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MINES SAFETY 

Statement 
HON JON FORD (Mining and Pastoral) [10.11 pm]: I rise tonight to talk a little more about mining and mine 
safety in WA. It is unfortunate that the Leader of the House is not here; he is away on urgent parliamentary 
business. I will try not to talk about our exchange but about some of my concerns. The Minister for Mines and 
Petroleum has inferred in this house that we cannot take away all the hazards involved in mining. That is true in 
every pursuit, but it is 2010. Members would have heard me talking about the bogger that went over the end of 
the stope at the Perseverance mine. I answered the Leader of the House’s question about whether that mine 
should be closed. My view is that if we do not know why such a simple operation resulted in the death of a 
worker, we should not let it remain open. We should not allow that mining operation to continue until we work 
out the problem and we are absolutely certain that we have mitigated against it happening again. There is no 
excuse for that to happen. There are supposed to be three barriers. An operator should be able to drive a bogger 
straight into it and never be able to go any further. Three barriers were missing, the bogger went over the edge 
and a man is dead.  

It is true that there is a lot of asbestos in Western Australia. There is nearly as much asbestos as uranium. As a 
consequence of mining other minerals, miners come across asbestos all the time. I was talking to an old friend 
over dinner one night who, until recent years, was a shovel supervisor. We were talking about how asbestos is 
managed in the Pilbara. He has worked in a number of mines right on the iron ore face. If a shovel is operating 
down on a bench and there is evidence of asbestos, the operation is stopped straight away and geologists are 
called over. If it is a continuous seam of asbestos, the mining operation is stopped, it is covered up with earth and 
the workers move to another area. There are typically large asbestos deposits around magnetite. A lot of asbestos 
is also found around hematite. There is evidence of high levels of magnetite at Cape Preston. Just because 
something does not kill somebody straight away, Australia especially and Western Australia particularly are 
nevertheless aware of the tragedies that can occur after exposure to asbestos. The funny thing with asbestos is 
that one fibre can kill a person just as easily as 20 000 or 20 million fibres, and some people can have the same 
exposure and not die or get sick, and nobody knows why. Is exposure to that sort of mineralogy, which results in 
the potential for very, very painful and drawn-out suffering leading to a person’s death, worth pursuing for a 
monetary value for the state? It seems to me that if we can militate against it and drop that risk down to the 
normal background risk that we are all exposed to simply by walking down St Georges Terrace, then that is 
okay, as we would not be exposing anybody to any greater risk than anyone else. But I can tell members that if 
these workers are being asked to work in areas with a risk that is above the normal levels everyone else in the 
community is being exposed to, and there are no reasonable mitigation measures to bring those levels down, then 
we should not allow the mining.  

The answer to the question that the Minister for Mines and Petroleum posed today is, from my perspective, that 
if we cannot mitigate the risk below normal exposure levels, we should close that part of the mine off or close it 
down altogether. There is no acceptable level of fatality. There is no excuse for exposing workers to high levels 
of hazardous materials in this day and age. It is true that everybody takes risks in life, but we make the rules here 
and we are the regulators. Members on the Treasury benches particularly have responsibility for looking after 
those people, because those people expect us to ensure that they are in a safe working place. Sure, we make rules 
that the bosses have to supply safe workplaces, and workers have a responsibility to work safely and use all the 
safety equipment. But as surely as that, we also have a responsibility to provide the laws, the frameworks and the 
inspectorate to ensure that those people are working in a safe environment and they can be confident that they 
are fully aware of the levels they are being exposed to, the risks they are taking and that we are looking after 
their wellbeing. It is 2010. No amount of money, no amount of benefit to the state, no number of jobs that might 
be lost is worth putting anybody through that sort of suffering—none!  

I am confident that the minister will look into the complaints that I raised with him last night, and I look forward 
to the results. It is no good coming into this house trying to say that if we want to close the mine, then go ahead 
and say it. I am done! That is what we should be doing. If we cannot ensure that the workplace is safe and the 
bosses or the companies are not prepared to shut a place down, then we should do so because the community 
expects that, ultimately, we will ensure their safety because we have that power. We should not be afraid to say 
that, because that ultimately is our responsibility. I would like to bring that to the attention of the house as one of 
the things we have to look at.  

Another issue I bring to the attention of the house is this alarming increase in catastrophic failures around the 
world. We saw two of them in Western Australia in recent times, and we now have seen one in the Gulf of 
Mexico. We had the Varanus explosion, which should never have happened, we had the West Atlas fire and 
leakage, which should never have happened, and we now have the world suffering this great tragedy in the Gulf 
of Mexico.  
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I have been wondering why these disasters are happening, and I am just worried, given the trend, about our 
preparedness should these things occur. We have gone for years and years and years without these kinds of 
disasters, and they now seem to be emerging. Anybody who has studied risk knows that the more these events 
occur, the greater the chances are they will occur again. This is a time for us to be particularly vigilant in looking 
after the wellbeing of Western Australians and the environment that they work in. I know the commonwealth has 
a major role in that, and I hope it is playing the game. We have had two shots across the bows in Western 
Australia with West Atlas and Varanus Island, and it is about time we went back over our books and started 
ticking off those boxes. The Leader of the House has told us all that he wishes to try something new in safety 
management and we support him in that, but we really need to pay particular attention to the resources sector at 
the moment because it is struggling to get skilled people. Perhaps that is one of the reasons that these problems 
are emerging in the world.  

House adjourned at 10.20 pm 

__________ 

 
 


