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WITTENOOM CLOSURE BILL 2021 
Second Reading 

Resumed from 27 October 2021. 
HON NEIL THOMSON (Mining and Pastoral) [8.42 pm]: I rise on behalf of the opposition to speak in the 
debate on the Wittenoom Closure Bill 2021. In making my comments, I say that the opposition will be supporting 
the bill. There will be some relatively short consideration at the committee stage. 
The opposition supports this bill. It is long overdue. We know that a former iteration of this bill came before the 
other place in 2019. I am not sure whether it made it to this place, but certainly a form of this bill was considered 
and debated. The election got in the way, no doubt, and that meant that this legislation has sat in abeyance since 
then. My comments tonight will not be overly extensive, I hope, although there are some matters that I would like 
to raise about the bill for the record and maybe for consideration by the government. However, in a basic sense, 
we are fully supportive of resolving at least part of the problem at Wittenoom with its very long history of asbestos 
contamination and the challenges that successive governments and Ministers for Lands have had to deal with 
through the voluntary acquisition and the closure of Wittenoom, now coming to this final stage of compulsory 
acquisition of lots in the Wittenoom township. My understanding is that for all intents and purposes, there is very 
limited residency in that place these days. I hope that this legislation will bring a closure to any kind of permanent 
residency in that community, which has, as I said, a very long and interesting, if not sad, history. 
The government has presented this bill for the purpose of allowing the acquisition of the last remaining privately 
held freehold properties within the former Wittenoom town site. The acquisition of the 14 remaining freehold 
properties will occur under the compulsory acquisition provisions of the Land Administration Act. I think that it 
is worth noting that this highlights a challenge we have within our land management system within the state. As 
someone who, in a former career, was involved in the public sector and the acquisition of land on behalf of the 
government, I must say just as a passing point that if the government is considering within its reform process 
making this process more streamlined and the outcomes more readily available to be enacted, I think that would 
be a good thing. I note the difference between the metropolitan area and crown land estate, having worked with the 
Western Australian Planning Commission, and the light-handed approach through the quiet voluntary acquisitions 
that have occurred over many years with the use of the metropolitan region improvement fund. I think that has 
been a very effective tool to deal with some of the challenges that we have had in the metropolitan area. But we see 
time and again the challenges whereby buybacks, for want of a better word, or acquisitions of land within the regional 
areas often require bespoke solutions, and we see that challenge happening right now in the town of Port Hedland, 
where, rather interestingly, bespoke solutions have been applied to the acquisition of land. I use the word “interesting”; 
I think that the bespoke provisions for the acquisition of land in that town are rather unfair, but I certainly would not 
say that about this case. I would say, however, that this has been a somewhat cumbersome process, notwithstanding 
being a compulsory acquisition, in order to deal with the challenges that we face of the 14 remaining freehold 
properties that—no doubt everyone in this room would agree—need to be acquired in order to remove people from 
harm’s way. 
As I said at the beginning of my comments, the previous version of the bill was introduced by Hon Ben Wyatt 
during the last Parliament. Although it was passed in the Legislative Assembly, it was unable to progress—there 
is the answer to the question that I raised—in the Council before it was dissolved ahead of the state election. That 
is outlined in the second reading speech. 
As we also know, the bill is by no means an end to the contamination issue in the area but, as stated in the second 
reading speech — 

it is part of a larger body of work required to mitigate future public health risks and manage the 
contamination caused by the mining and use of asbestos in and around Wittenoom. 

