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FIRE SEASON — STATE’S PREPAREDNESS 
Motion 

MR M. McGOWAN (Rockingham — Leader of the Opposition) [4.39 pm]: I move — 

That the house calls on the Barnett government to give an assurance that the state is fully prepared to 
cope with the upcoming fire season. 

We have taken this action quite deliberately. We are now approaching mid-November and the fire season is 
rapidly approaching us, and this will be one of the last opportunities for Parliament to get an assurance that 
Western Australia is properly and fully prepared for what will shortly be upon us. In the last few years we have 
experienced some dramatic fire events at Toodyay, Kelmscott and Margaret River resulting in a significant loss 
of property and significant damage to people’s lifestyles and livelihoods over the fire season. Naturally, it will 
always be an issue in Western Australia. Considering the shutting down of Parliament, I would have to say, 
relatively early this year and the lack of the return of Parliament early next year, this is an opportunity for the 
government to provide a full assurance that Western Australia will be totally prepared for what will be upon us 
in December this year and January and February next year. We are seeking an assurance from the government as 
to what steps will be in place and whether this state is fully ready for those potential events. 

One of the reasons we moved this motion today is that some disturbing information has come to light in recent 
days by various upper house inquiries and through other information provided. I want to take members to some 
of the information provided earlier this month by Mr Murray Carter from the Department of Environment and 
Conservation. 
The ACTING SPEAKER (Mr A.P. O’Gorman): Members, it is very difficult to hear the Leader of the 
Opposition. Hansard has to record this correctly. There are numerous conversations going on. If members need 
to have a conversation, go outside. 

Mr M. McGOWAN: Mr Carter indicated that the department has not met its 200 000 hectare prescribed annual 
burn program. According to the transcript I have seen, just 7 000 hectares of the 200 000 hectare target has been 
met this financial year. That is a significant reduction in terms of the prescribed burning target. Over the past few 
years, only about 70 per cent of the prescribed burn target has been met by the state. That means there are large 
areas that would ordinarily be prescribe burned that have not been prescribe burned over the past few years. 
Naturally, as a consequence large areas are now relatively fire prone and are a danger to the livelihood, and 
indeed lives, of some people throughout the bushfire-prone areas of Western Australia. 

On top of that, Mr Wayne Gregson appeared before a recent upper house inquiry. He was asked about the impact 
of budget cuts to the former Fire and Emergency Services Authority, now the Department of Fire and 
Emergency Services. He was asked whether the budget implications of the government’s activities would impact 
upon the front-line services of the department itself, or the authority as it was. 

Mr T.R. Buswell: It is not what he was asked at all. 

Mr M. McGOWAN: I saw him on the television saying it. In any event, he was asked. 

Mr T.R. Buswell: That was not the question he was asked. 

Mr M. McGOWAN: I am absolutely confident. I saw him on the television saying this, and I would recognise 
him anywhere. I am absolutely confident he did. He is quoted as saying — 

“I don’t think I can give that ironclad … guarantee because it may mean in the fullness of time we’ll 
have to adjust some priorities,” … 

“I’m not going to make any rock solid guarantees that we’ll always get on top of major catastrophic 
events.” 

The more important comment was the first one in which he could not give any ironclad guarantees that front-line 
services will not be impacted by the activities of government. I thought that was significant in light of what we 
now know about the extraordinary underburning of Western Australian bush. Despite the objection of wine 
growers at times, underburning occurs for various reasons, including the dryness of winters, which impacts on 
the prescribed burn program. Some planning issues with residents can also make it difficult for prescribed 
burning to be undertaken. There is probably a plethora of other reasons for the paucity of the prescribed burn 
program. I thought what Mr Gregson had to say was quite relevant. I saw him on the television talking about the 
impact of cuts upon his agency. I thought it was very relevant because Western Australia has a drying climate 
and we have had this underburn; therefore what will that mean for this upcoming Christmas and summer period? 

They are two significant issues that we have identified. The government has claimed the delivery of various 
firefighting appliances. Apparently, according to some of the information at hand, that has not happened. 
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Mr T.R. Buswell: It most certainly has happened. 

Mr M. McGOWAN: It has happened now; it has been delivered. We will be interested to hear whether all the 
appliances have been delivered. The minister gave assurances which were not delivered in the time frame he 
indicated they would be. 

