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CEMETERY RENEWAL PROGRAM 
Grievance 

MR D.R. MICHAEL (Balcatta) [9.21 am]: My grievance today is to the Minister for Local Government. I thank 
the minister for taking my grievance on what is a very important issue for many Western Australians who have 
relatives buried at Karrakatta or other cemeteries in Western Australia for whom having a tangible memorial of their 
deceased relatives is an important part of their grieving and remembering, or those, like me who actively research 
their family histories. If the minister did not know, when I have a spare moment, which is not often anymore, 
I research family trees—my own and those of others. Like other genealogists, I have accounts with websites such as 
Ancestry and Find My Past. I purchase and pore over copies or transcripts of birth, death and marriage certificates, 
and have been known to trudge through cemeteries in Sydney, Geelong, Bathurst, Glasgow and various towns and 
cities in Finland, England and Ireland. I also have several direct ancestors and many other relatives buried at 
Karrakatta whose graves I have visited many times to honour them and gather valuable genealogical information 
from their headstones, including my great grandparents Ezra and Rachael Asher in the Jewish Orthodox section, 
Douglas Campbell Wills Winning in the Presbyterian section, and my other great grandparents—Hugh, a WWI veteran, 
and Esther Winning, also in the Presbyterian section. 
Given not only my interest in family histories, but also that of others, including some others in this place—if the 
member for Baldivis was here I would have talked about the convicts from his family that we found out about—
I have felt concerned for a long time, over several governments, about the way cemetery renewal operates in 
Western Australia. I know the process has improved with more headstones being retained, either in situ, nearby or 
offsite, but I believe it can be much better. In doing family research, it has surprised me how many times I have 
seen a headstone have more information, or indeed, more accurate information than a death certificate. I know groups 
such as Saving Family Headstones at Karrakatta, Western Australian Genealogical Society and Save Karrakatta 
Headstones have campaigned on this issue for many years, and that the debate over cemetery renewal can elicit 
strong and passionate views. I commend them for their advocacy for current and future families, and researchers 
into family and Western Australian history. 

I have heard and read stories from families across Perth and Western Australia about the impact the renewal program 
has had on them—stories such as Nicole Bird’s, with the headstones of her aunty and grandfather scheduled for 
removal. Nicole’s aunty Lorraine passed away at the age of 10 after battling leukaemia. Lorraine’s father, and 
Nicole’s grandfather, is buried above his daughter. He passed away at a young age after struggling with the 
death of his daughter. In 2016, Susan Blunder and her two sisters visited and took flowers to the grave of their 
grandmother, Ellen Johnson. The family arrived to find that the headstone of their grandmother had been removed. 
The Metropolitan Cemeteries Board had the funeral director listed as the next of kin, meaning the family was not 
informed of the site’s redevelopment. Mrs Johnson was a mother of 17 children. She was awarded a World War I 
mother and widow badge, with six of her sons fighting in that war and a seventh in World War II. I have read many 
stories like this, including cases of headstones of ANZACs who served Australia in wars being removed, photos 
of headstones and memorials not being online as they should be, and concerns that gravestones are not being retained. 
Situations such as the ones I have outlined cause great distress and sadness to the affected families. 
In 2018, thanks to the minister’s office, the Metropolitan Cemeteries Board held a very informative tour of Karrakatta 
for members of Parliament, discussing the future of burials in the cemetery and their renewal plans and current 
procedures. The minister will be aware that after this tour I wrote to him with several suggestions that would make 
cemetery renewal better for the families and researchers of those interred. Some suggestions, which I thought were 
very reasonable, included removing and storing existing headstones, whilst removing other monuments, and 
restoring them once new headstones had been installed. This would necessitate ensuring new headstones are sized 
and placed to leave a gap for older headstones to be returned. For headstones that have been damaged or degraded 
and cannot be replaced, I suggested the option of having a brass plaque to fit between new headstones could be 
offered to the family, and if no family could be found, installed by the MCB using the same text as the old headstone. 
For the memorial rose gardens, which is for the burial of ashes, I suggested that the gardens be laid out in more of 
a linear format, allowing for more of the existing headstones to be retained, and, again, if headstones are damaged, 
plaques be provided with a replication of the text. I also suggested that the Metropolitan Cemeteries Board website 
be updated to include headstone photos, as well as any other historical information attached to them such as war 
records or obituaries. This could include any photos or video memorials that the family agrees to being made 
public as well as historical documents that the board holds. 
One of the frustrations has been that there has not been, until now, a review of the way cemetery renewal occurs. 
I note that this morning, along with the Minister for Health, the Minister for Local Government announced 
a review into both the Cemeteries Act 1986 and the Cremation Act 1929. I hope this review will include a thorough 
investigation into cemetery renewal and aim to improve the retention of memorials and access to the valuable 
information they contain. I also hope those aforementioned groups, their members and other concerned 
Western Australians will be able to have a proper say on the future of cemetery renewal. I know that renewal at 
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Karrakatta and other burial grounds is needed to keep the cemetery in use and maintained, but I very much think 
there is a better, more nuanced way to do this other than some of the poor cemetery renewal processes that have 
happened in the past, and that happen today. 