The claim is a significant step. I think it is probably reasonable to say that it is a significant step to finalise these 
acquisitions—the unfortunate legacy of one of Australia’s worst industrial disasters that has led to thousands of 
deaths. Looking at the comments made in a publication by the Asbestos Diseases Society of Australia, over 2 000 deaths 
were claimed but I would suggest they were directly related to Wittenoom. There were thousands of deaths in the 
area. The area has the reputation of being the largest contaminated area in the southern hemisphere. 
The bill is reasonably presented. The purpose of the bill is accurate. I note that there is still more consideration for 
that site and there are some outstanding issues—no doubt my colleague Hon Dr Brad Pettitt may touch on these 
tonight—of which I am sure the government is aware in relation to contamination and how we deal with that in 
the future. In saying that, we know that the ambient contamination of asbestos is varied across the north. As someone 
whose family has been involved in the drilling industry and also geology, the occurrence of asbestos—in particular, 
blue asbestos—throughout that region when working in the iron ore sector or others is common. In fact, if anyone 
who has spent time, as I have, in those gorges over the years, either on holiday or when I was working as a younger 
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operator on machinery in the north, from time to time we came across various rock strata in the rock walls and we 
could see the asbestos very clearly. One might unwittingly touch that asbestos to see how quickly it dissolves into 
the atmosphere. There are ambient risks throughout the world. It is a fact that asbestos exists in that part of the 
world. Whatever solutions are used for the long-term matter of contamination of that site, particularly in relation 
to the tailings, which still exist, and the road base in that town, they need to be thought through in a balanced but 
careful way so that we reduce the chances of people contracting mesothelioma in the future, which is clearly the 
issue that has led us to this point over many decades. 
As I said, this bill has been around for a while. My predecessor asked questions about this issue in 2020. Vince Catania 
asked questions on this matter in 2019. This issue goes back much further. In fact, when I started working as the 
chief of staff for Hon John Day, I had the benefit of a tour in the north. I recall a presentation by Peter Kennedy, 
who worked for the ABC. People will know who Peter is. He gave a very interesting presentation on the history 
of Wittenoom. He talked about a tour undertaken by the then Premier. I am not sure which Premier that was but it 
was an interesting insight into the importance of asbestos back in the late 1940s and early 1950s. I believe that 
tour might have included dignitaries from the US—either the consul general or the ambassador. They drove all the 
way from Perth to that region to consider the prospectivity of iron ore. In those days, people drove for weeks. We 
would not see the Premier going off on a road tour now for weeks on end on dirt roads. A comment stuck in my mind 
about that tour. The matter was reinforced to me by a former boss, Hon Bill Marmion, whom I spoke to today. He 
said that a lot of people went to Wittenoom because it was such an important place. In fact, even school students 
visited in their hundreds on a regular basis over the years because it was so important. Back in the late 1940s and 
early 1950s, that delegation visited the area. The two major industries in the north—we have come a long way—
were asbestos and whaling. I thought that comment was interesting. 
I want to acknowledge and comment on a former member of this place, Hon Robin Chapple, who is from my part 
of the world. He gave me a lot of history, which I will not go into in full detail. It was quite fascinating to read. He 
spent a lot of time examining this whole story and looking at all the elements of the issue. The synopsis of that is 
that in the 1930s, Lang Hancock was involved in the early development of asbestos at that site. The mining operations 
began around the war years and then proceeded with a somewhat chequered history until 1947 when the town of 
Wittenoom was built at the entrance of the Wittenoom Gorge. It was named the town of Wittenoom in 1948. It 
proceeded over time with various iterations. Lang Hancock got out of those operations and, of course, he went on 
to be involved in the iron ore industry in a very big way. A level of interest continued at various times, including 
ownership of various tailings leases that were taken out over the Wittenoom mine and the eastern gorge tailings 
dump in 1960 and jointly owned by Hancock and Wright. Those interests lapsed at various times. We know that 
other transfers occurred on that site. CSR was involved. Concerns about the effect of dust started to arise in the 1960s 
but did not come to the fore in a very dramatic way until much later when the dust started to impact on the health 
of those people who either lived in that town or who were involved in the mining operations. I will not go into 
great detail, but I must say that after reading through the rather detailed summary of the sequence of events, I learnt 
about the rather intriguing and detailed involvement of our mining sector and some of our mining pioneers during 
the early days of asbestos and the ongoing transition to iron ore in that region, which is now a major generator of 
significant wealth for our state and employment opportunities for those people who live in the Shire of Ashburton 
or the town of Tom Price, which is not too far from Wittenoom. We know that it continues to play a significant 
part in our ongoing economy. 
The important part is that there is unfinished work and business to be done on the issue of contamination. I will 
not try to pretend that I know what those actions should be and what they should look like, but I would welcome 
the government bringing forward some sort of recommendations on that in the future. Given the significant wealth 