Various people indicated—for instance, the former Minister for Emergency Services, the member for Hillarys—
that the upcoming bushfire season could be the worst ever in Western Australia. As a former Minister for 
Emergency Services, I assume he knows what he is talking about in light of his experience in the portfolio. We 
have raised this issue so that we can get a full and complete assurance as to what will happen over the coming 
bushfire season. 

On top of that, we have had the Keelty inquiry, which made a range of recommendations about various things 
that should take place, most of which the government indicates have taken place. I am advised that some of the 
recommendations related to planning issues have not been implemented, such as ensuring that the Western 
Australian Planning Commission urgently assesses areas that should be declared bushfire prone and giving 
legislative effect to the “Planning for Bush Fire Protection Guidelines”. Recommendation 38 comprised a 
comprehensive program to assess fuel loads and bushfire preparedness on private properties. I am advised that 
some of the other recommendations have not been complied with—for instance, recommendation 53 involving 
the measuring and mapping of fuel loads and the maintaining of fuel load databases so that there is a full and 
complete record of where there might be issues going forward. I understand that some of those recommendations 
in the Keelty report have not been implemented. 
We have the former Minister for Emergency Services saying the upcoming bushfire season could very well be 
the worst ever. We have the Department of Environment and Conservation saying there has been a significant 
underburn in the prescribed burning program—in fact a huge underburn in the prescribed burning program. We 
have the Keelty report which made a number of recommendations that appear not to have been implemented. I 
seek the minister’s full assurance as to which recommendations have been implemented. We also have the CEO 
of the new agency, the Department of Fire and Emergency Services, indicating that front-line services may be 
impacted by the government’s budget cuts. In the past few seasons, we have had dramatic fire events at 
Toodyay, Margaret River and Kelmscott. There is the expectation that we will have a very hot, dry summer, by 
no less advice than the former minister, the member for Hillarys, with his undoubted expertise in that area. All of 
those things are adding up to what could be a very significant fire season over coming months. The people of 
Western Australia deserve an assurance that everything that could be done has been done, that Mr Keelty’s 
recommendations have been complied with and that all of the budget cuts will not have an impact on the state’s 
firefighting capacity. 
We also need to know exactly what the staffing position is in the Department of Environment and Conservation. 
There are stories around that in excess of 20 positions might be unfilled amongst firefighters in that agency. As 
we know, that department has a significant firefighting section with a large number of staff with good experience 
and expertise. If a large number of positions are unfilled, we need to know about that now. All those questions 
need to be answered by the government so that Parliament can give the people of Western Australia some 
comfort in the coming fire season—during December, January and February—that their homes, possessions and 
lives will be as safe as can be with all the resources of government being directed towards ensuring people’s 
safety and security, which is paramount. That is what we seek from the government. We are not, if members will 
excuse the pun, trying to inflame the situation. We want to get to the bottom of this and ensure that all those 
issues have been properly dealt with. I seek an assurance from the minister that they will be, and that will then 
stand as a record of what has taken place over the past months and what has been done to ensure that Western 
Australians are protected in future months. 
MS M.M. QUIRK (Girrawheen) [4.50 pm]: At the outset, I would like to acknowledge Wendy Bearfoot, the 
Department of Environment and Conservation firefighter who lost her life earlier this week after fighting the 
fires at Two Peoples Bay near Albany on 12 October. We certainly extend our sympathy to her family and also 
her colleagues who I suspect are extremely traumatised by the incident. It is a salutary lesson to remember that 
all firefighters in Western Australia go out and risk their lives on a daily basis in our community. 

