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LOCAL GOVERNMENT (MISCELLANEOUS PROVISIONS) AMENDMENT 
(SMOKE ALARMS) BILL 2007 

Second Reading 

Resumed from 27 September. 

HON ROBYN McSWEENEY (South West) [2.35 pm]:  The opposition supports this bill, which gives 
legislative support for the mandatory fitting and maintenance of mains-powered smoke alarms in existing 
residential dwellings.  In 2001, approximately 85 per cent of Homeswest homes had been fitted with mains-
powered smoke alarms, and a program was implemented by this and the previous government to install mains-
powered smoke alarms to all Homeswest homes.  In Western Australia, mains-powered smoke alarms became 
mandatory in all new residential dwellings in July 1997.  Existing homes were exempt unless they were 
undergoing substantial renovation. 
An average of five Western Australians die each year in residential fires.  Last year, a mother and two children 
died in a fire in a Homeswest home that was fitted with a mains-powered smoke alarm.  Those alarms have 
battery backups, but in 6 372 homes in Western Australia the power had been cut off from 1 August 2006 to 26 
September 2007.  Will the minister tell me, if the electricity is turned off for some considerable time, such as 
three weeks in the case of the woman who died with her two kids, whether the backup battery will last for three 
weeks without electricity?  The battery backups are rechargeable, but if people do not have electricity in their 
homes, how can the battery be charged?  WA has a problem of power being cut off to homes where children live.  
Will the Minister for Local Government explain how this program is going to save lives if the government cuts 
off power?  It is a very legitimate question because I really do not know how long the battery backup lasts and I 
would like to know, even though the opposition will support any measure that makes a household safer, which 
smoke alarms do. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  Maybe I will have to take it on notice and get back to you. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  Yes, that is a good idea.   

In answer to a question I asked during questions on notice on 26 September, the government stated that it had 
established the Government Utilities Essential Services Hardship Inter Agency Working Group.  That group has 
not yet reported, but I am sure it will be looking at the issue of battery backups.   

In answer to another question on 26 September about how many homes did not have electricity, I was told that 
606 premises remained disconnected.  On 27 September, I asked a further question about how many of the 
disconnected homes were vacant.  The answer was 293, which means 300 inhabited homes are now 
disconnected.  That question was taken on notice. 

The second reading speech states -  

This legislation will allow the progressive phasing in of new requirements for mains-powered smoke 
alarms in existing residences. This will mean that battery problems experienced with many current 
alarms will be a thing of the past. 

I do not know why those problems will be a thing of the past - the minister will have to take that query on notice 
as well.  

The second reading speech continues - 

The bill will allow the state government to make regulations for anything about smoke alarms that 
could be dealt with by a local law under the Local Government Act 1995. The state government will 
make the necessary regulations to require owners to fit smoke alarms, and these regulations will apply 
as if they were local laws, and local governments will be required to administer them accordingly. 

I wonder whether this will be yet another of the imposts the state government places on local government.  It is 
proposed that the regulations will require sellers of existing residential properties to fit mains-powered smoke 
alarms before the registration of the transfer of land title to another owner.  New owners of existing residential 
properties will be required to fit or maintain alarms in situations in which the seller has failed to do so.  In such 
cases, the new owner will be able to recover from the seller any reasonably incurred costs.  Landlords will be 
required to fit a mains-powered smoke alarm in existing residential rental properties before the tenant can be 
entitled to vacant possession.  The landlord will also be required to maintain the alarm.  Local governments will 
be required to make reasonable efforts to ensure that smoke alarms are fitted and maintained in situations in 
which a person who is required to do so has not complied. 
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As I said, the opposition will support this bill, as it is an extremely simple bill and one that will make the 
Western Australian public a lot safer, without unreasonable costs being placed on owners of houses.  The 
opposition supports the bill. 

HON LJILJANNA RAVLICH (East Metropolitan - Minister for Local Government) [2.41 pm]:  I thank 
Hon Robyn McSweeney for her support and the effort she has put into preparing herself for this debate.  This is 
quite clearly something that she is very interested in, to the extent that she wants to concern herself and ensure 
better outcomes for the safety of individuals.   