that is generated from mining in that region and the significant wealth that certain individuals have been able to 
derive from mining in that part of the world, notwithstanding some of the economic challenges that have beset the 
asbestos operations over time, it would be good to see the mining sector play some sort of role. I am not sure how 
that would occur—I am not suggesting any specific way—but I certainly think that people would feel happy about 
the mining industry addressing some of the impacts that might occur in the future if matters are not dealt with. 
I make that point because that history plays a part today as we move forward. 
I want to make a comment about the second reading speech and touch on some of the effects that the asbestos disaster, 
for want of a better term, has brought upon different groups or categories of people within our community. I note 
that the second reading speech acknowledges the Banjima people, the traditional owners of the land on which the 
former town of Wittenoom is situated, and states that they continue to be heavily impacted by exposure to asbestos. 
I will go into more detail on that in the coming minutes, but it is also important, without diminishing the impact 
on the Banjima people, to add with the greatest sincerity that we need to also acknowledge the terrible impact that 
the slow process of asbestos has had on generations of people and continues to have. It sits like a silent Damocles, 
one might say, on people who may not even know that those fibres are doing their slow and dangerous work in their 
lungs. We know that there are likely to be future cases related to this place and it is worth acknowledging that 
impact in a very serious and deep way. 
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I also acknowledge the Shire of Ashburton. Local governments are often the forgotten element in this process. The 
Shire of Ashburton has played a major role in the story of that part of the world and it continues to do so. The issue 
of ongoing liability is of grave concern to the Shire of Ashburton. I met with the council some months back and we 
had a discussion in anticipation of this bill. We discussed the shire’s concerns about the impact that asbestos has 
on it and its community, particularly with some of the challenges it may face with future liability claims by persons 
who might be affected by asbestos. That is worth noting as part of the process of additional work that might occur 
in the future. On principle, it is unfair that a local authority should wear the potential future liabilities of those who 
might claim that somehow the shire has been negligent in the management of the risk. We know that people can 
move into these areas. It is not as though it is easy to prevent people from moving into this area even after the 
properties are purchased and the remaining structures demolished. It will be very difficult to prevent people from 
entering a region where there is a high risk of asbestos dust and fibres in the atmosphere, and that is something 
that we face in the litigious society in which we live. Indeed, the comment was made that whenever there is a case 
of asbestoses, often the lawyers, and fairly so, ask whether those concerned ever spent time in Wittenoom or 
thereabouts. Of course, that might be directly related from a health point of view, but, at the end of the day, people 
might seek redress, which, again, is fair enough and quite understandable, given the terrible impact that such dust and 
fibres have on their health, and seek some form of financial compensation for their situation. We might find that the 
shire is the easy target in taking legal action. I was told that due to an insurance or other legal claim, the shire was 
exposed to a liability amount—it was a generalisation—in the order of $6 million. It is not so much the figure that 
has an impact on the shire, but future liability claims. It is worth acknowledging the local authority as we go forward. 
The huge amount of wealth that has been generated by the mining sector in general—notwithstanding that although 
we are mining iron ore, we are talking about mining in that region—and some of those early pioneers, who went 
on to make their fortunes in iron ore, mean their capacity to provide some sort of redress is significantly higher 
when compared with that of a local authority. I say with some reservation, but with respect to the state also being 
the recipient of significant royalties, that going forward there is scope for the state to provide overarching protection 
and ensure that the local authority is not exposed in any way. In this regard I refer to not only the local authority, 
but also the traditional owners of the land, the Banjima people. The government could ensure that they are not exposed 
in any way. The capacity to protect and to take on that future liability should sit squarely within the ambit of the state 
going forward. That is, I suppose, some commentary that I wanted to make on that matter. 
I acknowledge very strongly the sad and tragic cases of those who have paid the ultimate price of asbestos on their 
lives. This issue has been subject to significant court action, litigation and judgement over the years. We know that 
the early diagnosis of the impact of asbestos started in the early 1960s. That is a history, and it is a sad and difficult 
history, but in acknowledging it, we say that we really need to look forward. I commend to the government the idea 
that I hope is occurring, that there is some serious science underway regarding that site and how that might be resolved 
going forward, to ensure that the risks of asbestos dust are minimised. 
I want to touch on the impact on the Banjima people, because that has been the subject of a fair bit of discussion of 
late. I quote a 2021 SBS News article that touches on that. Many people were interviewed. It is titled, “Banjima take 
Wittenoom clean-up fight to WA Parliament”. There is a story about the Banjima people, who are seeking a clean-up 
and have brought a petition that has been tabled. I am sure the government is fully aware of that. The article quotes 
them saying — 

