
Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY — Thursday, 27 November 2014] 

 p8986c-8992a 
Dr Graham Jacobs; Ms Rita Saffioti; Mr Murray Cowper; Ms Janine Freeman; Mr Rob Johnson 

 [1] 

EDUCATION AND HEALTH STANDING COMMITTEE 
Fourth Report — “Shining a Light on FIFO Mental Health: A Discussion Paper” — Tabling 

DR G.G. JACOBS (Eyre) [10.39 am]: I present for tabling the fourth report of the Education and Health 
Standing Committee titled “Shining a Light on FIFO Mental Health: A Discussion Paper”. 

[See paper 2437.] 

Dr G.G. JACOBS: As the Chairman of the Education and Health Standing Committee, I say at the outset that it 
gives us great pleasure to update the house in the form of a discussion paper. It is not the committee’s settled 
view by any means but it is an opportunity to update the house where we are at and an opportunity for 
stakeholders and others to make further comment in the lead-up to the committee’s final report next year. Since 
the request of Parliament to conduct this inquiry less than three months ago, the number and quality of written 
and oral submissions have impressed the committee. The committee has received 70 written submissions and 
conducted 12 hearings. I wish to thank those organisations, unions and companies for their responses. I also wish 
to acknowledge the fortitude of people who brought their personal stories to the committee, which would have 
taken a lot of courage. I will recount an emotional account from one father who pleaded with his son who was 
working on a fly in, fly out site to report his depression to management or to allow the father to do so. The son 
begged his father not to do this, as the son feared that he would lose his job. That son took his own life on the 
accommodation site some weeks later. For the committee and for me, that indicates a serious negative stigma 
and culture within the FIFO industry and that is what will drive the committee to continue its work on this 
inquiry. 

However, for me, there were a couple of features—I am not going to touch on every subject matter—that struck 
me right from the start. The mental health cohort, if you will excuse the expression, males aged 16 to 44 years, 
account for about 67 per cent of the mental health morbidity within our community. If one looks at the statistics 
of employment in FIFO, that is the same cohort—the 20 to 44-year-old male cohort constitutes around 
60 per cent of employees in the FIFO industry. That is a significant characteristic, because when we step back, 
we see that the very cohort that is employed in FIFO is the very cohort that has the highest incidence of mental 
illness or the potential for mental illness in our community. 

The second thing that struck me—these are not necessarily in order of importance—was that nine suicides have 
been reported in the media over the past 12 to 18 months and the committee has not finished its work yet. I have 
to say that the committee is surprised that there is no comprehensive central database to show where the 
reporting has occurred and what has occurred. It does not matter whether one goes to the Department of Mines 
and Petroleum or different areas in different organisations, including the State Coroner—of course, some of 
those cases are on foot—it is sometimes difficult to identify the employment category, and that makes it difficult 
to fully characterise the data. As I said, the committee has not finished with that matter yet. 

One important matter the committee looked at from the very outset was the issue of workplace regulation, and 
some of my colleagues may touch on this matter also. It was obvious from the very first inquiry that the 
accommodation units associated with the mining operation are not categorised as the workplace. Therein lies an 
issue, because we are asking this cohort of men and women to live on a mining operation, with the isolation that 
comes with that, living onsite, and workplace regulations deal with and are interested in a worker on the tools for 
the 12 hours he or she is working. However, during the 12 hours he or she is off work, that particular component 
of the mining operation is not truly deemed as the workplace. 

As a member of Parliament, I have dealt with the experience of a mining operation being set up a relatively short 
distance from a town in my electorate. The mining company believed that it had the ability and right to start 
a mining accommodation facility onsite. The local town said, “Hang on. You are only 25 kay from us; why don’t 
you house your people in town?” That issue went to court and the magistrate ruled according to the interpretation 
of the Mining Act that the accommodation was deemed part of the mining operation. I say that if it has been 
settled that the accommodation by definition is part of the mining operation, why is it not regarded as such? This 
applies to many sites within Western Australia as far as workplace regulation and workplace safety are 
concerned, including the “hazard” of emotional health and wellbeing and the issues impacting on that. If in case 
one the accommodation is deemed to be part of the mining operation, why is it not in the workplace regulations 
deemed to be part of the mining operation when it comes to not only occupational health and safety—is the 
accommodation safe, is the power safe, and are all those mechanical things of the accommodation safe—but also 
the physical issues and the emotional health and wellbeing issues of workers? That is the extra work that needs 
to be done. 

