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NORTHAM IMMIGRATION DETENTION CENTRE 

625. Mr J.J.M. BOWLER to the Premier: 

I acknowledge in the public gallery the presence of year 5 and 6 students from Doubleview Primary School, 
which is in the member for Scarborough’s electorate.  

I read with some interest that the Gillard government plans to establish a new detention centre in Northam. As I 
understand it, the 1 500 single men who will be housed at that centre will be a part of the largest custodial 
facility in Western Australia. The Rudd government commissioned a detention centre for illegal immigrants in 
Leonora, which is in my electorate, without consultation. As time has passed, more and more illegal immigrants 
have been sent to that centre, again without consultation.  

(1) Will the Premier advise the house whether Northam will be given adequate resourcing to deal with a 
riot or breakout should such events occur? 

(2) Is Western Australia receiving its fair share of illegal immigrants?  

Mr C.J. BARNETT replied:  

(1)–(2) The only thing that Western Australia receives more than its fair share of is illegal immigrants. There is 
no doubt that the illegal immigration and asylum seeker policies of the Gillard government are failing. 
For the record, 106 boats have arrived this calendar year carrying more than 5 000 illegal immigrants. 

Mr M.P. Whitely: They are asylum seekers.  

Mr C.J. BARNETT: They are asylum seekers. They can be called whatever one wants to call them. As I said, 
106 boats have brought more than 5 000 people. Clearly the Gillard government’s policy is failing to deter 
people from making that hazardous, high-risk voyage no matter what their motivation. The result of the Gillard 
government’s failed policies is that the detention centre at Christmas Island is overflowing and there are already 
749 detainees at the Curtin Air Base. Western Australia is housing more than half of all detainees on the 
Australian mainland. With the announcement yesterday by the Prime Minister and the Minister for Immigration 
and Citizenship that up to 1 500 single men will now be housed at Northam, there has been, I think, general 
concern and, also, some mixed reaction. I will at least say that I — 

Mr E.S. Ripper: I bet you regret suggesting Northam. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: Northam is commonwealth land; it is an Army barracks and training facility. It was always 
in contention. I will at least acknowledge that the federal immigration minister, Chris Bowen, had the courtesy to 
ring me over a week ago to say that Northam was one of several sites around Australia being considered. He also 
made the point that his department had said that Northam could accommodate up to 4 000, but he reassured 
me — 

Mr E.S. Ripper: Four thousand! 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: Four thousand—but he reassured me that he did not accept that advice from his 
department and that the number would not be more than 1 500. I suggested a figure half of that might be more 
prudent. Nevertheless, the announcement was made — 

Mr E.S. Ripper: So you would accept 750, would you? 

Mr C.J. BARNETT: I am saying quite clearly that this policy on illegal immigration or asylum seekers, or 
whatever members want to call it, is clearly not working. Everyone in Australia can see that. However, the 
federal government has jurisdiction and responsibility. I have made the point to the federal government that we 
will play our role in Western Australia and cooperate to ensure that the public of Western Australia is safe and 
that the people, if they are in detention, are treated properly. I make the point that I think Western Australia is 
carrying far more than its fair share of that burden. With this facility, as soon as its construction is completed 
around the middle of next year, there will instantly be another 1 500 people housed in Western Australia. At that 
stage, we will probably have three out of four detainees in Western Australia.  

The concerns of the people of Northam are justified, and I share those concerns. Fifteen hundred single, some of 
them desperate, men in a confined location on the immediate outskirts of a town is a high-risk situation. The 
commonwealth has indicated that it is going to spend something like $164 million on the facility. I hope there is 
proper consultation and discussion with the state government about that, because although we will work 
cooperatively with the commonwealth to ensure that it is a secure facility and that the people of Northam are not 
at risk, I am concerned about the pressures it may place on our health system, on our police services and on our 
other emergency services. At least there is some discussion this time; unlike Leonora, when there was no 
discussion. 
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We will have to see how it goes. I know that in the shorter term there will be some benefits; the $160 million 
worth of construction work will create a lot of jobs and the permanent workforce will, I should think, be very 
substantial. This will provide employment in the Wheatbelt at a time when, obviously, conditions are very 
severe.  

I hope that the federal government will revisit the policy on arrivals, whether they be illegal immigrants or 
asylum seekers, and be big enough to admit this policy is not working, go back to something similar to what the 
Howard government had in place, and at least provide secure protection of our borders. In the meantime, the 
Western Australian government will behave responsibly, and we will work with the commonwealth government 
to ensure that the people of this state are not placed at risk. 
 