“We want our Country cleaned up and made safe for all people, for now and for future generations,” said 
Mr Parker, the chair of the Banjima Native Title Aboriginal Corporation … in a statement. 

It is that difficult legacy that we know needs to be resolved. There is a specific letter from 27 May 2021, which 
I found rather curious, from the Department of Water and Environmental Regulation to the Banjima Native Title 
Aboriginal Corporation. When I read this, it struck me as a typical case of bureaucracy, whereby we are in the 
system and we send out a letter, sometimes without consideration of how the recipient is likely to digest it. It is 
worthy of presenting this letter because of how it highlights the risk of passing the buck of responsibility to someone 
other than the state government. I think we should be careful with this particular case, remembering that this is the 
largest contaminated site. In saying that, I again commend the government for bringing this bill forward, going 
through the process of acquisition of the land, moving people from those sites and dealing with those structures. 
We should be very careful not to say that that is the end of the story, and leave the responsibility and pass the buck 
to someone else. 
As I said, there was a letter dated 27 May 2021 written by the Department of Water and Environmental Regulation 
to the Banjima Native Title Aboriginal Corporation. It reads — 

This letter is the formal notice of classification of a known or suspected contaminated site in which you 
have an interest. 

What is that interest? We will come back to that. The next part of the paragraph states — 
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This constitutes the notice the Department of Water and Environmental Regulation … is legally obliged 
to give under the Contaminated Sites Act 2003 … which came into effect on 1 December 2006. 

