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AIR CONDITIONING — PALMYRA PRIMARY SCHOOL AND YANGEBUP PRIMARY SCHOOL 
Grievance 

DR J.M. WOOLLARD (Alfred Cove) [9.39 am]: My grievance is about the lack of classroom air conditioning 
during 44-degree temperatures at Palmyra Primary School. I acknowledge the parents and primary school 
children in the gallery today from Palmyra Primary School and Yangebup Primary School in the Cockburn 
electorate. Members can see that many students in the gallery have fans that they have made to try to cool 
themselves down in the classroom when the temperatures have been 44 degrees. I am sure they will all 
remember their trip to Parliament this morning and the fireworks in this chamber.  

My grievance is that these children are suffering from heat exhaustion in the classrooms. State schools are 
workplaces, minister. Regulation 3.15 of the Occupational Safety and Health Regulations states — 

An employer must ensure — 

(a) that work practices are arranged so that employees are protected from extremes of heat and 
cold; and 

(b) if the workplace is in a building or structure that, as far as practicable, heating and cooling are 
provided to enable employees to work in a comfortable environment. 

There are stiff penalties for noncompliance, yet many teachers at public schools throughout the metropolitan 
area, similar to those at Palmyra Primary School, have to teach children in classrooms where the temperature has 
reached as high as 44 degrees. Minister, why is the government allowing this double standard whereby 
employees and children are exposed to extremes of temperature? Why is the government not protecting them? 

On 24 January last year, the WorkSafe commissioner put out a media release and stated — 

Workplace safety laws require an employer to provide a working environment in which workers are not 
exposed to hazards and—as far as is practicable—to protect employees from extremes in temperature. 

She also said — 

Guarding against heat stress and heat stroke is part of providing a safe and healthy workplace, and I 
urge employers to ensure that preventative measures are in place. 

The employer in this case is the minister. What preventive measures has this government put in place to ensure 
that classrooms throughout the state do not expose teachers and schoolchildren to extremes in temperature? In 
South Australia, the Department of Education and Children’s Services has a policy relating to heating and 
cooling, which states — 

Learning areas in schools and children’s centres shall have heating and cooling equipment capable of 
maintaining temperatures within the range of 20-26oC . . .  

The temperatures at Palmyra Primary School were 44 degrees. Minister, this is not acceptable, and these children 
and their parents want to know what the minister and this government are going to do about it. Will they hide 
behind some outdated policy that helps them save money while students suffer, or will they act to protect these 
vulnerable young children? 

School classrooms often experience extreme temperatures that are much higher than outside temperatures 
because of the build-up of heat as a result of the classrooms not having air conditioners, curtains or tinting on the 
windows. In fact, teachers at Palmyra Primary School are making curtains themselves for their classrooms to try 
to cool the classrooms for the children. 

As the minister is aware, several times this summer young schoolchildren and their teachers at Palmyra Primary 
School, and many other schools, were subjected to extremely high temperatures. In some cases, parents were 
forced to keep their children at home because the classrooms were so hot and the children were suffering in these 
terrible conditions. However, the teachers continued to work in that unsafe workplace. All government 
departmental offices are air-conditioned and most homes are air-conditioned, so why is the government, in these 
boom times, dragging its feet on installing air conditioning in our public schools, where classroom temperatures 
are so very high? 

Plenty of heat stress studies have been undertaken that clearly outline the powerful effect that temperatures have 
on people, and link temperature extremes with irritability, aggression, discomfort, lower attention capacity and 
distress. People’s abilities deteriorate in the heat, and it can have a detrimental effect on the learning abilities of 
young children, as well as their physical health. 

Minister, why do so many parents and citizens associations, such as those at Palmyra and Yangebup Primary 
Schools, have to fundraise tens of thousands of dollars to provide basic equipment and facilities for their 
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schools? New schools have wonderful, modern facilities, yet older schools such as Palmyra Primary School, 
which is 94 years old, receive very little in the way of upgrades and struggle to get even basic work done at their 
schools. 

In correspondence to me, the minister has advised that the state government uses the relative strain index to work 
out which areas of the state should get air conditioning installed in their schools. The minister should not give us 
in his response the same old inadequate calculations that he uses as an excuse for not cooling down schools. He 
should tell the house, and the children and parents in the gallery, which index or calculation was used when 
Parliament was air-conditioned two years ago, following numerous complaints from members that the building 
was too hot to work in. At that time, more than $570 000 was spent on air conditioning the upper and lower 
houses, minister. If it is good enough for members of Parliament to enjoy the benefits of air conditioning, why is 
it not also good enough for teachers and young students in state schools? 

