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WORK HEALTH AND SAFETY BILL 2019 
Statement 

HON TIM CLIFFORD (East Metropolitan) [5.19 pm]: I rise tonight to speak on the Work Health and Safety 
Bill 2019, which was passed this week. I would like to acknowledge all the work done to pass that bill because I think 
it is quite important. I would like to acknowledge the work of my parliamentary colleague Hon Alison Xamon. 
I also acknowledge a couple of my other colleagues, Hon Kyle McGinn and Hon Matthew Swinbourn, who worked 
actively within the union movement, and all the other people and members of Parliament who worked to get the bill 
through this house. I believe it is very important that workers are protected. I worked in the construction industry 
for over a decade and saw my fair share of near misses, negligence and employers putting money ahead of workers’ 
safety. When the bill was being debated, I reflected on what was mentioned in the chamber a few times—namely, 
some of the penalties imposed on some employers around health and safety. I mentioned a couple of the fatalities 
and the penalties, and that compensation had ranged in the thousands, which I found appalling. As someone who 
has been a worker in construction across this great state of Western Australia, I thought it was an absolute disgrace 
to think that my life could have been worth as little as $38 000. 
I worked on the Ravensthorpe nickel project, where I was the second in charge of the work crew on the tailings 
dam. At the time, I worked as a plastic welder. The ponds in these places are not small. People might imagine the 
ponds that hold water to be small, but these dams were 800 metres long, 300 metres wide and 25 metres deep. 
Work crews of up to 50 labourers were deploying heavy high-density polyethylene plastic sheets on the ponds. 
We would pull the plastic into place and weld it behind the machines to ensure that the seal on the lines was correct, 
so that when it rained, the clay that lined the ponds, the water or whatever was contained in the ponds did not seep 
into the watertable. That is quite important for tailings dams. 
Deploying plastic on a front that is 300-metres long comes with a lot of risk. When the wind gets up, plastic can 
blow away. To ensure we could secure the plastic, we needed both work crews, of sometimes up to 20 labourers, 
to work behind the machines to ensure that the leading edge is bagged down with hundreds of sandbags. It was 
a physically demanding job. I remember one still morning going out to the ponds. My regular boss was away that 
day in, I think, Esperance. He was a really good boss, in fact, and would always stand up for us to the engineers 
and powers that be in the company in Perth. If it was not safe to do something, he would stand up for us and say, 
“We can’t do it today,” and outline exactly the risks involved. He always kept our safety in mind, but sometimes 
he was railroaded by management. The person who replaced him that day was an Irish engineer supervisor who 
was employed under a 457 visa. He was a good person but he was put in a pretty precarious situation. The company 
put a lot of pressure on him to get the plastic out on the ponds, because the more plastic that is put out, the more 
money the company makes, because it puts it ahead of the deadline for the end of the job. If that happens, the 
company makes hundreds of thousands, if not millions of dollars, out of it. 
We had a rule that if the wind blew beyond 15 knots, we stopped deploying plastic and downed tools. We would do 
something else, such as repairs. There was plenty of work to do around the site. We worked 6.00 am to 6.00 pm 
every day, with half an hour break from 12.00 to 12.30 pm. That was part of our workplace agreement that was 
brought in under the Howard government, and it was used to lethal effect against us. If we complained about the 
workplace agreement, we might not have a job the next week. The workplace agreement was designed to ensure 
that workers kept working regardless, and if we complained, we would not be on site. But that is a subject for 
another day. 
That morning, the wind blew beyond 15 knots, so we stopped deploying. Another colleague of mine was working 
at the pumping station in Hopetoun when the wind was getting up. It looked like we would be getting up to 35-knot 
winds that day; they were massive. The boss on site that day, who was on the 457 visa, said, “No; we’re rolling 
the plastic out regardless.” I stood up to the boss. It divided the crew, because he was threatening the rest of the 
crew if we did not get the plastic out. It takes two hours to set up the process to remove the bags. The full leading 
edge would need to be exposed to the wind, which takes about half an hour, and to close everything down takes 
over an hour or two. The strong wind was only half an hour away. I said that we were not going to do it. The boss 
said, “If you don’t do it, you’re on the first plane out of here.” I said, “You can get stuffed because I’m not risking 
the lives of the workers.” He divided the crew and a bunch of my work mates and I walked off. However, the other 
folks decided to keep going because they were worried about losing their jobs. They had mortgages and kids and 
wanted to make sure they had food on the table. They pulled all the sandbags off, the wind blew up and the plastic 
then lifted. There were at least 10 pallets, with 100 sandbags in each pallet, weighing about a tonne each, and they 
lifted off as though they were nothing. Members can imagine what would have happened if a worker had been on the 
plastic and how far they would have been thrown in the air, and how they could have been possibly maimed or 
killed. These risks were real. The situation that day showed the importance of putting the health and safety of us 
workers ahead of company profits. The bosses were fully aware of what was going on. I hate to think that if I had 
been on the plastic that day, my life would have been worth only $38 000. By the way, the damage caused when 
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the wind blew up and pulled back the plastic cost over $180 000 and took us three weeks to repair, just because of 
the negligence of my employer at the time. 

A whole bunch of things happened on the same site. On days when it rained and we were using electric welders, 
we would be told to get out and keep welding. Electricity and water do not mix. This is another thing: they would 
tell us to get on the cherry picker. The cherry picker had not been tagged to prove that it had passed a safety inspection, 
but we were forced to go up there anyway. The tilt alert was taped over, so it would not warn us if the machine was 
on a steep angle, so a person could fall a couple of storeys if it fell over. They are examples of all the issues. On one 
site we were put in danger multiple times because of an employer. I was only 24 or 25 at the time and we worked 
for an employer who did not care about us. He did not let BHP know what was going on onsite when we reported 
it. This happened continually. It happened when I worked in Ravensthorpe, on Barrow Island and at Port Hedland. 
Everywhere I worked, an employer was willing to risk our lives to ensure they could make money. That happens 
every day. This is why it is very important that this bill was passed this week. 

I take my hat off to all the people who worked on the bill. I did not know anything about legislation or about all 
the paperwork that is involved with what goes on around work health and safety; I was just a worker. When people 
are threatened with losing their job, they usually comply. Sadly, that continues to happen, so, hopefully, this bill 
will go a long way towards protecting lives. I am sure this legislation will be discussed in the future. I hope that if 
the company I worked for, which is still in operation today, puts people’s lives at risk, it will be held to account 
by this legislation. 
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