The other issue when it comes to legislation is that in mine safety when the legislation talks about hazards, do the 
hazards represent not only physical hazards but also hazards to mental health—that is, emotional health and 
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wellbeing? I believe that we have not fully tested that issue in mining regulation and safety. Particularly we must 
ask: do hazards include hazards not only to the physical but to emotional health and wellbeing? That is another 
body of work that needs to be done. 

That is what is before the committee. The committee has done a fair bit of work to get to where it is today. There 
has been significant interest in this inquiry. Some weeks ago I was asked by a reporter on a drive-time show, 
“Where is all of this going, member for Eyre? What are you hoping to achieve?” I was not being flippant when 
I replied that it is about saving lives, and if we have the potential to save lives, that is what we should be doing. 

There are characteristics of the environment, and people understand those characteristics have an impact on 
a person’s emotional health and wellbeing. There is a full chapter on the characteristics of the FIFO lifestyle, 
which include the remoteness and the social isolation, the roster system and how it creates fatigue and how 
fatigue impacts on one’s mental and emotional health and wellbeing, and the disconnection from family. One 
would recognise these factors without an inquiry; indeed, we understand the inherent issues. There are concerns 
about communication and the stigma of having mental health issues, which I touched on briefly with the account 
of the FIFO dad and son. There is also the fear of the “window seat”, which is the common term in the FIFO 
industry for the seat back home after one’s employment has been terminated. Indeed, that fear was expressed in 
the submission made by Rhys and his dad, Peter. He was concerned that if he mentioned his mental health issue, 
his employment would be terminated and he would be given a window seat. There are also perceived concerns. 
Workers are concerned that if they do not admit to taking antidepressant medication or if antidepressant 
medication is detected in a drug test, that information will be used against them in getting a job or continuing in 
a job. There is the likelihood that people who take antidepressant medication will stop taking it and that has 
consequences for the ongoing exacerbation of their depression. We are of the view that testing for 
antidepressants is not routine in the industry, but the perception of workers is that if they are on antidepressants, 
they will show up in a drug test. That is not a general routine screening test, but there is that perception within 
the industry. 

Our thoughts remain with the families and friends of workers who have suffered distress and of those who have 
suffered distress and committed suicide. The committee looks forward to undertaking further work on this 
important inquiry in 2015. I take this opportunity to thank the committee members for their work: the deputy 
chairperson, the member for West Swan; and the members for Murray–Wellington, Mirrabooka and Hillarys. 
I personally thank principal research officer Mathew Bates for his work. Indeed, there was much late-night and 
weekend work involved in this report. I spoke with Matt over the phone about the inquiry on the last three or 
four weekends. He has put a lot of work into this. I also thank research officers Daniel Govus and Lucy Roberts, 
who recently joined us to deal with the extra work involved in this inquiry. 

It gives me great pleasure to have the opportunity to update the house on where the Education and Health 
Standing Committee is at with this inquiry. The discussion paper is an opportunity for more people to come 
forward. We intend to visit mining sites in early February to give us an appreciation of what it is like to live on 
a mine site. We need to hear from many more people. This inquiry will continue and hopefully we will present 
a final report in 2015. 

MS R. SAFFIOTI (West Swan) [10.55 am]: I rise to provide a contribution to the tabling of the Education and 
Health Standing Committee’s report “Shining a Light on FIFO Mental Health: A Discussion Paper”. I agree with 
the comments made by the member for Eyre. I again acknowledge that this is a very sensitive issue that has 
sparked significant contributions from people around the state and Australia. We have received a number of 
written contributions and held a number of hearings. The discussion paper is designed to spark further feedback 
and comment about all the issues that have been raised. In undertaking the inquiry and the report, we have not 
judged the fly in, fly out work practice, which has been a practice in the Western Australian mining industry for 
a number of years and which will continue to play a part in the industry for years to come. There has been much 
debate about the merits of FIFO, but we accept that FIFO is part of the Western Australian mining industry, and 
it is about how we go about addressing some of the challenges that FIFO presents. 