Over the past few years, a plethora of inquiries have taken place, and it is true to say that some lessons have been 
learned and acted upon; there are other issues that are persistently recalcitrant, if you like, and the government 
should not be complacent in relation to those issues. We have learned, for example, from the coronial inquest 
into the deaths at Boorabbin, from the fires at Toodyay, from the reports by Stuart Ellis and Euan Ferguson 
respectively, and from both the first and second Keelty reports into the Perth hills fire and the Margaret River 
fires. The common theme of all those reports is the need to have pre-formed incident management teams, which 
need to be properly trained, and that training must be updated. A consistent thread throughout these reports is the 
interoperability of agencies, and measures have certainly been implemented to try to improve that 
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interoperability. However, as members will hear later, I am not sure that it is at the level that it should be. We 
have had consistent problems identified with communications and concerns about whether contingency plans are 
in place; for example, where there are black spots, and whether equipment provided is in a form that is readily 
adaptable and can be used across agencies and various platforms. That continues to be a problem. Issues 
concerning prescribed burning have been raised consistently in those reports, as has the issue of whether 
appropriate training has been given. The Community Development and Justice Standing Committee heard last 
week that no proper training on burn-overs had been delivered for the about 28 000 volunteer fire brigade 
officers, and that many of the appliances that those firefighters were in did not have the necessary fire blankets 
and safety equipment for such occurrences. The government must continue to work on those aspects. What was 
shameful in the case I just mentioned was that money had been allocated to fit-out those trucks with fire blankets 
over 18 months ago, and it has not yet been done. 
Many say that the succession of inquiries is pointless if lessons are not learned and acted upon. I certainly agree 
with that. The first Keelty report is termed “A Shared Responsibility”. We would certainly agree with that view. 
Bushfire preparedness requires a whole-of-community effort. But shared responsibility means that the 
government must do its bit as well. It seems to me that for the community to be brought in on this issue to accept 
the responsibility, it must be properly informed, and that requires leadership—that leadership role is the 
government’s. Ostrich-like behaviour suggesting that everything is going to be alright is not very helpful. 
Similarly, pointing the finger at people just before the fire season and telling them to do their best is equally 
unhelpful. There must be a partnership, which requires leadership. The government needs to be frank with the 
community. I do not believe that in using the word “responsibility”, frankly, the Barnett government has on 
occasions acknowledged its level of responsibility. Of course, the Margaret River fires come to mind, as do the 
Toodyay fires, and it is still to this day very unedifying to see fire victims who have had their lives overturned 
being forced into litigation, which of course further victimises them. The Barnett government needs to level with 
the community so that its expectations are not unreasonable. The community needs to know what is possible and 
to be properly informed. For example, we have seen the very impressive “Marty”—is that the name of the sky 
crane, minister? Is it “Marty the Sky Crane”? 
Mr T.R. Buswell: It has a far longer name this year. I think it has been named after some American Civil War 
general whose name I cannot recall. 

Ms M.M. QUIRK: Okay, the Erickson sky crane—that is correct, is it not, minister? We have seen that sky 
crane and it is very impressive. We see it up there usually on a Sunday afternoon—it is a good media spot—and 
the minister is there and the Department of Fire and Emergency Services personnel are there; it is great vision. 
However, people need to know that that sky crane has limitations in the sense that on some days it cannot go up 
at all, that it costs $10 000 per hour to run, that its range is limited, and that where it can access water—because 
of the up-thrust—is also limited. As I said, we need to be frank with people. People must understand that if there 
is a major fire, they cannot necessarily expect the sky crane to appear out of the blue. 

As of today, in terms of communication, the WA emergency radio network is not yet in a position to go digital. 
As I understand it, the allocation of money to allow that to occur has been deferred. In any event, it is somewhat 
unworkable and complex. A number of volunteers discussed this with me on the weekend. The system is not 
robust in the sense that it is very complex. Unless a person is using it all the time—every day, day in, day out—it 
is very hard to tune it into a channel with all the numbers and buttons and lights. The volunteers said that they 
found it to be not very user-friendly. 

The second reality with the current state of affairs relates to prescribed burning. As the Leader of the Opposition 
said, we are way down on targets for this year. There is a reason for that to a certain extent. Following on from 
the Margaret River fires, a moratorium was put in place on prescribed burning within five kilometres of a 
township. In 2006–07, 138 600 hectares were burned; in 2007–08, 143 700 hectares were burned; in 2008–09, 
151 818 hectares were burned; in 2009–10, 212 017 hectares were burned; in 2010–11, only 137 000 hectares 
were burned; and in 2011–12, 103 165 hectares were burned. This year to date—this document was printed in 
October—6 500 hectares have been burned. There is a considerable diminution in the amount of prescribed 
burning this year. In relation to the fire at Two Peoples Bay, the observation was made to me that that fire 
behaviour was very unusual for this time of year, and it was regarded by observers as being more consistent with 
an autumn burn than a spring burn. People are saying that that sort of evidence is concerning as to the type of 
season ahead of us. 