The department was going through a legal process. The letter went on in more detail about the notice of a classification 
of a known — 
Hon Sue Ellery: Member, can you please table that letter? 
Hon NEIL THOMSON: I will, once I have read it out if that is okay. I want to quote from the letter. I am happy 
to table it. 
Hon Sue Ellery: Can you also say who sent it? 
Hon NEIL THOMSON: The letter was sent by—does the Leader of the House want the name of the manager? 
Hon Sue Ellery: All of it. 
Hon NEIL THOMSON: Okay. It was written by Michelle Brierley, acting manager and contaminated sites 
regulation delegated officer under section 91 of the Contaminated Sites Act 2003, on 27 May 2021. There were 
some attachments. I do not have all the attachments, but some were listed. I will table this letter as soon as I have 
read out the elements that I want to read out. The letter gives notice of classification of a known or suspected 
contaminated site given under section 15 of the Contaminated Sites Act. It goes through various parcels, including 
an approximate spatial representation of the rail maintenance track, and refers to the deposited plan on the certificate 
of title. It gives the specific sites on which the Banjima people have an interest. I followed this up with Banjima 
just to get a better understanding of their reaction and what this is about, but I think it is also a salutary message 
to government, I suppose, about how it communicates on these matters. We are talking about an interest. I assume 
it is to do with native title. Without having the time to do deep research into the exact interests, I assume it is native 
title. If it is, I raise the question of whether that is technically a registrable interest within the context of our 
Land Administration Act. 
The ACTING PRESIDENT (Hon Jackie Jarvis): Member, for the benefit of other members who may be speaking, 
did you want to seek leave to table that document? 
Hon NEIL THOMSON: Am I able to keep going? 
The ACTING PRESIDENT: Yes; I thought you had finished with it. 
Hon NEIL THOMSON: I will hold on to it until I finish. I will then seek leave, thank you, Acting President. 
My understanding is that the technical idea of a registrable interest does not exist with respect to native title. There 
is a very good reason for that, and it is not to diminish native title at all—certainly not. It is a very good reason because 
of the liability issues that native title holders might face going forward when they accept native title over their 
lands. From my experience of dealing with native title holders over the years, this is certainly something that exercises 
the minds of native title lawyers as much as it might exercise the minds of the public servants involved in the 
process of management of land, because significant liability issues can exist going forward. That is a grave concern. 
Just like the Shire of Ashburton might have concerns about future liabilities on its land or with its managed reserves, 
whether distinct from or overlapping native title concerns, native title holders would have concerns about potential 
liability going forward and the implication with respect to what insurance they might have to hold. I am happy to 
table that letter. 
[Leave granted. See paper 1158.] 
Hon NEIL THOMSON: Following the receipt of this letter, which came out of the blue, the comment of Banjima’s 
CEO, Johanna Ramsay, who was in communication with my office, was that the corporation was concerned about 
its native title interest. It was concerned that, as the site was contaminated, the corporation would potentially be 
obligated to undertake a management plan and it was seeking further advice on this. They did not understand the 
jargon used in this letter or what it was expected to do, and the comment was that no-one seemed to know. The 
counsel I could give the government is that it would be useful, in relation to future activities and the consideration 
of that site, if it looked at this interaction and its implications. If there is an expectation on native title holders to 
do something under the Contaminated Sites Act, that expectation should also rest with the state government. In 
fact, I hope that that expectation and consideration would remain with the state government, because it would be 
problematic if somehow the idea existed that it was no longer a problem. Banjima also commented that, despite 
its requests, it had not received a clear answer about its ongoing obligations as the native title holder for Wittenoom. 
It was unsure about what it had to comply with. Again, Banjima has concerns about this lack of clarity. The 
understanding I got from Banjima, which I thought was rather generous, was that it would be happy to comply if 
it was given some plain language and understood what it was it had to comply with. I thought Banjima was being 
rather generous. I am paraphrasing the interaction as reported to me. I stress that the government needs to be clear 
about what it requires of others. By being clear about what it requires of others, it will become clear what is required 
of the state. Given the comments I made earlier about the wealth that has been generated from this region, all future 
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liability and responsibility for the management of the site should rest with the state. I hope we will have some 
clarity on that for the future. 
Banjima pointed out that it had not received any undertaking to stabilise or clean up the contaminated areas. I am 
not an expert on the issue of dust management. In my conversations with former member Hon Robin Chapple, I heard 
his ideas about creating a slurry-type arrangement in which the tailings would be potentially mixed with water and 
somehow reinjected into the mine. That might be a way, but I also understand that it might not have the full effect 
that was sought, given the issues around the ambient dust. I also spoke to former member Hon Bill Marmion 
who grew up there and has probably waxed lyrical in previous times on this issue because he had some interesting 
experiences there as a child. He says the impact of the dust is pretty much right across the site and that it is going 
to be extremely difficult to decontaminate Wittenoom. 
I think a risk management approach needs to be taken. There needs to be some sort of assessment, if it is not already 
occurring, and the state needs to take responsibility about the future of the site. In the letter, Banjima Native Title 
Aboriginal Corporation made a comment about proponents and it was worried about what that actually meant. It 