One of the key issues of this inquiry is data collection and research into FIFO practices. The Chamber of 
Minerals and Energy estimated that 67 000 people in Western Australia are involved in FIFO work practices. 
However, there are differing numbers, and because of the nature of the work practice, it has been difficult to get 
concrete numbers across a whole analysis. We estimate that 67 000 people are involved in FIFO practices. 

Mr D.A. Templeman: How many? 

Ms R. SAFFIOTI: The figure given by the CME is 67 000. 

In undertaking the inquiry and developing this discussion paper, two key things have stood out. The first relates 
to mental health issues in not only the FIFO workforce, but also all workplaces. Recognition of mental health 
issues in the workplace is not something that we do well. The Mental Health Commissioner, Tim Marney, 
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compared it with first aid. Every workplace has people who are trained in first aid and who are able to provide 
assistance when someone is physically hurt but we have not acknowledged that people need assistance in the 
workplace for mental health issues. There is growing acknowledgement that the workplace needs to better 
recognise and accept mental health issues and assistance for those suffering from anxiety or other mental health 
issues. The whole point is that we need systems and practices in the workplace to assist people who are dealing 
with mental health issues. I specifically mention the MATES in Construction program, which is a good program. 
It is loosely based on the first-aid system whereby people are trained at a general awareness level or at 
a connector level to connect people with mental health problems with those who are more significantly trained in 
this area. It is a good model and something that we need to look at implementing across all industries. The model 
acknowledges that we need people in the workplace who have training in mental health issues so that they can 
provide assistance and help when it is needed. That is one of the key points I have taken from this inquiry so far. 
The second relates specifically to the fly in, fly out work practice, which presents significant and unique 
challenges that do not exist in every workplace, although some workplaces face some of those challenges. We 
need to recognise that fly in, fly out work practices present a series of challenges, so I was disappointed by some 
of the submissions the committee received, in particular, from industry groups. I know the role that those 
industry groups play, and we did get some acknowledgement that the FIFO work practice is unique, but we need 
a greater acceptance of these unique challenges to ensure that we do not have suicides and a range of other 
mental health factors that come about through this work practice. 

I want to highlight some of those unique challenges that are also contained in the report. The first challenge is 
dislocation from family and friends for extended periods. I acknowledge that rosters vary within the industry, 
and some are far more family friendly than others. A lot of the research that has been undertaken and presented 
has been based on white-collar professionals and not, for example, on construction workers. The four weeks on 
and one week off roster in the construction industry continues to be the norm, and even worse rosters have been 
put to us. The whole issue of dislocation from family, friends and established support networks must be 
acknowledged. Rosters have improved over time, but we need to continue to focus on improving them. 

I will talk about communication. It is a different world today from 40 years ago, when people went away and 
could not talk to their families. People want and expect to live with greater connectivity. People working away 
from home want the ability to talk and communicate with their family after a long shift, in particular. We need to 
ensure that companies put in the investment to allow that communication to occur. That issue was recognised in 
the discussion paper. Another key aspect concerns accommodation camps and villages. The quality of these 
camps has improved over time, although it does vary. I was not looking at the facilities at these camps, but at the 
level of control over workers at those camps. Basically, workers who live in those camps have limited flexibility. 
Their ability to unwind and escape is very limited and, as a result, they feel they are being controlled 24/7. The 
practice of motelling was also raised, but given the time available, I will not go into that in too much detail at 
this stage. Another key issue is support. Basically, some of the more structured support processes may not be 
utilised as people fear recrimination from their employer that will impact on their job if they use those services. 

This is a sensitive issue that touches many families around the state. I also acknowledge all those people who 
have come forward, including the family of Rhys Connor, to provide an insight into their experiences and what 
could be done to improve the situation. As I said before, FIFO is a unique work environment that presents 
a significant series of challenges. It is incumbent on all of us to acknowledge those unique challenges and work 
together to address them to make sure we have support systems and that we get the structure and processes right 
and do whatever we can to minimise those risks. I thank the committee staff and my colleagues on this inquiry. 

