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SCHOOLS - GRASSED AREA MAINTENANCE 
Grievance 

MR J.N. HYDE (Perth - Parliamentary Secretary) [9.25 am]:  My grievance is to the Minister for Education 
and Training.  I raise the issue of the maintenance of schools with grassed areas and the policy of the department.  
I bring to the minister’s attention the case of the excellent North Perth Primary School in my electorate, which is 
around 100 years old, has great traditions and has wonderful heritage buildings.  It has a tremendous parents and 
citizens association that fundraises for a variety of causes.  There is pressure on inner city schools.  
Unfortunately, the previous government closed down Leederville Primary School.  The kindergarten and 
preprimary school student enrolment numbers in North Perth have gone from 20 to around 90, which has put 
pressure on play areas.  We are all aware that with the decrease in rainfall, changes caused by global warming 
and other factors, tremendous pressure is placed on schools that maintain grassed areas.  The old days when we 
were primary school kids with a beaut, large, green oval and grassed areas around our school have long gone 
because of cost pressures and sustainability factors.   

I am aware that the department is conducting some excellent Waterwise projects in collaboration with the 
Department of Water and others.  However, my principal concern is that primary schools are able to get money 
each year to re-grass areas.  I think we need to take a new tack and look at some of the synthetic, soft-fall 
surfaces to see if we can look at tweaking or renegotiating the department’s policy.  Instead of what I think may 
be a waste of maintenance money to replant and reseed grass in areas where it will not have a long-term life or 
give a long-term benefit, perhaps some of that maintenance money could be diverted to help subsidise the 
creation of soft-fall areas at schools.  For grass to be viable and grow it needs about eight hours of sunlight.  The 
area at North Perth Primary School receives about only three hours of sunlight a day.  Funding has been received 
on three occasions; in fact, some experts from the department are inspecting the North Perth Primary School site 
today.  I do not think that maintenance for new grass is a good use of resources.  More importantly, if we are 
looking at the best outcome for students, when enrolment figures are going from 20 to 90 students, grass will not 
be a sustainable solution.  The reason we need these areas is so that kids have an area in which not only to have 
their lunch and drinks and socialise, but also to play.  Clearly, brown earth that is not grassed is more likely to 
have uneven surfaces and become dusty and dirty.  Its uneven surfaces cause difficulties when setting up play 
equipment.  It is also makes it more difficult for preprimary kids to run around safely.  Ultimately, it limits the 
enjoyment of outdoor play and the whole look and feel of the learning environment.  I invite the minister to join 
me in visiting the school.  I know the minister is responsible for hundreds and hundreds of schools and receives 
invitations all the time, but I think this would be a good chance for him to come with me to look at the situation 
and see if there is a possibility of our accessing maintenance funding.   

The federal government has finally seen its responsibility to give back to the community of Western Australia 
some of the billions of dollars that it earns.  Unfortunately, it has changed the rules on the Investing in our 
Schools program.  The P&C at North Perth budgeted a number of projects on the basis of what it thought would 
be a $150 000 grant, but the federal government unfortunately changed the rules and the grant was limited to 
$100 000.  The P&C has been unable to access $11 000 that it was expecting from that federal grant money 
because the grant money has been cut.  I am aware of community water grants and other whole-of-government 
solutions, but it seems to me that there is the potential for the state to look at its practices.  I am thinking of the 
labour hours used in sending grass experts to primary schools to look at areas, to go back to head office and to 
confirm that grass has died.  Yes, under our existing policy the department is able to give $2 000 or $3 000 every 
couple of years for re-grassing, but perhaps we could look at the policy and ask ourselves why we do not 
quarantine that money to empower local schools in their decision making.  For instance, when a school faces a 
situation in which a formerly grassed area of its grounds does not receive a full eight hours of sunlight a day and 
it is not practical to re-grass it, the school could instead use a synthetic treatment.  While that would initially 
have a higher start-up cost of perhaps $20 000, it might prove to be more economically beneficial in the long run 
and, more importantly, could provide a much better outcome for students.  I ask that the minister consider 
whether there is any space within the policy of the Department of Education and Training to fund this sort of 
activity.  I invite the minister to join me in visiting North Perth Primary School.   

