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PENGUIN ISLAND SANDBAR DEATHS — CORONIAL FINDINGS 
Statement by Minister for Environment 

MR A.P. JACOB (Ocean Reef — Minister for Environment) [2.04 pm]: I would like to inform the house of 
the findings and recommendations of the coronial inquest into the tragic deaths of Mr Pavan Ganasala and 
Mr Praveen Pagadala Shiva, who drowned while attempting to cross the Penguin Island sandbar on 28 December 
2010. This coronial inquest highlights one of the biggest challenges for the Department of Environment and 
Conservation, and indeed land managers throughout Australia, which is the need to balance visitor safety with 
visitor enjoyment and experience of the natural environment. It is significant that coroner Dominic Mulligan 
noted that the department manages 1 224 recreation sites, which attract around 15.5 million visits per year, and 
maintains and facilitates the enjoyment by Western Australians and tourists of these significant and beautiful 
sites.  

The coroner found that the cause of the death of the two men arose by way of accident and that the deaths were 
avoidable. He found that, even though there are appropriate warning signs at strategic places and a ferry operator 
licensed by the Department of Environment and Conservation, people still choose to walk across the sandbar 
between Penguin Island and Mersey Point. The coroner stated in his report that, given the high number of people 
crossing the sandbar each year, it was not surprising that people are regularly washed from the sandbar. DEC 
statistics show that the annual visitation to Penguin Island was approximately 102 000 people in 2011–12. The 
coroner found that, at the time of the deaths, DEC’s procedures for sandbar closure were uncertain and that the 
department had not monitored their effectiveness. The coroner noted that since the fatalities, DEC had made 
improvements to its procedures. Following the incident, DEC instigated a review to examine its management of 
the sandbar and how procedures and operational guidelines could be improved. As a result, DEC has already 
begun implementing management actions for closing and opening the sandbar, increasing and maintaining 
sandbar patrols by surf lifesavers during the busy summer months and purchasing additional safety equipment 
for rangers managing the island.  

The coroner made four recommendations, three of which are directed at the Department of Environment and 
Conservation, with one directed at local government and surf lifesaving bodies. DEC has accepted the coroner’s 
findings into the fatalities and will now consider the recommendations and develop a prioritised action plan and 
timetable in consultation with Surf Life Saving WA and the local government. I recently met with Surf Life 
Saving WA, along with the acting director general of DEC, to discuss the coroner’s recommendations, and I can 
confirm that work has already commenced to pursue implementation of these recommendations.  

Visitor safety is a key priority for DEC and its visitor risk-management program aims to minimise the potential 
for injuries and misadventure without diminishing or sanitising visitor use and enjoyment of our state’s natural 
areas.  
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