It is impossible for teachers and young students to work to their full potential in schools in archaic conditions 
that breach the government’s own occupational health and safety laws. When state schools experience 
temperatures such as those at Palmyra Primary School—44 degrees—they should be air-conditioned, the same as 
Parliament House and other government departmental offices. Minister, I ask that this government fund air 
conditioners for Palmyra Primary School, where children are suffering from heat stress. Will the minister please 
tell the house and the parents and children in the gallery whether his government will do anything to help those 
children? 

[Interruption from the gallery.] 

The SPEAKER: I have a couple of comments for the people in the gallery. They are entitled to be here, but they 
are not entitled to participate in the debate. The fact that the member for Alfred Cove participated in an 
orchestrated political statement by way of children having fans worries me greatly. The fact that it involved 
children is the only reason I did not take any action on it. People in the gallery are not permitted to make 
comments or, in fact, to disrupt the house in any way. 

MR M. McGOWAN (Rockingham — Minister for Education and Training) [9.46 am]: I thank the member 
for the grievance. I outlined to the member in question time last week the policy on air conditioning schools; that 
is, that we air-condition schools based upon what is called the relative strain index, which assesses the stress that 
climate imposes on people. Based upon that data, schools in the Kimberley, the Pilbara, the goldfields, the 
wheatbelt and the eastern part of the metropolitan area have been provided with air cooling, which has been 
funded by governments of all persuasions. This has been, as I understand it, a bipartisan policy on the air 
conditioning of schools. In addition to that, all transportable school buildings—they are scattered around primary 
schools and high schools throughout the state—education support centres and education support units, 
irrespective of their location, are air-cooled. 

Over recent years, we have certainly improved our management of the effects of the temperature, the climate, the 
sun and so forth. We now expect students at school to wear appropriate clothing that covers their skin and to 
wear hats for outdoor activities. We try to limit the amount of time that students spend in the sun, where 
practicable, and we try to inform students of the dangers of too much time in the sun. As someone who has had 
some experience of serious skin cancer, I can fully recommend that practice. 

I will deal with Palmyra Primary School. Of course I acknowledge the people in the gallery, and I acknowledge 
that the school itself and the broader school community have some concerns about this issue. I realise that they 
are genuinely held concerns by the parents and other people involved with that school community, and that those 
people would like their school to be air-conditioned. There are some options for the school regarding that at 
present. Many schools—I have visited nearly 200 schools in my time as Minister for Education and Training—
fundraise to provide air conditioning at their schools. That is a common practice in many schools around 
Western Australia, including many schools in lower socioeconomic areas that have set up programs by which 
they fundraise each year to make sure that they can deliver air conditioning, even if it is installed progressively at 
their schools over time. Schools can also use part of their annual minor works funds. Using that money, they can 
air-condition one to two rooms a year, and of course they can also air-condition their schools progressively in 
that manner. 

I am informed by the Department of Housing and Works that there are no plans to replace the heaters at Palmyra 
Primary School. Therefore, that money does not exist and cannot be used for air conditioning. That is the advice 
I have received from the Department of Housing and Works. On a broader level, of course I would like every 
classroom in Western Australia to be air-conditioned. That would be a nice thing to do, especially for the period 
between December and February when it is hot; I would love to do that. However, as I explained to the member 
for Alfred Cove recently, there is always the matter of opportunity cost. If we spend money on one thing, we 
cannot spend it on other things to do with education. During the government’s time in office we have poured an 
enormous sum of money into education; in fact, we now spend three times as much as the previous government 



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY - Thursday, 10 April 2008] 

 p2197c-2199a 
Dr Janet Woollard; Speaker; Mr Mark McGowan 

 [3] 

did on capital works for schools around Western Australia. It is also very much a program of renovating, 
improving or replacing older schools around Western Australia. It is all a question of opportunity cost. That is a 
policy that has been agreed upon between the Liberal Party and the Labor Party over a long period. However, as 
I have explained to the house, to the representatives of the school community in the public gallery and to the 
member for Alfred Cove, there are options available to the school if it wishes to progress along those lines. 
There are some good ways for the school to go forward. 
 