As I think the Leader of the Opposition referred to, we have raised in this Parliament the issue of the government 
moving resources to fill gaps. We would hope that those appliances would be available where they are needed, 
not just where there is maybe some central focus. For example, the brigades at Victoria Plains, Manjimup, 
Preston Beach, Gosnells and Esperance are all promised appliances that have not yet arrived, and they will arrive 
probably sometime before the end of the 2012–13 financial year. It is pretty unfortunate that those appliances 
have been shifted somewhere else, and we do question the planning that is involved in that. 
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The Department of Environment and Conservation has been advised for a number of years—this goes back to 
the Ferguson report, and earlier—that it needs to do proper succession planning. I am told that the recruitment 
process in DEC is not well advanced and that there have been no marked changes since the report was delivered 
to the department in September 2011 that described the Department of Environment and Conservation as being 
at breaking point. It is very important that succession planning is implemented in DEC. But that has not got very 
far. 

In the submission that the Australian Workers’ Union gave to the Community Development and Justice Standing 
Committee —this is a public document—it said — 

Succession planning was identified by both the Ferguson and Keelty reports as being a crucial issue for 
DEC. Ferguson recognised the value of DEC staff at every level in delivering fire management and one 
which must not be underestimated. Keelty also recommended succession planning be a priority for 
DEC. 

The submission also stated — 
Retirements from DEC over the coming 5–10 years represent a further challenge to DEC fire capability 
with the potential loss of fire fighting experience. 

I am told that in respect of the Keelty recommendations, there are still problems in terms of traffic management. 
That relates not only to the roadblock issue, which has been sorted out post Boorabbin, but also to other major 
traffic management problems that have still to be resolved. I am told from evidence that we received in that 
committee that there is little hope that this matter will be resolved in the near future.  

The Leader of the Opposition has talked about the comprehensive fuel load database, which is really not in 
evidence, and similarly I think the Department of Planning has been recalcitrant in implementing the 
recommendations relating to that department. It is also clear, I think, from the Margaret River fires that the 
capacity of the state to respond to more than one fire that occurs simultaneously is limited. The third thing is that 
it has been cited to me from a number of sources that training is still not sufficient and that more training needs 
to be rolled out. 

That brings me to the Noetic report. The Noetic report is a consultants’ report into the management of the 
Margaret River fires. The Noetic report was commissioned post the second Keelty report, which dealt just with 
the cause of the Margaret River fires. I have mentioned this before, but I must say again that the government 
received the Noetic report on 22 June. The government indicated that the report then had to go to the State 
Emergency Management Committee. The State Emergency Management Committee had meetings on 3 July, 
12 July, 7 August and 4 September. However, for some reason, the State Emergency Management Committee 
did not receive the report until 9 August. Therefore, between 22 June and 9 August, we are not quite sure where 
that report was. The government gave the State Emergency Management Committee until last week, 31 October, 
to send that report to government, and it then has to go to cabinet. 
I am usually a believer in incompetence rather than conspiracy, but in this case I think it is conspiracy, because, 
coincidentally, that report will get out of cabinet after this Parliament rises and we will have no chance to 
scrutinise it. That is certainly the inescapable conclusion that I have reached. We will have the first anniversary 
of the Margaret River fires in a fortnight, but the government is treating the residents of Margaret River with 
contempt by not having tabled this report at an earlier time. 
However, helpfully, the Department of Environment and Conservation did table before the Community 
Development and Justice Standing Committee a copy of its response to the Noetic report. It is possible to discern 
from that response what the recommendations of the Noetic report are. This is also now a public document; it is 
on the committee’s website. What is disturbing about what appear to be the recommendations out of this report is 
that the lessons have not been learnt from previous inquiries and previous fires. As I said earlier, these include 
issues such as the reformed incident management teams and how they work, getting proper and timely 
information, and adequate communications—all the issues that arose in previous fires. 

In the covering letter to this response to the State Emergency Management Committee, the Director General of 
the Department of Environment and Conservation, Keiran McNamara, says — 

These bushfires occurred at a time when normal state bushfire season readiness was not fully in place. 
That was late November. He went on to say — 

Bushfire emergency response agencies were still completing some of the procedural changes required 
following recommendations from the Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission and the Special Inquiry 
into the Perth Hills fire of February 2011, and neither DEC’s preformed incident management teams 
roster nor the fixed wing water bombing aircraft contract were operational. These bushfire incidents 



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY — Wednesday, 7 November 2012] 

 p8098b-8106a 
Mr Mark McGowan; Ms Margaret Quirk; Mr Troy Buswell 

 [5] 

tested response capability, interagency arrangements and critical issues such as public information, 
evacuation procedures and recovery processes for all agencies involved. 