MR M.J. COWPER (Murray–Wellington) [11.04 am]: As a new member of the Education and Health 
Standing Committee, I also wish to contribute. I make the point that we are only part way through this inquiry 
and I hope to be back here towards the middle of next year with a more detailed response to the phenomenon of 
mental health issues among fly in, fly out workers. 

I come to this committee with a wealth of knowledge. I wish I did not have that wealth of knowledge, but in 
a previous life I dealt with innumerable instances of self-harm and suicide in the wider community. The common 
thread between those experiences and the fly in, fly out realm is the attendant circumstances of isolation and 
a sense of hopelessness, whether that is a farmer on his tractor out the back of the wheatbelt wondering whether 
it will rain and he can meet his financial obligations or a young person who has a battle with drugs and has had 
a relationship breakdown. The member for Eyre made reference to a submission that was given to the committee. 
One of the things I found quite astounding in the case of a young man who took his own life was that he had 
only started to display symptoms a short time leading up to his death. History shows that the young man was 
raised in Port Hedland and was familiar with the environment; however, his family relocated to the city because 
of the nature of employment, with people leaving north west townships to live in the south west and conducting 
their employment on a fly in, fly out basis. As a result of a series of relationship breakdowns this young man 
found himself in a very short time afflicted by this dreaded disease and he saw fit, as we have heard from other 
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members, to take his own life in circumstances that included not wishing to report his illness and trying to show 
some resolve by dealing with the situation himself. Clearly, the family is distraught and wondering what could 
have been done in the interim. 

The fly in, fly out phenomenon has been with us for many years, with probably 20 to 30 per cent of people in the 
construction and mining industries employed as FIFO workers. Previously the vast majority of people lived in 
mining townships such as Paraburdoo, Tom Price, Pannawonica, Dampier, Karratha, Port Hedland and the like, 
but now there almost seems to be an abandonment of these towns. I note that the member for North West Central 
and the member for Pilbara have commented on this. The state government has moved to make these towns a lot 
more liveable. The government is trying to modernise Karratha and make it a more appealing place for people to 
live, and that is a step in the right direction. It has almost become a trend whereby everyone chooses to fly in, fly 
out. The member for Eyre may be able to correct me on this, but somewhere in the vicinity of 60 or 70 per cent 
or thereabouts of the 110 000 people who work in the mining industry choose to fly in, fly out. Rather than being 
the exception, it is the norm.  

With that come a number of issues, one of which involves the townships themselves. Once upon a time, the town 
of Newman had three football teams. The players were able to support each other in a social sense when they 
were not working. Although the people living in these townships were working long hours in very hard, rough 
and rugged conditions, at the end of the day they could return to their families and go down to the local football 
club, tennis club, sporting club, gymnasium or whatever and interact. The nature of humans is that we are social 
beings; we need interaction. That does not happen as well as perhaps it should in that fly in, fly out phenomenon. 

The other side of the coin is what is happening with families that are established in the south west. We heard 
from a group called FIFO Families, which tried to arrange events for FIFO families such as fetes, parties, visits 
and the like to try to establish interaction between people in similar circumstances. Being part of this committee, 
I look forward to further examining the overall health of the workers and their families in Western Australia who 
are part of this fly in, fly out phenomenon. I am of the mind that certain people are suitable for such activities 
and there are those who are probably not so suited to that sort of lifestyle. 

We also heard that people embark upon the fly in, fly out phenomenon so they can earn some money to establish 
themselves in the future, whether they use that money to put a deposit on a house or get themselves into 
a position in which they can afford to put their kids through a good education and a range of other objectives. 
They go into FIFO life with a plan. They may do fly in, fly out work in the mining sector for a couple of years so 
they can establish themselves and have a great lifestyle without the financial burdens that afflict people from 
time to time. They get quite accustomed to the income. With the income comes a better house, a smarter car and 
perhaps a boat or a holiday. They become quite accustomed to the income and the plan of establishing 
themselves financially gets lost a little. The term “golden handcuffs” was mentioned to the committee; people 
were almost becoming addicted to the money that can be earned in the mining sector, notwithstanding the fact 
that they become quite tired of that lifestyle. We are also keen to look at how that affects families in the south 
west, for instance, or wherever their base is, as opposed to workers who are located in the Pilbara or close to 
mining operations. 

