitigate fatalities in the mining industry, he made a couple of comments, one of 
which was that the companies were responsible for employee safety. He agreed that the Kenner report showed 
that the inspectorate was down on numbers. He said that the number is far lower in Western Australia than that 
in the other large mining sectors of New South Wales and Queensland. He said that that was the situation 
inherited from the previous Labor state government. That is right, and it was also inherited from the previous 
Liberal-National coalition government and so on. It was a pretty simplistic answer. In recent times we have seen 
the mines boom; there has been an extraordinary increase in mining over the past four years, which has been 
commonly referred to as the mining and resources boom. Also over that period, the Howard government 
managed to strip away the unions’ right of entry and their ability to organise. As a consequence, there was a drop 
in union representation on many mine sites in Western Australia. Prior to that, the unions played a very, very 
significant role in maintaining safety in the workplace. The work sites did not have to resource up as much as 
they do now because they had a permanent and very vigilant safety watchdog actively participating around all 
those mine sites, but that has gone. That arrangement was replaced with what everyone thought was a reasonable 
safety net that involved the election of safety officials and the introduction of provisional improvement notices, 
through which official complaints could be made about safety, supported by statutes. The problem with that 
system is that the imbalance of power between master and servant, or employer and employee, has not changed. 
As a result, a lot of employees feel that it is very hard to talk to their bosses about safety issues because they get 
intimidated by them. With a fly in, fly out operation, the employees’ perception is that, after they get back to 
Perth, they might not get the call to go back on site. On the work sites they see people who have spoken up 
demoted out of their jobs and given shift changes et cetera. There can always be a lot of other reasons for that, 
but that is the perception. I am going to a BHP Billiton-sponsored meeting tomorrow with the chief executive 
officers. I do not know whether the minister will be going to that. I will spend a day with them to discuss those 
issues and those attitudes. The answer to this issue is not simple.  

The other problem with safety in this state—it is a national issue—is that people can be working in Queensland 
and then move over to work for a while in New South Wales under a different safety regime, and then be flown 
to Western Australia to work under another safety regime. There has been talk for a while now among the states 
and the commonwealth about bringing in a common safety system. Members have heard me and the minister 
talk about a safety-case process in this state. That is a very important development.  

The point has been made that employee safety is the responsibility of the companies. That is right. Companies do 
have the primary responsibility for employee safety. However, employees also have a responsibility for their 
own safety and that of their colleagues. The system that employers and employees work under is underpinned by 
the statutes that we create in this Parliament. When that system fails and constantly fails, the government needs 
to play a role by putting in place strategies to fix it. It is no good just saying that the employer is responsible. 

Hon Norman Moore: That is not all that I said. I then went on to say that the government has a responsibility as 
well. 

Hon JON FORD: I am glad to hear the minister say that. What we are seeing in the mining industry in Western 
Australia across the board—some companies are worse than others, and some are much better than others—is 
about a 30-year delay in the processes that are adopted compared with industries such as oil and gas, and 
aviation. About a year and a half ago I was talking to a senior BHP Billiton executive. I am not picking on BHP 
Billiton. That is just an example. He told me that he had introduced some fantastic new protocols. One of those 
new protocols was a dropped-object protocol. The dropped-object protocol deals with how we can mitigate the 
problem of a bolt being kicked off a walkway or a gantry two or three storeys above an employee and hitting the 
employee on the head and either killing him or severely injuring him. Interestingly, in 1975 I trained in the Air 
Force, initially as an air frame fitter, and that issue was part of my course. That was in 1975. That is a clear 
indication to me of the difference between contemporary industry and industry at that time. I can tell members 
that the Air Force at that time was not the smartest on safety issues, but it was miles ahead of the mining 
industry. Every one of us needs to play a part by sitting down with the companies and developing strategies to 
change that attitude.  

I welcome what the minister has said about the need to boost the mining inspectorate. Unfortunately, I have not 
seen a cracker in the current budget that goes towards addressing the shortfall in resourcing in that area, or, in 
fact, in the compliance activities in any of the minister’s portfolios. However, I do welcome the minister’s 
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statement that he wants to resource this area, and talk to industry about cost recovery. The major companies that 
I have talked to are quite bullish about that and happy to do it. Of course a lot of companies are not happy about 
the fact that they are responsible initially for the safety of their employees. Those companies are exploiting a 
resource that belongs not to them, but to all Western Australians. It is fair and reasonable to expect that in this 
state, in this year, employees can go to work and come home in the evening. We all have a role to play in this 
place in ensuring that is the case.  

When I ask the minister these questions, I am actually asking about how things are progressing. I am not 
pointing the finger individually at the minister or the government. It is a responsibility that we all need to take. 
However, I will continue to ask questions about how things are developing and how we are moving along, and 
how the government is trying to address these issues. There is nothing flippant about the questions I am asking. I 
would really appreciate getting some answers to these questions. I know that we get some banter between 
members in this place and some comedy from time to time. However, I am not asking flippant questions, and I 
am not looking for flippant answers. 
 


