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ROEBOURNE HOUSING 

Grievance 

MR T.G. STEPHENS (Pilbara) [9.20 am]: I take the opportunity to raise the issue of housing in Roebourne. 
This comes against a backdrop of having listened with great attention to the brief ministerial statement made by 
the Minister for Housing and Works. I thank him for a detailed ministerial statement that dealt with the issue of 
the rollout and installation of residual current devices in the town of Roebourne and more widely across Western 
Australia. The update of that detail is, I think, appreciated by all members and I think it is an indication of the 
sort of focus and attention that both the house and the minister must place on issues such as this. The minister 
clearly must stay focused on the administration of his department and his responsibilities in the area of public 
housing safety. As the minister has explained, there is understandable concern flowing from the tragic death in 
Roebourne of a young toddler. Members have all been cautious in saying that this is not a situation in which 
people can prejudge the ways in which the various inquiries will assess this issue. Inevitably, the inquiries will 
make findings on what led to the death of that toddler. To the extent that I know some of the background, it is 
important for people to not jump to conclusions. People need to be appreciative of the fact, for example, that the 
young lad was not in the care of his parents at the time, but in the care of other family members. It is important 
that people are cautious in the words they use in reference to this tragedy, and that they wait for the findings and 
recommendations of the inquiries. This is self-evident to me and any other member of Parliament who has had 
an association with Roebourne.  

As a member of Parliament, I have had long-term responsibility for Roebourne, even though it is no longer in my 
electorate. It has not been in my electorate for some time, but it is a community that has reached out to its current 
and previous members of Parliament for assistance with the various issues with which it is faced, of which 
housing is one of the most fundamental. All around the nation there is evidence of goodwill from the Australian 
community, reflected at both state and federal government levels, in responding to the challenges of Aboriginal 
housing. In the Northern Territory, the media commentary makes it clear that goodwill alone is not enough. The 
federal government has been critical of Northern Territory government agencies, if not the government itself, for 
delays in the rolling out of the response offered by the federal government to deliver, in partnership with the 
Northern Territory government, some significant improvements in housing opportunities for Aboriginal 
communities. 

I am confident that that goodwill is on offer in Western Australia; it is goodwill that is embedded in the Western 
Australian community these days. The goodwill in Western Australia towards Aboriginal communities is 
reflected in the style of government on offer from both sides of this house. The previous government tried to 
make some significant improvements. However, I and successive Ministers for Housing and Works have, over 
time, been subjected to legitimate critique for our inability to deliver quickly enough the necessary housing 
responses to those communities. 

The new government has an opportunity to build on some of the good things that happened during the time of 
the previous government. I am particularly proud of the Roebourne enhancement scheme, which was put in place 
by the previous government. It was aimed at trying to significantly lift community amenity through additional 
funding to the Pilbara Development Commission, to tackle some of the backlog of amenity issues within that 
community. However, it was clearly not enough. The community recently reached out to the opposition, and 
opposition members paid a visit to the area; I visited the community in company with the Leader of the 
Opposition, the member for Warnbro and Hon Sue Ellery. We were approached by various leaders who 
indicated to us that they had had discussions with members of the current government, including the Premier, 
and that they were very encouraged by the leadership of the current government. The government has indicated a 
willingness to tackle the issues of housing within the Roebourne community, and the community made a 
proposal to the government through the Minister for Lands around the NASH program�the Ngarluma 
Aboriginal Sustainable Housing project. Within the communities that we visited there were widespread 
expressions of excitement about, and endorsement of, the project that was proposed for the current government 
to advance. 

I am aware that there is willingness on the part of the federal government to receive submissions and endorse 
such projects, but the federal government will not do anything without clear indications from the state 
government of strong support for them. There are housing challenges in areas like Roebourne; it is expensive 
and may fall outside the normal expenditure caps for housing delivered by the federal government around the 
nation. We know that housing is expensive in Roebourne, but this project has come forward. 

Mr V.A. Catania: Wasn�t that project brought forward two years ago? 
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Mr T.G. STEPHENS: I am sure that the proposal has been working its way through various hurdles over two 
years, and I am sure that there are valid criticisms about its delay. There is an opportunity now to grab this 
project, and I urge the Minister for Housing and Works to give us an update on the government�s response to it.  

MR T.R. BUSWELL (Vasse � Minister for Housing and Works) [9.27 am]: I will not talk too much about 
the issue of the death of the young boy; I think I have covered that. It was a tragedy in and of itself. Sometimes it 
takes a tragic event or circumstance to sting governments into action. There was a broad social tragedy captured 
graphically in photos of Dinner Camp near Halls Creek. The sad fact is that the passing of this young boy in 
Roebourne will stimulate the government into action. I am not one for politicising such things, but it is the case 
that over the past 10 years or so�I say 10 years to deliberately spread this over two political dynasties in 
Western Australia�Roebourne has slipped under the radar. The member referred to the $3 million Roebourne 
Enhancement Scheme. If one goes into communities such as Roebourne and simply provides static 
infrastructure, it might look good at the time but it will not solve the underlying issues.  