MR M. McGOWAN (Rockingham - Minister for Education and Training) [9.30 am]:  I thank the member 
for Perth for his grievance.  He has once again shown himself to be an ideas man by coming up with another 
innovative solution to a problem in the community.  I have visited North Perth Primary School twice this year 
and am very familiar with the school.  It is indeed a beautiful school that has a very good sense of history.  The 
school is the beneficiary of higher density living, with young families moving back into more inner city areas of 
Perth.  This area once had an ageing demographic but the population is becoming increasingly youthful, hence 
more children now attend the local primary school.  This has put pressure on grassed areas of the school grounds, 
as the member for Perth outlined.  Accordingly, some areas, particularly if they receive only three hours of 
sunshine per day, suffer as a consequence.  The member for Perth has suggested that synthetic materials could be 
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used in some of these areas rather than grass to ensure that we do not end up with run-down, dirty or dusty areas.  
That is an innovative idea.  I will consider this idea and whether there is the potential to trial this sort of initiative 
in some higher usage areas.  A trial would enable us to determine whether the community would accept the use 
of this sort of material, whether the children liked it, whether the material lasts and whether it is cost effective - 
all those sorts of things.  I am not saying that we will absolutely do it, but some people from my office and the 
department will visit the school with the member for Perth to look at the spot to which the member referred and 
to examine whether a trial can be implemented.   

The member for Perth’s proposal could have environmental benefits.  The government has a range of policies in 
place to encourage sustainability and a sense of environmental responsibility in schools.  Schools can apply for 
funding under the $5 million Solar Schools Program to install solar panels to assist in meeting their energy 
needs.  The latest funding round for this program ends on 9 November.  Rossmoyne Senior High School, which I 
visited yesterday, has solar panels on one of its roofs to assist with the heating of its swimming pool.  This 
program has multiple benefits, including educating children about the opportunities for alternative energy 
sources, saving energy costs for schools and helping the environment.  That is one program.  Three hundred and 
forty schools also participate in the Waterwise Schools Program.  Under this program, for example, schools can 
apply to retrofit dual-flushing toilets to improve their water efficiency.  A range of programs are in place to try to 
educate and assist schools in this regard.  The member for Perth’s idea is one that we are keen to examine.   

The member raised the subject of the support provided by the commonwealth government to public education.  
My view is that in the past couple of years, the behaviour of the commonwealth government towards public 
education has been nothing short of disgraceful.  The agenda and long-term ambition of the commonwealth 
government is to denigrate, run down and hopefully destroy as much as possible of state public education 
throughout Australia.  However, I do not think that that ambition is shared by the state opposition.  Although the 
member for Cottesloe made some errors when he was education minister, he does not share the ambition of the 
commonwealth government to destroy public education.  The way in which the commonwealth government acts, 
the sorts of things it says about public education and the sorts of initiatives it tries to force upon the state 
government are strange, weird and counterproductive.  However, it does not try to force those things upon 
private schools, which are also the beneficiaries of public money.  It is nothing short of a determined effort to 
devastate and destroy public education.  The commonwealth dresses up its initiatives in all sorts of language 
about trying to lift standards and meet the needs of communities and parents and so forth, but its initiatives and 
ideas and the way in which it tries to force them on people who have some experience in running schools, which 
it does not, are appalling.   

The member for Perth gave a good example.  The state government puts the vast bulk of money into public 
schools in this state.  About 90 per cent of money for state schools comes from the state government.  Our 
government has increased the allocation to state schools by 30 per cent in real terms during the six and a half 
years in which we have been in office.  In overall terms across Australia, the Western Australian government 
spends 12 per cent more than the national average per state school child.  Public schools educate everyone, from 
the very top to the very bottom.  They have to cater for everyone.  The running down of public schools by the 
commonwealth government through the destructive language it uses and the strange ideas that it wants to 
implement, such as the bizarre performance-based pay model that would reduce teachers’ wages, are a blight on 
the public school system.   
 


