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REMOTE INDIGENOUS COMMUNITIES — SERVICES 
Grievance 

MR K.J.J. MICHEL (Pilbara) [9.22 am]: My grievance to the Minister for Housing is about the consequences 
of the previous Liberal–National government’s cuts to services and infrastructure in remote Indigenous 
communities in my electorate and across the state, and the disgraceful waste of money that came about from the 
rorting of the royalties for regions funding. The ongoing challenges facing people in remote Indigenous 
communities and throughout my electorate of Pilbara are severe and present critical risks to those living in these 
communities. As members know, during the period of the former Liberal–National government, Indigenous 
Australians were subjected to a range of cuts to services to their communities. This was despite the WA Nationals 
spending untold billions of dollars on ridiculous spends such as singing toilets and sculptures based on lobster 
pots. It is clear that, when it comes to serving the people of the Pilbara, the WA Nationals did not prioritise the 
needs of Indigenous Australians. 

Recently I visited Marble Bar, Jigalong and the town of Nullagine. What I saw in the Nullagine community village 
brought tears to my eyes. My Aboriginal friends are living in conditions worse than those in Third World countries. 
No maintenance has been done to their houses for the past eight years. Four houses caught fire due to electrical 
issues and they are now boarded off and the people who lived in those houses now share with others. The rubbish 
is not collected, and I had to organise a few people to clean up as well. When I sit in Parliament and listen to the 
WA Nationals talk about royalties for regions and how it is being taken away and how they are concerned that the 
Pilbara will not get its fair share, it makes me angry. Not many dollars were spent in this town and the communities; 
they deserted my people. For the WA Nationals to have the audacity to sit here and talk about royalties for regions 
makes me very upset. The WA Nationals and their previous leader failed to look after the people of the Pilbara. 

I have travelled all through my electorate during my campaign and after I won the election, and what is going on 
in the Pilbara towns is unacceptable. When I talk to people they tell me that the previous member never visited 
them once, even though they asked him to come. I won this election because of hard work, talking to nearly all the 
people in my electorate, and I tried my very best to visit all corners of my electorate and not differentiate amongst 
people or have any favourites. The WA Nationals allowed the previous member for Pilbara to swan around the 
state, pork-barrelling on ridiculous projects such as $50 000 for an exhibition of 80 fibreglass cows, while leaving 
Indigenous Australians without the essential services they need and rely upon. 

This waste of taxpayers’ money was made worse when, in 2015, the Barnett government made a terrible deal with 
the Abbott–Turnbull government that allowed the commonwealth to walk away from its responsibilities to 
Indigenous Australians, leaving many communities at breaking point. Many of my constituents continue to suffer 
from the failures of the previous government, despite the billions of dollars that the WA Nationals spent on their 
pet projects, such as a $250 000 self-cleaning, talking toilet that played Burt Bacharach in Bunbury. I know that 
I do not have to inform members of the challenges in providing appropriate services to remote communities. 
What is this government doing to address how the WA Nationals have used the royalties for regions funding for 
their own political purposes? It is clear that without commonwealth engagement it will be difficult to remedy the 
situation the WA Nationals have left us in. What steps can be taken to engage the Turnbull government to once 
again take responsibility for assisting with the provision of critical services to remote Indigenous communities? 
I am concerned that, without further commonwealth funding, the ongoing level of service will be insufficient to 
provide critical services. 
MR P.C. TINLEY (Willagee — Minister for Housing) [9.27 am]: I thank the member for Pilbara for his 
grievance today. It is very timely, and is it not refreshing to have a member for Pilbara who comes into the 
Parliament and genuinely wants to represent his actual constituents, not perceived or imaginary constituents across 
the state, and does not use the royalties for regions program to further the wider agenda of his own ambition rather 
than attend to the genuine constituents of his electorate? I thank him very much for the hard work he has done in 
winning the seat, and for doing so through engaging with all his constituents, in both the towns and remote 
communities. I also remember visiting Port Hedland with the member recently, and I understand some of the 
unique challenges, but I have also had prior experience with some of the other communities mentioned in his 
grievance this morning. 

For the benefit of members who may not be aware, about 15 per cent of Indigenous Western Australians live in 
274 remote communities, representing about 11 400 people across the state. The Department of Housing provides 
municipal services—that is, rubbish removal et cetera—and also essential services such as utilities, power, water 
and sewage treatment to 165 of these 274 communities. We also work with Indigenous organisations in the 
community housing sector and those incorporated bodies that provide housing. We have a housing management 
agreement to support some of those 165 communities. Unfortunately, in what can only be described as some sort 
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of Faustian deal with its coalition colleagues in Canberra, the previous government sold out remote Indigenous 
communities in relation to these essential services for $90 million as a one-time payment. 
That payment concludes in June next year. We are fighting as hard as we can, member for Pilbara, to engage the 
commonwealth to understand that one-third of the geography of this country is partly its responsibility as well. 
Most importantly, the responsibility for the First Australians who occupy such a vast area is well beyond the 
capacity of a state of 2.75 million people, particularly with the GST circumstances in which find ourselves and the 
rort that has occurred nationally in that regard, so we must find alternative sources of revenue to support these 
communities. On top of this, the circumstances in which some of these remote communities find themselves is 
diabolical. The Auditor General’s report under the previous government identified that the water quality in some 
of these communities is below world standard. In fact, four of those communities have water with uranium levels 
four times the safe standard prescribed by the World Health Organization, and 14 of them have water quality that 
is not recommended for breastfeeding mothers of children younger than three months of age. This is an intolerable 
set of circumstances in which the Western Australian people find themselves, and we, as a collective Parliament 
and the general leadership of this state, should hang our heads in shame. We should also be very clear about 
pointing the finger at the appropriate people who have dropped the ball on this issue. It was not edifying to see the 
indifference about Western Australia’s first nation people when the member for Cottesloe, the then Premier, 
offhandedly said that he was going to shut down communities without consultation. It was indicative of the 
problems that we have had trying to engage these communities to support themselves and have some 
self-determination. 

More specifically to the member’s grievance and the communities that he mentioned, we are working hard with 
those communities to re-engage with and find those linkages to their leadership to make sure that we fully 
understand their needs. I have met with several of the Indigenous corporations that provide support from the 
Fitzroy Valley to the Noongar Mia Mia people and so on all through the state. One thing we have to do is to get 
the commonwealth to the table. I went to a ministerial council meeting recently with other housing ministers. 
Unfortunately, Minister Scullion could not attend. I went to Canberra to try to find him, but I could not get to him 
after a week of being there. I finally got him on the phone and the first question I asked him was: is the 
commonwealth committed to supporting Western Australian Indigenous remote communities? His answer was 
yes, in a very qualified way. I asked when we could start to talk about a bilateral agreement in which the 
commonwealth would come alongside the state to support these communities. He said that he would not want to 
engage in any of those conversations before July. Once again, we are 12 months out from the completion of this 
particular round of funding at which point the commonwealth has signalled that it will not continue it—that is 
what we are operating on—and we are in a parlous set of circumstances. We are going to need strong local 
leadership from all concerned, particularly local members who can see the folly of things like royalties for regions. 
We need to make sure that we engage those communities to ensure that they have the outcomes they fully deserve. 

I thank the member for Pilbara for his ongoing work. I encourage him to re-raise those issues time and again in 
this place and with various ministers to ensure that we give those communities the sort of circumstances that all 
Western Australians deserve. 
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