Before I detail what I have instructed the Department of Housing to do, I acknowledge the member for North 
West for his contribution to increasing the government�s awareness of the issues in Roebourne and for putting in 
place a plan to move forward. He is heavily engaged with the local community there, and he was the first 
representative of the government to visit Roebourne after the tragedy. It was a very awkward time for him to 
visit the community. He went there and listened, and he is driving the government�s attempts to provide a long-
term solution for Roebourne.  

I have instructed the Department of Housing to take a leading role in Roebourne, as it did in Halls Creek with the 
Better Living program. We know that focusing only on buildings and static amenities without focusing on 
building community capacity is doomed to failure. I will talk about the plan in a moment. Roebourne is a sad 
story of long-term neglect. There are 108 public housing dwellings in Roebourne and over the past 10 years, the 
annual expenditure on those homes has been about $4 000 per annum, per property. Of that $4 000, tenant 
liability contributes $500. That is one of the reasons we see properties in that part of the state in a similar 
condition to the one that we saw so graphically represented on television. Part of the solution is better 
maintenance programs and funding of those programs, and part of the solution is building the capacity of the 
people in those houses to be good tenants. That is certainly what we are focused on in Halls Creek, and it is what 
we will be focused on in Roebourne. There is a sad history of neglect in Roebourne. The Ngarluma Aboriginal 
Sustainable Housing project that the member mentioned had been raised with the former government, as I 
understand, for at least 12 months, and quite possibly longer. My advice is that the proponents or representatives 
of the proponents of that program had no luck in having their approaches to government responded to; in fact, 
they were met with almost a wall of silence when engaging with the former government on NASH. 

What are we now doing, in conjunction with and guided by local input from the member for North West? In the 
short term, there are just over 20 vacant Homeswest properties and Government Regional Officers� Housing 
properties in Roebourne. They are, where required, being refurbished, and the Homeswest and GROH properties 
will be available for tenants to move into. That is happening now. 

In relation to the NASH program, I am pleased to advise that the Minister for Lands has sold that land to the 
Ngarluma people for the princely sum of $1.10, which I assume includes GST. That project is now moving 
forward. That is an exciting project for Roebourne. We have put that project forward to the commonwealth to be 
funded out of the commonwealth�s stimulus package. That has happened in the past couple of weeks. A senior 
executive from the Department of Housing, Shane Hill, has been to Roebourne and is engaging with the local 
community. We will be advocating very strongly for our purchase of approximately 50 properties out of that 
NASH project to be funded as part of the commonwealth�s stimulus package. We are confident that that will 
happen. Those 50 properties will be a mix of social housing dwellings and GROH dwellings. It will enable us to 
move some people who are currently located in what I would call the main Roebourne township into the new 
NASH area, and that will enable us to refurbish those houses. I hope we can embrace and deliver some of the 
changes that we have seen in, for example, South Hedland with the urban revitalisation program there. We can 
completely transform the provision of housing in Roebourne and make it an attractive place for the people who 
currently live there and for people who may want to live there in the future. The NASH project is not just about 
providing housing for the existing residents of Roebourne; it is about providing a footprint for the future of the 
town. It is in the centre of that economic miracle. I think it has a fundamentally important role to play in 
providing accommodation for all types of people who choose to live in the Pilbara and who may, for a range of 
reasons, not be able to live in Karratha, Wickham and those sorts of towns. The NASH project is moving 
forward. The land has been transferred. We are discussing with the proponents ways to deliver the headworks in 
a much more open way than ever happened under the former government, unfortunately. We are engaged with 
the commonwealth government on NASH. 



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY - Thursday, 24 September 2009] 

 p7665b-7667a 
Mr Tom Stephens; Mr Troy Buswell 

 [3] 

Broader than NASH, as I have said, I have instructed the Department of Housing to take a lead role and to 
embrace the concepts that are embedded in the Halls Creek Better Life project. I have been to Halls Creek a 
number of times. It is a fantastic program. It is not just about houses; it is about building capacity in 
communities. If we can start to replicate that in Roebourne, I think we will see some of the sustainable long-term 
changes that that community needs. 

My view is that the death of this young boy is sad and tragic, and it will take the community a long time to 
recover from it. It has exposed some systematic failings within the Department of Housing. The department 
acknowledges that and I acknowledge that, and we will deal with that. But it has also brought to the forefront the 
tragedy that really is the community of Roebourne. There is a long history of neglect and there is, I suppose, a 
need for the government to partner with the community to provide a whole new plan for the long-term future of 
Roebourne. I look forward to working with the member for North West, my partners in government and the 
member for Pilbara to see that that plan is brought to fruition and that we provide a meaningful, long-term future 
for the people of Roebourne. 
 