The background to this bill is fairly simple and I will go through it quickly.  The bill amends the Local 
Government (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act 1960 to provide heads of power for regulations to require the fitting 
and maintenance of mains-powered smoke alarms in existing residential dwellings that are subject to sale or rent.  
Mains-powered smoke alarms became mandatory for all new residential dwellings in Western Australia in July 
1997.  Existing homes are currently exempt unless they are undergoing substantial renovation.  It is worth noting 
that an average of five Western Australians die each year in residential fires.  Residential fires also cause more 
than $16 million worth of damage to property.  Overseas research indicates that smoke alarms reduce the risk of 
death in a residential fire by approximately 60 per cent.  There is no doubt that something needed to be done to 
improve the safety standards of residential properties in general, and in maintaining those - 

Hon Helen Morton interjected. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  No, on average, five Western Australians die each year in residential fires.  
That is five lives that should not have been lost in those circumstances.  Anything the government can do about 
this is good. 

Several overseas countries and three other Australian jurisdictions have legislation in support of the mandatory 
fitting of smoke alarms in residential dwellings.  One of the major benefits of this bill is its enormous potential to 
save lives.  It will mean that more houses will be fitted with smoke alarms.  The battery issues experienced with 
many current alarms will be a thing of the past.  As we know, a significant proportion of existing older houses do 
not have smoke alarms, and of those that do, the majority of alarms are not mains-powered and require regular 
maintenance. This is the issue that was raised by Hon Robyn McSweeney.  Obviously when smoke alarms are 
battery operated and have no backup or, for a range of reasons, that backup fails, the impact could be 
devastating.  This bill tries to address these issues.  

I do not want to take up the time of the house.  This is a very important issue.  Its importance has been put on the 
record by Hon Robyn McSweeney and I fully concur with her comments.  I thank members for their support of 
this legislation and I put on notice that it is my intention to proceed through all three stages of this bill in today’s 
sitting.  

HON PAUL LLEWELLYN (South West) [2.45 pm]:  Madam Deputy President -  

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT (Hon Sheila Mills):  I ask the member to wait a minute.  The minister has already 
responded to the second reading debate, so my understanding is that Hon Paul Llewellyn can either seek leave of 
the house to make further comment or wait until the bill is debated in committee and respond to clause 1.  

Hon PAUL LLEWELLYN:  I seek leave of the house to make some comments given that this bill is not listed 
on the business program.  By the time I had gone to get my files -  

Hon George Cash interjected. 

Hon PAUL LLEWELLYN:  Exactly.  There will be no excuses whatsoever.  

Leave granted.  

Hon PAUL LLEWELLYN:  It so happens that I did have a file on the Local Government (Miscellaneous 
Provisions) Amendment (Smoke Alarms) Bill, but it has been mislaid by my research officers, who were 
researching this matter.   

Hon George Cash:  There is no excuse at all then.  

Hon PAUL LLEWELLYN:  That is exactly right.  No alarm bells rang for me!   

Two things struck me about this bill, one of which was that, from memory, some of the sensing mechanisms in 
smoke alarms use radioactive material, and require a comprehensive disposal and materials handling mechanism.  
I do not know whether that issue has been dealt with by the minister. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  That is a manufacturing standards issue.  

Hon PAUL LLEWELLYN:  We all know how high the manufacturing standards are in Australia.  The smoke 
alarms will be imported from China.  If they do not have to comply with adequate manufacturing standards, we 
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are likely to be importing radioactive material that needs special handling arrangements for its disposal.  
Alternatively, photometric mechanisms are available for measuring smoke.   

I knew I had a file on this issue, and the attendant has just handed it to me.  It contains a research paper on it.  It 
says “Be alarmed”.  An alternative technology, photoelectric ionisation, is also used to detect smoke, which 
would not cause some of the downstream environmental impacts that arise from the proliferation of low-level 
nuclear waste.  It so happens that I have an entire research paper on this.  However, I will not bore the house 
with all the details.  

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  Can you not get to the executive summary of it?   

Hon PAUL LLEWELLYN:  Here we go; the executive summary is five pages long!  