In other words, with regard to the need for a preformed incident team, DEC had not reached that stage because it 
had not done the rosters so that it could just call on the teams and they would get into immediate action. It is also 
extraordinary that DEC had not signed the contracts for its fixed-wing aircraft. 
The letter says also — 

Notwithstanding the shortcomings in the overall response to these bushfires that were identified in the 
Noetic PIAs and other inquiries, it is DEC’s view that these events have been the best example to date 
of interagency collaboration that has occurred in WA in respect to a bushfire emergency. Implementing 
the lessons from this experience will be critical for future improvements to build on the progress to 
date. 

We have to take DEC’s word for this, because Mr Gregson, the commissioner, refused to give a similar 
response—that was from FESA, as it then was, to the State Emergency Management Committee—to the 
standing committee. 
In the time remaining, I will read out a couple of these recommendations so that the people in Margaret River 
can at least know what some of the recommendations are. Recommendation 1 is as follows — 

Experienced forecasters and fire behaviour experts should be embedded in DEC at least at a state level 
to ensure that fire risks are properly understood by decision makers. 

That was something that came up in the Boorabbin inquiry. 
Recommendation 2 was as follows — 

A risk management approach is needed which considers risks both inside the prescribed burn and the 
risks that will need to be managed if the fire escapes. This risk assessment should be dynamic in line 
with the four day and seven day weather forecast. 

This matter also came up in the Keelty report. 

Recommendation 10 was that there be greater investment in training. Recommendation 12 was as follows — 
Communications planning for geographic regions with recognised black spots and specific 
communications challenges should be prepared in advance … 

Recommendation 14 was as follows — 
For incidents of this complexity, effective control in the critical phase (first 24–36 hours of the fire) 
requires an appropriately resourced IMT. 

Recommendation 15 was as follows — 
The state should identify the number of fully trained, experienced and accredited Level 3 Incident 
Controllers required to be available at any time … 

That was recommendation 54 in the Keelty No 1 report. 
Recommendation 22 was as follows — 

Opportunities need to be sought to utilise local government representatives in other areas … 

There is also a recommendation with regard to maps. Apparently there were some difficulties because fire crews 
did not have the relevant maps they needed, and that hampered their efforts. That is in recommendation 36, 
which is as follows — 

Better maps are required for urban/rural interface fires. 

These are all issues that will come up in the Noetic report, whenever that is produced, and they all echo issues 
that have been raised in earlier reports and are very familiar—sounds like groundhog day! So we are concerned 
about whether those matters are being properly addressed. But we will not have the opportunity to question the 
government about whether they have been addressed before that report comes out. 

We have a situation in which we are facing a fire season without adequate Department of Environment and 
Conservation staff and with an unwieldy communications system. We are facing this fire season with risible 
levels of prescribed burning and with appliances being shifted from one location to another to cover some gaps 
while leaving others. We are facing this fire season with about 28 000 fire brigade volunteers who have 
insufficient training in burn-overs and to whom an inadequate number of fire blankets have been provided. I will 
conclude by quoting from a submission that Roger Underwood, chairman of Bush Fire Front, gave to the 
standing committee. 
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[Member’s time expired.] 

MR T.R. BUSWELL (Vasse — Minister for Emergency Services) [5.10 pm]: I assume that I will be closing 
the debate, in line with a previous conversation I had with the manager of opposition business. 

There have been some good points made in this debate, and I think none better than that this will be a very 
difficult fire season; make no mistake. I have not yet been briefed on the nature of the Two Peoples Bay fire, but 
I think the observations that the member for Girrawheen anecdotally reported to the house are probably right: it 
is dry. I was in Wooroloo the other week to meet with representatives from each of the 10 volunteer brigades that 
protect the Shire of Mundaring, and they pointed out to me that it is very, very dry up in the hills, to the point at 
which they are stopping their controlled burn program early—this is at a local level—simply because it is too 
dangerous. In areas where, historically, they would run a burn to clear out the fuel load, such burns now very 
quickly transition into crowning; the fire moves into the treetops and it becomes very dangerous. I suspect that 
there are a number of reasons why the prescribed burn program this year has not delivered on the same hectares 
of prescribed burns as in previous years. One reason is, of course, the dry climate. It is not only the Department 
of Environment and Conservation that does controlled burns; it is also, importantly, local government and 
private landowners. The Department of Fire and Emergency Services also has a role to play, to a degree, in 
controlled burns. 