had asked for full details of any remediation works or action items that the department expects Banjima to carry 
out and again had no response. It had asked whether it was required to carry out any community consultation and 
what funding and support was available. As yet, there has been no response. This one letter, which was probably 
written in good faith—I am not picking on the officer involved because they had a legal obligation to do that—
and would have been an automated process, creates a lot of questions that need to be addressed. I think it would 
be quite instructive for the government to think about the next stage, if it has not already thought about it, and how 
we could go about dealing with this site. 
I am not going to take much longer; I am getting close to the time limit anyhow. I think it is important to reiterate 
that we have a plan to protect, to the greatest extent possible, not just the owners of those 14 sites who will no longer 
be able to reside there—that is a great step—but also the Shire of Ashburton, the interests of the Banjima people 
and those tourists who continue to move in and around that area. It is a beautiful part of the world. It was the part 
of the world where I had my first experience in Australia when I came here in November 1985. I moved for my 
first job, as I said in my inaugural speech, which was working as a machine operator on the Newman–Port Hedland 
road, just south of Munjina Gorge. In fact, it was on the new turn-off to the national park, which enabled people 
to avoid Wittenoom. On those weekends when I was able to get a little bit of time off, I was able to explore a little. 
It is a beautiful part of the world. I know people who come from that part of the world can concur that it is certainly 
one of the most iconic places in Western Australia. It is somewhere we want to encourage people to continue to visit, 
but not in and around those tailing sites. It is quite hard to stop people from taking the tracks. There are questions 
about how the roads will all be ripped up. How will it be dealt with going forward? What measures will be put in 
place to divert four-wheel drive traffic, for example, away from the most dangerous areas but ensure that people can 
still enjoy the landscape? We know that we cannot remove all risk. We can never get rid of every single risk in the 
community, as I said, because of the nature of ambient dust in the north west and the presence of areas where the 
undisturbed natural asbestos remains and could be disturbed by interaction with the landscape. We need to do a risk 
assessment and make sure that there is a clear plan for keeping people away from the areas of highest risk and for 
how that will be managed. It is very hard to extensively fence such a broad area. We also do not want to exclude 
people from seeing beautiful parts of the world. Finding the right balance is vital. We need to have a plan into the 
future for tourists who sadly could contract mesothelioma or an asbestos-related disease from Wittenoom or maybe 
from other asbestos contamination in Australia, because we know it also exists in building materials. There are a range 
of other potential sources of contamination throughout our state and across the country. That needs to occur as well. 
I reiterate that we have the opportunity to have the mining sector involved. I have spoken to former colleagues in 
the public sector who have now retired. They have said to me that it was always their thinking as public servants—
I will not name names for their privacy—that with all that machinery in place and wealth, surely there is a way to 
integrate a solution to deal with this site so that it is made safe into the future. 
Hon Kate Doust: There is, member. We are dealing with it. And the longer you take, the longer it’s going to take 
to put the solution in place. 
Hon NEIL THOMSON: We look forward to the minister’s response. I can only go by what is presented to me in 
the bill. The bill is very simple. It is for the acquisition of sites, but that is only a small part of the process going 
forward, and that is my point. 
As has been said, we support the bill. On that point, noting the interjection, I commend the bill to the house. The 
questions I have respectfully raised are based on my assessment of the bill. I ask that we might hear a bit more 
from the government and its plans going forward. Thank you. 
HON KATE DOUST (South Metropolitan) [9.33 pm]: I will probably take only the 10 minutes because, 
unfortunately, I will not be able to participate in this debate tomorrow. The Wittenoom Closure Bill 2021 is extremely 
important and it has been a long time coming. I absolutely congratulate the Labor government on delivering this 
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outcome. I listened to Hon Neil Thomson. Conservative governments have had eons to deliver on this commitment. 
Since 1994, there have been two significant parliamentary inquiries. One was led by Hon Mark Neville and one was 
led by Hon Larry Graham. Larry Graham’s inquiry in 1994 led to a series of 34 recommendations to the government 
of the day, one of which was not taken up. Hendy Cowan made a great announcement in 1994 about shutting down 
Wittenoom and purchasing all the properties and businesses. 
Sadly, it has taken all this time to get to the point at which there are only one or two properties left, but this government 
has been pretty consistent in its efforts to try to find the mechanisms to do that. When we think about the tragedy, the 
industrial debacle and the catastrophe that we are now left with as a result of the work done in Wittenoom, we know 
that no amount of money will ever compensate the people and their families who lived and worked there. 
I find it interesting that the member talked about how this is the government’s responsibility. I have always taken 
the view that for the people who worked there, it was their employers’ responsibility to look after them in the first 
place and prevent access to that very destructive blue chrysotile asbestos rather than turning a blind eye. Think about 
the millions and millions of dollars of profit reaped by those companies during that time and about the suffering 
of those people right through to this generation. In fact, we lost one of our very loved members of this chamber 
a few years ago, Hon Bobby Thomas, not because he worked there—he developed mesothelioma in his early 50s—
but because he played there as a child. We are now seeing the second and third wave of people from that area who 
have suffered as a result of the very bad decisions of the profit-driven corporates that engaged there and of the 
government of the day that supported them doing so. 