Because we have seen so many people join the fly in, fly out ranks, it is obviously financially more expeditious 
for mining companies to provide this style of working. With the general emergence of mental health issues in the 
wider Western Australian community, the chickens will come home to roost; that is, there will be a cost, which 
the mining companies are now starting to recognise will impact their bottom line. Mental health is becoming an 
emerging issue in our community. The state government has taken some significant steps to try to deal with 
mental health with the appointment of the Minister for Mental Health. As we have seen, an avalanche of issues 
are affecting our community. This is immune to the fly in, fly out realm. Therefore, I think we have some 
significant challenges and some significant matters need to be addressed. It will become a major source of 
concern for the future. I thank members for the opportunity to be part of this inquiry. 

MS J.M. FREEMAN (Mirrabooka) [11.15 am]: I, too, want to briefly talk about the Education and Health 
Standing Committee’s “Shining a light on FIFO Mental Health: A Discussion Paper”. This is an opportunity for 
members to have a conversation with their constituents. I should probably not suggest that to my 
Liberal colleagues! I say that tongue in cheek, by the way. 

Since I commenced work on this inquiry, people ask me what I do and what my area is and I point out that I am 
working on the fly in, fly out inquiry. People talk to me about their experiences and understanding of FIFO and 
their beliefs about the impact it has on FIFO workers. It is an issue that concerns our communities. The member 
for Murray–Wellington drew this out very well. FIFO does impact on community participation, particularly 
urban communities, with workers being away for long periods and then returning. That impacts on the general 
mental health of people in our communities. 
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When I went to the FIFO expo with one of the officers, the question of choice was discussed and canvassed and 
we conducted a little survey. I think that the mining industry uses the word “choice” by saying that people 
choose whether to work FIFO. That is not necessarily a choice. In 2008, there were 40 per cent of fly in, fly out 
workers, whereas in 2014, 60 per cent were fly in, fly out workers. That is a limited choice because the mining 
companies are no longer taking the largest cohort from the local community and they are no longer enabling the 
local community to operate in that way, but people come and live in those communities. That is certainly an 
issue, not because of its work practice, but because of what the work practice results in. What are the causal 
impacts of a FIFO work practice? When we talk about choice, I do not think we can talk about it as an individual 
issue. If it is a system of work that a major employer in our community is choosing to operate on, how does that 
impact on community wellbeing and therefore individual wellbeing? 

The discussion paper tries very hard to report on fly in, fly out as a system of work and the mental health impacts 
that arise from that system of work, not about individual blame. If we think about it, the mining industry has 
been a champion of changing its view on how it looks at safety in the workplace. It used to pay danger money. 
My uncle worked in a nickel mine in Kambalda when he was killed in an avalanche in that mine because he was 
working on a weekend with another colleague because he could. He could earn extra money—danger money—to 
assist his family. He was killed because of unsafe work practices. The idea was put that he chose to do that—
there was money involved and he chose to put himself at risk. That is not how we operate when we consider 
choice and safety in our community and it certainly should not be how we operate in terms of health and 
wellbeing in our community. 

If we think about how the mining industry has championed safety, there were 306 fatalities on 
Western Australian mining sites from 1970 to 2006. My uncle was one of those fatalities during that period. We 
are not talking just about injuries. There were 306 fatalities. Between 2001 and 2010, there were 42 fatalities. 
Between 2011 and 2013, there were no fatalities on mine sites in Western Australia. We have seen a mining 
industry that has taken up the cudgel on this issue and become a champion. So, we are not trying to criticise the 
mining industry. We understand that the mining industry has an operation that is to the benefit of the community 
of Western Australia. What we are saying is that if people have chosen this system of work, we need to ensure 
that the wellbeing of these workers is paramount. 

There is no doubt that in no way can we say that fly in, fly out causes mental health issues. It would be beyond 
any study to show that. But if a worker enters the FIFO system and is asymptomatic—that is, the worker does 
not have any issues around mental health—and is placed in a hazardous workplace and becomes symptomatic, 
we need to know what factors cause this, how they can be controlled and how they can be changed, so that the 
worker and the community can benefit from these changes to ensure the health and wellbeing of the workforce. 

