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“OPERATION SANDY SHOVEL” 
Statement 

HON PHIL EDMAN (South Metropolitan) [9.47 pm]: I am privileged to talk about “Operation Sandy 
Shovel”, which was held a few Saturdays ago at Point Peron. For those who do not know where Point Peron is—
I am sure Hon Kate Doust and Hon Sue Ellery know where it is—during World War II we had a defence system 
called the Fremantle Fortress, which ran as far north as Swanbourne and as far south as Point Peron in 
Rockingham. It was built because, I guess, they thought Australia was going to be invaded by the Japanese. This 
came after the loss of some 250 Australians in the bombing of Darwin in February 1942, which I have learnt was 
covered up for three months by the government of the day. Broome was also bombed with the loss of more than 
88 Western Australians. There were a lot of lives lost on Australian soil, so all these gun batteries were built 
around Australia. Members who have been to Rottnest Island will have seen that a lot of that infrastructure has 
been done up, with the support of Lotterywest. A fantastic job has been done in opening up the tunnels and doing 
up the 9.2 inch guns. It is good for tourism and so forth, and it tells a story. Members may also have been 
fortunate enough to have visited the gun batteries at Leighton; the Royal Australian Artillery Historical Society 
of Western Australia Inc looks after that, and once again, it tells a story. The only items that are left, apart from 
what I read in the newspaper, are a couple of winches at Fremantle, which I am very interested in. Members can 
correct me if I am wrong, but there is a submarine boom that was put in place to stop enemy submarines that 
wanted to come into Fremantle port. We need to look after those winches, as they are part of our history. I do not 
know if much wartime infrastructure is left except at Point Peron, which has a lookout post and the operations 
communications bunker. In January, this bunker was dug out of the sand by members of the Young Liberals, and 
I am very proud of the fact that they came down there. It is amazing to see some 18 to 20-year-olds who care 
about our history and who are prepared to go down to Point Peron in 40 degree heat and dig out 10 tonnes of 
sand. I will not tell members what else they dug out from that site—it is quite interesting what has been left in 
those bunkers over the years. Most recently the 11th/28th Battalion came down to Point Peron. Basically, the 
Army had not been back to that site for 70 years, when it was decommissioned after the end of the Second World 
War and handed back to the state government. That site was handed back to the Department of Sport and 
Recreation. My office found blueprints and information sitting in an envelope; it was 70 years’ old, and even the 
Australian War Memorial was not aware of those documents. The National Archives of Australia has digitised 
that information, which was quite a find.  

The 11th/28th Battalion found out about this project to try to restore the old gun batteries and turn the site into 
a museum to tell the true story, which has not been told properly, about Australians dying on our own soil. Bits 
of this story are missing. I have visited most museums around Australia that give our history in most wars, but 
they have only little bits about what happened on our own soil. That story needs to be told, as some of the people 
who fought for our country are still alive today.  

I was very fortunate to receive the help of the member for Churchlands, who is not only a member of Parliament 
but also a colonel at Karrakatta—Colonel Sean L’Estrange. I brought to the member’s attention that I needed 
a hand and he was instrumental in introducing me to Brigadier David Thompson, who came down before 
“Operation Sandy Shovel” and looked at my office, which is pretty much a gun battery museum. He was 
impressed with the passion we were showing in trying to restore this battery and he decided it was the right thing 
to do to grab some troops and bring them down to Point Peron. Major Damien Casey from the 11th/28 Battalion 
came down and did reconnaissance of two ammunition bunkers that for the last 70 years had been pretty much 
submerged in sand after the Army left following the end of the Second World War. It was their decision that it 
would be a good exercise for the Army to come back after 70 years to dig those bunkers out, and that was 
organised. The Army came down and was assisted by the Department of Parks and Wildlife. I have to thank the 
Minister for Environment, Albert Jacob, who was instrumental in making sure that DPaW opened up that site 
and also provided the necessary staff—one in particular was Ranger Josh Cooper—to help out on the day with 
logistics. We were letting off air raid sirens on the top of the observation post and annoying everybody. We 
probably scared the hell out of everybody at HMAS Stirling. Anyway, that was something they wanted to do and 
it was good fun; the ABC enjoyed that as well.  

They dug out the first ammo bunker, which was next to the only panama mount that is in good order. The second 
ammunition bunker unfortunately contained some asbestos that was left behind. The lieutenant colonel said that 
they would dig out the rest of the bunker so that DPaW could erect some gates to cover it up so that no-one could 
get inside that ammo bunker. I thought that was nice of them. I told the lieutenant colonel not to worry because 
I was sure there was nothing more than steps going down into the ammo bunker. I told them, “Just dig there, 
don’t worry about the asbestos, and then we can get the gate on to stop people getting in there”, and off they 
went. I had to go; they rang me up and said that I had better get back down there because there were no steps. 
I said, “There’s nothing there.” They said, “There’s something there all right; there’s a trench.” I told them to 
keep digging. They went down a further six feet as far as a concrete pad. I do not know what it is; it looks like 
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a tunnel. They found some major infrastructure on that site, which the government was not aware of. It looks like 
we have more infrastructure left down at Point Peron. We need to organise another exercise to dig out the rest of 
it. I do not think the Army is happy to go back down there with a shovel. I think the major and lieutenant colonel 
would rather go down with a backhoe to dig it all out. It is amazing what has been submerged in sand for over 
70 years; it is quite a lot of infrastructure. I hope everybody can support this project, because we want to turn this 
site into a major museum so we can tell that story.  

I have one other thing that I want to talk about that amazed me. When the scouts found out that we had the 
11th/28th Battalion involved in the exercise, they asked how they could be involved. The Army did not want them 
digging anything out, so I suggested that they do a sausage sizzle for the troops. They said, “That’s fine; let’s do 
that.” We had all the scouts from Rockingham and Baldivis. They proudly held up the Australian flag, and all 
these little girls and boys marched down through Point Peron with their barbecues and tongs and cooked for the 
troops. I have to thank Yvonne Martin for setting that up. It was a wonderful day. Unfortunately, we did not dig 
out all the bunkers; there is one left to dig. The infrastructure at Point Peron had been left to sit and rot, until my 
colleagues and I got together and formed a committee decided to physically dig out this bunker so that we can 
proudly display this site, not only for us and Western Australia but also to tell the story about what happened to 
all the people who were protecting our soil from the Japanese, as well as the Germans, so that we can have this 
life that we have now. That is something that I am truly proud of and that I respect. I am very grateful that I had 
the opportunity to form the committee and make that project a reality.  

House adjourned at 9.56 pm 

__________  
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