Monumental headstones have significant meaning to many families and contribute to the heritage and history of 
Western Australia, just like a sacred Aboriginal site, a heritage-listed house or building, valuable documents in the 
state archives or important material at the Battye Library, and I very much believe more needs to be done to protect 
them in the cemetery renewal process. 
MR D.A. TEMPLEMAN (Mandurah — Minister for Local Government) [9.28 am]: Firstly, I thank the 
member for Balcatta for raising this grievance. I acknowledge his views about the cemetery renewal program, 
which has been operating for several decades in Western Australia. Secondly, I need to highlight that this is not 
the first time this has been brought up in Parliament. The member for Swan Hills raised this with me in 2018. 
I also made a statement on this matter in 2013 and asked the then minister to investigate; however, that of course 
did not happen. It is important that all of us understand that the responsibility for the maintenance of graves and 
headstones is with the family. It is not ultimately the responsibility of the Western Australian taxpayer, and it never 
has been. However, we of course have special provisions in place for people who, for example, have served the 
nation in times of conflict. I have attempted to engage with groups, including Saving Family Headstones, which 
I invited to meet with me early on to discuss its concerns, but unfortunately it did not attend that meeting. Irrespective 
of that, I understand very much the concerns and issues around this matter. This matter is not only very personal 
but also very sensitive. 
I also want to acknowledge the work of the Metropolitan Cemeteries Board, which has continued to be forthcoming 
to me and my office, to members of Parliament, and to the community, in responding to the issue of cemetery 
renewal. As the member for Balcatta highlighted in his grievance, a number of tours and information sessions have 
been provided for all members of Parliament from both houses. I also cannot emphasise enough that I encourage 
families with an interest in any graves to contact the Metropolitan Cemeteries Board. 
Sadly, some inaccurate information has been perpetrated, including by some members opposite. That is unfortunate. 
This issue is very sensitive. However, the factual information is critical. It is not the core business of the 
Metropolitan Cemeteries Board to undertake detailed historical research on every grave of every person interred 
at Karrakatta. It needs to be pointed out that there are currently 120 000 graves at Karrakatta, of which roughly 
50 per cent are subject to renewal. The responsibility or core business of the Metropolitan Cemeteries Board is to 
provide dignified burial and cremation services in the metropolitan area across its five cemeteries. Indeed, in the 
review that we have announced, the future role of the MCB is an important consideration that I am sure will be 
looked at. The renewal process has improved since it was first initiated, as the member has highlighted. I am assured 
by the MCB that every effort is made to advise the community about upcoming renewals and the retaining of 
headstones and monuments.  
It is also important to note that Karrakatta is an operating cemetery. Each year it engages approximately 810 local 
businesses and generates a minimum of $25 million in estimated economic activity. If we were to close the cemetery 
and have no renewal program, that would impact on a range of businesses. It would also put in question the 
maintenance of that site into the future. It is the responsibility of families who have ancestors interred at Karrakatta 
to maintain a connection with the MCB so that they can be notified of changes, provide any historical research that 
they have undertaken, maintain headstones and memorials, and be consulted when renewal occurs. One of the 
difficulties, as the member has highlighted, is making sure that people are aware that a particular grave might be 
subject to the renewal process. 
I now want to highlight the issue around war graves. This is very important. I want to acknowledge the Minister for 
Veterans Issues, Mr Tinley, for his advocacy on this issue. I note that in an article in the Subiaco Post on 4 September 
this year, the members for Nedlands and Churchlands essentially attacked the Metropolitan Cemeteries Board and 
the Office of Australian War Graves. I highlight that the headstones that they were referring to, which were of 
George Pickering and Reginald Herbert Marshall, had been removed in 2001. Their inference was that these 
headstones had been removed recently. In fact, they were removed nearly 20 years ago, as part of the 2001 renewal 
program. According to a memorandum of understanding between the MCB and the Office of Australian War Graves, 
designated war graves are the responsibility of the Commonwealth of Australia. I table a copy of that document. 
[See paper 3619.] 
Mr D.A. TEMPLEMAN: The constituent mentioned in that article requested, as next of kin, that the Office of 
Australian War Graves reinstate their great uncle’s official commemoration and memorial in Karrakatta. Those 
headstones are now in the Perth War Cemetery on Smyth Road. It is very important that members understand that. 
The Department of Veterans’ Affairs stipulates that a person may have only one official commemoration, as 
determined by the next of kin. This again highlights the importance of family involvement. On many occasions, 
families choose an unofficial memorial without any official insignia. As these memorials are not official, they are 
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the responsibility of the grantee and the deceased’s descendants to manage. The MOU to which the MCB and the 
Office of Australian War Graves are parties provides, among other things, for the grant of right of burial for the 
official graves of war dead; that is, those who died on active service or from injuries sustained in service.  
The member for Balcatta has raised a very important issue. I assure the member that the review will absolutely 
assess the renewal program and what that might need to look like in the future. It will also provide the opportunity 
to various groups, including those that the member talked about, to have deep input. I ask them to have input, and 
genuine input, because we want to make sure that we get this right for the Metropolitan Cemeteries Board and for 
the future of Karrakatta.  
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