We also need to understand that when Mr Keelty made his observations about the Margaret River fires, which 
were, as the member pointed out, approximately a year ago—50 weeks ago—he made a range of observations 
that were well canvassed in his report, and it is a great report, about the manner in which DEC needs to 
understand and appreciate the risks associated with controlled burns. A lot of his analysis of DEC revolved 
around what I would term the institutional failure to implement contemporary risk management practices. I do 
not think it is necessarily only about appreciating the risk; I think it is about risk management practices, and 
probably appreciating the risk as well. That, in part, was to do with practices and the longstanding culture within 
the organisation. 

That has now changed. We made the decision, as the government, that until that culture was changed to our 
satisfaction we would impose some constraints on DEC. I think that was a wise thing. One of our overarching 
objectives was to retain prescribed burning as a mechanism for protecting our communities from the effects of 
wildfire. Can members imagine the community backlash if we had had another issue in and around controlled 
burns this spring? I suppose there will always be a percentage of controlled burns that get away; the issue is how 
we manage the risks associated with them, and we are committed to prescribed burning. We wanted to make sure 
that the community could have confidence in that process, and I think we have gone a long way towards doing 
that. We have also introduced the Office of Bushfire Risk Management and the feedback I have is that, under 
Mr Cronstedt, the Office of Bushfire Risk Management is now up and running and applying another level of 
scrutiny over the risk analyses associated with prescribed burns. I actually think that is a good thing. We were 
criticised at the time by some for putting in another layer of bureaucracy, if I can put it that way, around 
prescribed burns. Our sole objective was to make communities as safe as possible, but that prescribed burning 
stayed. I acknowledge the statements made that this year’s prescribed burning program has delivered less than 
previous years, and I think the reasons for that are justified. They are both natural reasons and conscious 
decisions of government to protect the long-term future of prescribed burning from political pressure. I think we 
have achieved that, and I am pleased with the way in which we have gone about it. As the member knows, there 
were calls at the time from some sectors of the community for us to walk away from prescribed burning. That 
would have been incredibly irresponsible. It is a very powerful tool for us in government. 

Of course, I have pages and pages of information I could provide, but I am not going to do that because we have 
some arrangements around time, but I will make a couple of points. I think the member for Girrawheen is right; 
there has been, over the years, a series of reports relating to bushfires in particular. When we discount the fact 
that wildfires by their nature are erratic, difficult to predict and certainly difficult to manage and can be 
incredibly difficult to put out, some recurrent themes continually emerge. One of my focuses—and the focus of 
new Commissioner Gregson in our department and DEC—is to try to have a culture that is more open to scrutiny 
and to accepting that there will always be a need for change. I just do not accept that we never get it 100 per cent 
right; I reckon that just about every significant fire event will provide learnings for agencies and local 
communities. We need a culture that almost welcomes that approach. Rather than saying, “We’ll close ranks, 
pull up the shutters, get behind the barricades and defend”, we need to be saying, “We’ll do the best we can with 
the training equipment we’ve got, but if there are lessons to be learned, then we’ll accept them, implement them, 
and get on with it.” I think our response to both of Mr Keelty’s reports indicates that that cultural change is 
slowly starting to permeate through government and the agencies, and I think that is an important cultural 
change. I can say that I have seen it within my agency over the last 12 months or so, since I have had 
responsibility for it. 
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I will pick up on another couple of points that have been raised. Firstly, a comment was made that the 
Department of Fire and Emergency Services’ capacity to deliver its front-line services has been eroded. That is 
quite simply not the case. I think there is scope within the agency to deliver efficiencies, and it has a 
responsibility to deliver those efficiencies. The commissioner also understands he has a responsibility to make 
sure that we maintain our front-line service delivery capacity. Indeed, in this financial year there has been a 
significant increase in budget to the Department of Fire and Emergency Services, as there has been to DEC, 
specifically related to firefighting effort. There has never been as much money flowing into those agencies, for 
the implementation of the Keelty recommendations and for other firefighting efforts, as we have seen this 
financial year. 