This government is now delivering on its commitment to shut down Wittenoom. In 1994, I was working there as 
a trade union official. Under Graham Kierath, whom I must say I am not a fan of, the Liberal government of the 
day brought in some quite draconian health and safety legislation. The only decent thing he did in that round of 
legislation was to introduce a prohibition that was effectively a prohibition on Wittenoom. I cannot tell members 
the exact clause of the legislation—I would have been able to do that 10 years ago—but that was the only thing of 
value he did in that entire redraft of legislation. I was excited at the time. I thought it was great that the government 
was going to take action, shut it down, prevent access to the place and provide a safe and secure environment. 

I must say that I am really pleased the member talked about the local Indigenous people, because all throughout 
those early debates, I do not think they were referenced at all; it was centred entirely around the miners and, later 
on, their families. It is really good that they and their outcomes are starting to be considered. I am pretty damn sure 
that the fatalities associated with asbestos exposure in the Indigenous community is exceedingly high, and they 
have not been dealt with appropriately. I hope that will be resolved and I am sure that other members will talk 
about that at length. 

When we think about the issue at Wittenoom, two songs come to mind: Blue Sky Mine by Midnight Oil and 
Industrial Disease by Dire Straits. Members can hear the beat reverberating through their head. The changes the 
government will make to shut down that place might lock it down for Western Australia and draw a line in the sand, 
so to speak, but we still have these issues happening in other places of the world. There is a town in Canada called 
Asbestos. Guess what it does? Asbestos is still being mined in China and Russia and exported for building products, 
which, sadly, we still receive because our customs people do not know how to manage it properly. We still have 
thousands of people dying as a result and we still do not have decent compensation in place. We have had years and 
years of conservative governments and their acolytes opposing support for these peoples and opposing compensation. 

Based upon the long history and the many attempts to shut down Wittenoom, I think that this is the most significant 
legislation. I know that when we ultimately get to the third reading of this bill, there will be joy among those people 
who have been working in this space. I want to acknowledge the long, hard work of the Asbestos Diseases Society. 
The Vojakovic family—Robert and Rose Marie—have committed their whole lives to supporting the people who 
lived and worked in that area. I know they will be absolutely jubilant when this legislation goes through. It will 
not help the people they work for, but it will provide some comfort that it will never happen again. The member 
referenced tourism. It is not my hot spot of a place to go. I understand that it is a beautiful visual environment, but 
we must take into account the potential risk of going to that place.  

The Labor government has certainly made a very significant decision—a decision that has been a long time coming. 
It may be a difficult decision for the very few people who are left in Wittenoom—I appreciate that they probably 
love their environment—but for the sake of the whole state, sometimes we have to make decisions like this to 
close down a noxious and toxic environment that has left a disastrous legacy for our state. I do not have very much 
time left. This legislation is quite detailed. It sets out the process and structure that will enable the government to 
take appropriate action and has processes that will finally seal up that town for good. 

I pick up on what the member said about how we will manage these things in the future. There are concerns about 
how we manage iron ore and asbestos content in current processes. Mining companies need to work on that and 
put in place appropriate measures to protect workers in current environments. There are things that we still need to 
do, and I know, based on the Governor’s speech last year, that the Labor government is still committed to addressing 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL — Tuesday, 22 March 2022] 

 p1162a-1168a 
Hon Neil Thomson; Hon Kate Doust; Hon Dr Brad Pettitt 

 [7] 

the issue of appropriate compensation for asbestos disease sufferers. I was really pleased to hear that ongoing 
commitment. I know it is a really complicated process and it has been very drawn out. I introduced a private 
member’s bill in 2013 to address issues around the Sullivan v Gordon damages and ongoing payments to enable 
an asbestos disease sufferer to have a second go at compensation if they developed further health problems. Although 
our side of politics and the crossbench supported that change going through, it was opposed at every possible stage 
by conservative members in this chamber, which was an absolute travesty. I look forward to, hopefully, another 
outcome that will provide comfort to those people who are going through the throes of dealing with asbestos disease, 
mesothelioma or other health problems, or those people who have lost family members. Sadly, those numbers are 
growing. Ultimately, the Labor government will provide that additional comfort with appropriate legislation. 
However, as I said earlier, I do not think it is entirely on the government. I think focus needs to be put back on the 
originators of the problem. They should be paying for the damage that they did to people in Western Australia. 
HON DR BRAD PETTITT (South Metropolitan) [9.42 pm]: Thank you, Acting President. 
Debate adjourned, pursuant to standing orders. 
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