Another matter came to mind because I very recently had something to do with mains-connected smoke alarms 
being connected to the house in which I live.  In fact, these devices run the grid constantly; in other words, they 
produce what is called a phantom load on the electricity grid.  I do not know what current they draw.  We all 
know that televisions, alarms, microwaves and other electronic devices in households that contribute to the 
phantom load cumulatively result in vast amounts of electricity being used through stand-by across Western 
Australia and Australia generally and, indeed, throughout the world.  I see that the minister is taking notes about 
radioactive materials and alternative technologies.  There needs to be an assessment - in other words, standards 
need to be set - and a cost-benefit analysis conducted of installing in houses 1.6 million or two million of these 
devices, each of which runs at a few watts.  We are talking about megawatts of electrical energy.  We need to 
measure that again.  Sadly, there are five deaths and $16 million worth of damages annually as a result of 
residential fires.  I am not making any judgement about that, but those were the numbers that the minister used.  
We might find that a significant amount of energy, and thereby greenhouse gas emissions and electrical and 
carbon liabilities, will be generated as a result of mandating the installation of these devices.  Where there is 
smoke, as members know, there is fire.  What seems to be a very commonsense decision needs to be fully 
worked through in a cost-benefit analysis. 

Another observation is that mains-connected smoke alarms have battery backup in the form of either a battery or 
some type of capacitor storage device to run the stand-by arrangement when the power goes off, and that is 
precisely what we would expect.  However, we will not necessarily solve the problem with batteries by doing 
this.  Two streams of potential toxic waste come out of these devices; that is, the radioactive sensing device and 
the battery.  It should be possible for us, with a concerted effort and commitment to waste resource management 
and recovery, to set standards so that both the battery and the sensing device are properly dealt with.  However, 
in Western Australia we do not have those standards.  In fact, we have amplified the problem of batteries and 
radioactive materials getting into our waste stream.  I doubt whether the architects of this bill gave much 
consideration to that matter, but it is certainly the kind of consideration that the Greens (WA) would give when 
deciding whether to implement these kinds of initiatives.  Until we set higher standards and are prepared to set 
those standards, the benefit of installing smoke alarms is questionable. 

HON LJILJANNA RAVLICH (East Metropolitan - Minister for Local Government) [2.54 pm]:  I thank 
the honourable member for his contribution.  There is no doubt that we could and should do more to look at the 
impact on the environment of what is used.  It was alleged by the honourable member that no thought has been 
given to this matter.   

Hon Paul Llewellyn:  No, not no thought.   

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  Okay.  Not enough thought. 

Hon Paul Llewellyn interjected. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  All right.  The only point I want to make is that the Minister for Housing and 
Works issued a media release on 24 March 2007 in which she said - 

. . . the new requirements would also provide an opportunity for people who had already installed 
battery-powered smoke alarms to upgrade. 

The minister made the point that - 

“Most smoke alarms that have been installed in dwellings are ionisation alarms and although these 
types do the job well, a newer type of alarm using photoelectric technology has been found to be even 
more effective,” . . .  

There is a concurrent view.  I guess the point is that there is no requirement under the Building Code of Australia 
for photoelectric technology to be mandated for installation.   

Hon Paul Llewellyn:  That is what we were implying.   
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Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  That is what the member was implying.  To be honest, I do not disagree.  I do 
not know what the cost would be.  I know that the cost of a smoke alarm as proposed under this model is 
somewhere in the order of $100 to $150.  I could be wrong.  I do not know what the comparative cost analysis 
would be.   

Hon Paul Llewellyn:  The real cost is the comparison between choosing a technology - 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  It is about the impact on the environment. 

Hon Paul Llewellyn:  No, it is actually about the downstream handling cost of the low-grade radioactive 
material.  If you had to take that into account, you might find that it would be cost efficient to use cleaner 
technology.   

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  Okay.  I thank the honourable member.  I do not doubt that he has much more 
expertise in that area than I do.  The only point I want to make about the minister’s statement is that there is an 
understanding that photoelectric technology is here, that it is more advanced and that, in the longer term, it is 
more likely to become the norm.  I hope that the Building Code of Australia will pick up on the sentiment that 
people want environmentally friendly products, and that it will perhaps do even more and encourage builders to 
make that a new standard.  Having said all of that, I thank members for their contributions.   

Question put and passed. 

Bill read a second time. 

Leave granted to proceed forthwith to third reading. 

Third Reading 

Bill read a third time, on motion by Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich (Minister for Local Government), and passed. 
 