The member raised the issue of fire appliances and referred to Victoria Plains, Manjimup, Esperance and Preston 
Beach. It is the case that Victoria Plains, Manjimup and Esperance have appliances; their appliances are not 
being taken off them. They are due for replacement now, but that replacement has been deferred until later this 
financial year. It is important to understand that those communities and the people in those communities who 
volunteer to fight fires still have vehicles. As I understand it, Preston Beach now has its second vehicle; it has 
arrived and, importantly, training has been provided. The member also referred to the Noetic Group report. I 
received that report last week, I believe, from the new Chair of the State Emergency Management Committee, 
Kerry Sanderson, and the professional public servant who is now heading up that agency, Michelle Reynolds. 
They have briefed me on that, and that will go through the process as quickly as we can get it through.  

Ms M.M. Quirk: Can the minister explain what happened between 22 June and 9 August when it got sent to the 
SEMC? 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: I cannot advise the member; however, I know that the State Emergency Management 
Committee’s overall response is a good document. It is a good document with meaningful things in it. It also 
shows that we have responded to a number of the Keelty recommendations, and that will be made public in due 
course. 

I should also point out that for a long time SEMC was an area of government created by the act that no-one paid 
any attention to. It would be fair to say that in our first years of government, we did not; and neither did 
members opposite in their later years in government. It applies to both governments. It is just one of those things 
in the legislation that was not utilised to its full capacity. Kerry Sanderson and Michelle Reynolds are well-
credentialed and experienced people. They will be driving SEMC to deliver some significant reform. 
I want to touch on a couple of other things about preparedness. I will not go through a big list because the 
member for Maylands will be on her feet shortly. It is important for members in this place and for the 
community to understand that we have taken to heart the broad thrust of Mick Keelty’s recommendations, which 
relate to the fact that we have a shared responsibility, both government and communities, to protect ourselves 
from fire. I can tell members that within the Department of Fire and Emergency Services we have been investing 
a lot of time and effort in working with communities at the local government level across the state to help make 
people’s homes safer. Unfortunately, I cannot remember the name of the lady, but she made a magnificent 
chocolate cake. She has the last house on the road from Kalamunda out to Mundaring Weir. The work that 
family has done to make their home defendable and safe for firefighters to access is fantastic. When the 
opposition says, as it does in this motion, “that the state is fully prepared”, I can say that government agencies 
are fully prepared. The local governments that I have met are as prepared as they possibly can be, but I cannot 
give an assurance that every private household in the state is fully prepared, because the reality is that I know 
that some of them are not. This particular family was prepared; they mosaic burn their property every year—a 
low-level burn; they widened their driveway; they put in a water tank and appliance so that fire trucks can get in. 
This family is a really wonderful example of preparedness. I was proud to watch that family present their home 
and what they had done to protect their home on the TV news that night. That was shown at the start of bushfire 
awareness week, and was a great message for the people of WA. They understood the risks of their lifestyle 
choice to live in that beautiful place, and they had done everything they could to protect themselves.  

The day before, up in Mundaring, the volunteers from Mundaring explained to me that they went to the homes, 
again, of people who had chosen to make a lifestyle choice, and they suggested to those landowners that perhaps 
they might want to do some things around their properties to help make them safer. Basically, they got told to 
forget about it, which is probably a polite way of saying it. That puts those firefighters in a difficult situation. 
They know there are properties that they cannot access safely. They know there are properties where people are 
not doing everything they can. As Mr Keelty said, we have a shared responsibility. I cannot give an assurance to 
the public of Western Australia and to the house that every property in Western Australia is as prepared as it can 
be, because I know damn well that they are not. That is a delicate issue that we have to work through. We have 
to respect that people make lifestyle choices to live in more natural environments. I am very respectful of that. 
But those folk also have to understand this concept of mutual responsibility to help make them and their homes 
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safe, and more broadly the community and the first responders safe. The government will not support this 
motion, and that is the reason. 

The government has done an enormous amount to make sure that we are prepared and that our communities are 
prepared. There has been additional training for level 3 incident controllers, better systems for identifying level 3 
incident controllers, much better coordination of aerial firefighting activities and much greater engagement with 
communities the length and breadth of the state. Importantly, recently, there have been practical regional bush 
firefighting exercises in which we could test our responses. I know that the member for Girrawheen is a great 
supporter of our firefighters. I do not say this to be facetious, but I missed the member at the opening of the 
department’s Cockburn centre, and I hope the member arranges to go down there, if she has not already. 