These are the issues that are raised in this discussion paper and these are the issues that members should be 
discussing with their constituents. What rosters will ensure that people work in less risky situations? What are 
the preferred rosters? What happens if people work for an independent contractor versus a big company? What 
happens if people do not work in construction? What are the other hazards in terms of isolation and contact and 
communication? It is very important that the Education and Health Standing Committee delivered a discussion 
paper. The Leader of the Opposition raised this issue in this house, and the committee was asked to look into this 
issue, and we did. It would have been disheartening for those people in our community who are suffering from 
the loss of a loved one if we had gone into the new year without bringing something before the house. In 
bringing this discussion paper before the house, it is acknowledged by all members of the committee that this is 
a big issue and that we could bring in many things. The committee believed the best thing to do at this time was 
bring in a report that would ignite discussion and get a commitment towards promoting greater health and 
wellbeing in our FIFO workplaces. 
I would like to thank the officers of the committee. They have worked tirelessly to ensure that this discussion 
paper could be tabled in this house in a timely manner. In doing so, they do not need to know that they have 
delivered to Parliament. They need to know that they have delivered to the people who want this inquiry—the 
people whose hearts are broken, but who believe that this is more than just an individual issue; this is about how 
we can improve the whole FIFO system. The people who have suffered from these tragedies want Parliament to 
make changes to the FIFO system in whatever way we can, through regulation, through legislation, through 
codes of practice or through discussion with the mining industry, so that their loved ones did not die in vain. 
I can tell members my uncle did not die in vain. My uncle, who was killed because he took danger money, did 
not die in vain. It was my uncle and people like him who helped to change the culture by saying that this is not 
the way to go; every worker deserves to come home at the end of their shift, healthy and with their wellbeing 
intact, and their community will be the better for it. 
MR R.F. JOHNSON (Hillarys) [11.24 am]: I will try to be brief, but I wish to add my contribution to what 
I think has been an extremely worthwhile inquiry on the part of the Education and Health Standing Committee. 
A lot of work has been done by the committee. But I think we could have done a lot more, and had a lot more 
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information, if more data was kept on people involved in fly in, fly out work who unfortunately end up taking 
their lives by committing suicide. However, unfortunately, not much data is kept at all, and the data that is 
available is spread between the police, the coroner’s office, mining companies and so on and so forth. Therefore, 
there is no accurate data that we can look at and identify. That is an enormous problem. But I think it is starting 
to change, because since our committee started this inquiry, data has been collected—unfortunately, it is very 
tragic and sad data—that there has been one suicide on a mine site every month for the three months following 
the start of our inquiry into FIFO workers. That is an extremely worrying trend. FIFO work does not necessarily 
mean that a worker will automatically have mental health problems or will contemplate taking their life. FIFO 
works for thousands and thousands of people. There are two reasons people take up the FIFO option. The first is 
that they need a job, for a start, and there may be no other options for that type of work. The second reason, 
which is obviously equally important, is that they earn very good money when they fly in and fly out to these 
remote locations, predominantly in the north west and offshore. As has been mentioned, the committee will visit 
some of these mine sites in the new year. I think we are looking at going in February. It will be stinking hot up 
there at that time, but I think it will be very worthwhile. 
Mr I.C. Blayney: It will be pleasantly warm! 
Mr R.F. JOHNSON: Pleasantly warm! I think it will be stinking hot! I think the further we go up north, the 
more it will be stinking hot—certainly for me it will, anyway. It will be a very worthwhile visit for us to see 
firsthand what facilities are there. 
I have mentioned many times that I have an interest in this issue. My youngest son is a FIFO worker. The 
rostering is a major part of the submissions that we have received. There are good rosters and there are bad 
rosters. My son is on a two weeks on, one week off roster, which means that he works on the mine site for two 
weeks and he is home for one week. But he is not actually home for one week; he is home for only five days. 
That is because the day that he spends travelling back to Perth is taken out of his one week off, and the day that 
he spends travelling to work is taken out of his one week off. He lives in Collie. The time that he starts work is 
when he gets on the plane in Perth. He has to be at the airport by half past six or quarter to seven in the morning, 
and I normally drop him off, because the parking at the airport is so expensive. I also pick him up, when I can; 
or, if I cannot, my eldest son will pick him up. That is to save him some money and to make sure that he gets to 
the airport and gets home from the airport. What my son has to do is leave his family in Collie the day before he 
is due to fly up north, in his own time, to go to work. When he is on night shift, he may arrive in Perth at 7.30 in 
the evening—that is the time he would come back, normally—and he cannot drive all the way home to Collie 
that night, because it is too far and he might have an accident, so he spends the night at my home and drives 
home the next morning. That means that his one week off to spend with his family has been cut to what is 
probably only four whole days. That is not a lot of time to spend with his family. 