Ms M.M. Quirk: I wish I could have gone, but the Premier gave us only two weeks’ notice and I could not go. 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: He gave me a week’s notice, so the member was one week ahead of me! 
The reason the member should go there is that the communications and incident control facilities are really good. 

I want to close with the Department of Environment and Conservation. DEC has advised me that by 1 December 
this year, it anticipates it will have 53 dedicated fire management officers and approximately 286 conservation 
employees. Conservation employees undertake a range of duties, but their primary responsibility is fire 
management. There is also a large number of DEC personnel—over 800—involved in fire suppression activities. 

In light of the time constraints on us, I will sit down, but I want to emphasise the point I started with: there is 
absolutely no doubt that this will be a challenging fire season. I do not want a political debate about where the 
bar should be set in our capacity to respond. I think we have done an enormous amount to make government 
agencies, local governments and communities better able to protect themselves. The recent occurrence at Two 
Peoples Bay really highlighted the challenges and risks taken by our first responders, in particular. I have asked 
my agency, the Department of Fire and Emergency Services, to work with the Department of Environment and 
Conservation to better understand what we can do to make our firefighters safer. We can do a lot more than 
provide fire blankets. Some people do have fire blankets. I was talking recently to a firefighter who told me 
about an incident. He was in his truck; the back axle looked as though it had dropped into a rabbit warren; his 
crew were stuck; and the fire was coming down the road. There were three grown men in the front of a single-
cab firefighting appliance. It was only a small truck, and they were stuck. They had their fire blankets around 
them; they were looking at the flames and they got out and ran. These were members of the Vasse volunteer fire 
brigade; the fire was deliberately lit. These men got out and ran and, luckily, another appliance came up behind 
them. Their truck was burnt to the ground. 

We need to do more to make our firefighters safer. For the information of members, we are looking at not only 
quality fire blankets, but also internal curtains around the windows. We are also looking at a deluge system, 
which might be water or it could be a fire retardant gel that covers the windows in the cab. The curtains stop the 
radiant heat, the water or gel stops the windows from blowing in and there are other things that we can do around 
air supply to people in the cab so that they are not dependent on flowing air. Also, and importantly, we are 
looking at under-cab shielding to stop some of the fire impact on some of the important componentry that keeps 
engines turning. We are looking at a range of stuff. The new appliances coming off the line at the moment have 
these curtains and of course the blankets. We have more to do. If there is one thing we have to do it is to make 
sure we have the very best equipment so that we give our firefighters the chance not only to do their best fighting 
fires, but also to protect themselves when they are in a volatile situation.  

The government will not support this motion, simply because I cannot give an undertaking that across the length 
and breadth of the state individual home owners are as fully prepared as they should be. I do not think anybody 
could dispute that.  
Question put and a division taken with the following result — 
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Ayes (22) 

Ms L.L. Baker Mr J.C. Kobelke Mr E.S. Ripper Mr A.J. Waddell 
Dr A.D. Buti Mr M. McGowan Mrs M.H. Roberts Mr P.B. Watson 
Ms A.S. Carles Mr A.P. O’Gorman Ms R. Saffioti Mr M.P. Whitely 
Mr R.H. Cook Mr P. Papalia Mr T.G. Stephens Mr D.A. Templeman (Teller) 
Ms J.M. Freeman Mr J.R. Quigley Mr C.J. Tallentire  
Mr W.J. Johnston Ms M.M. Quirk Mr P.C. Tinley  

Noes (25) 

Mr P. Abetz Dr E. Constable Mr A. Krsticevic Mr D.T. Redman 
Mr F.A. Alban Mr M.J. Cowper Mr W.R. Marmion Mr M.W. Sutherland 
Mr I.C. Blayney Mr J.M. Francis Mr J.E. McGrath Mr T.K. Waldron 
Mr I.M. Britza Mr B.J. Grylls Mr P.T. Miles Mr A.J. Simpson (Teller) 
Mr T.R. Buswell Dr K.D. Hames Ms A.R. Mitchell  
Mr G.M. Castrilli Mrs L.M. Harvey Dr M.D. Nahan  
Mr V.A. Catania Dr G.G. Jacobs Mr C.C. Porter  

            
Pairs 

 Mrs C.A. Martin Mr A.P. Jacob 
 Mr M.P. Murray Mr J.H.D. Day 
 Mr B.S. Wyatt Mr C.J. Barnett 
 Mr J.N. Hyde Mr R.F. Johnson 
Question thus negatived. 
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