My son’s roster is considered to be reasonable shift—a reasonable swing. The problem is that some people have 
a four weeks on, one week off roster. One of the problems that comes through very clearly is the time that FIFO 
workers have to spend away from their family—from their wife, their husband or their partner, because both 
males and females do FIFO work. I see them at the airport every time I go there. They all have their fluorescent 
vests on, both men and women, and I see them saying goodbye to their loved ones. Sometimes it is a bit 
emotional, because they are going away for a minimum of two weeks, and often it is four weeks or even 
eight weeks. That time spent away from their families and loved ones—their support, which everyone needs—is 
not good for their mental health. I am totally opposed to long shifts where people are away from their loved ones 
and their family for too long a period of time. 

The other area we looked at is the sorts of facilities that are at the mine sites for people who are suffering from 
depression or anxiety and who sometimes are unable to even talk to their loved ones. Communication is a huge 
issue. If mineworkers had facilities to Skype every time that they are on their own time in the camp, it would 
certainly help on those days. Mineworkers would be able to see their partners, husbands, wives, children and talk 
to them. They can communicate as though they are in the same room. I think Skype is an absolutely tremendous 
facility. Even if mineworkers could just use their mobile phones to talk to their partners in Perth or anywhere 
else in Western Australia, that would help. Very often, mineworkers are from Bunbury, Collie and all sorts of 
areas in the south west, but they have to come to Perth to fly to the mine sites, and they need to be able to 
communicate. When mineworkers’ communication facilities are taken away, they lead a very lonely life, because 
once they finish their shifts—most of them are 12-hour shifts, but they can be longer—they go back to their 
little, lonely, fitted-out donga—which is what most of them are; they are not exactly the height of luxury—and 
they are on their own. They do not have the facilities that would be available if they were living somewhere with 
a town close by. Obviously, it is much better to live in a town very close to the mine site. 

Madam Acting Speaker, I said I would be brief, but I get carried away sometimes. 
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We received some wonderful submissions. I want to mention one of the most courageous submissions we 
received, from the parents of Rhys Connor, Peter and Anita Miller. It was brave of them to come before our 
committee and tell us how losing their son has affected them and their family. To lose any child is a tragic event, 
and, as a parent, you never really expect that to happen. I have to say, for me, it churned up an enormous amount 
of emotion, and I think it did the same for other committee members. They were very brave to come to talk to us, 
and they wanted us to know the implications of fly in, fly out on their family life and the help that is needed. We 
must ensure that there is support for workers in mining camps. 

There are 2 000 people at the site where my son works. The site has a chaplain, but the chaplain does a rotation 
and he is not there all the time. It is not always a chaplain that is needed. They need a chaplain and/or 
a counsellor with experience and capabilities in psychological issues, because very often that is what people 
need. When they have problems such as depression and anxiety, they need to be able to talk to somebody to help 
them to get through the day, the night and the shift that they are on. Sometimes they are very, very long shifts. 
I think that is what needs to happen. I am pretty certain that that will be one of the committee’s major 
recommendations when it gives its final report in June next year. 

Somebody mentioned the window seat. It is the fear of every mineworker that they will be given the window 
seat, which is the term for being sent on their way. For mineworkers who are not feeling too well, suffering 
depression or who have let the mine company know that they are suffering from depression and taking 
antidepressants, their biggest fear is that they will be given the window seat to go home. If that is the case, they 
are fearful that they will never get a job in the mining industry again. That should never be the case. We should 
try to ensure that workers have confidentiality for any treatment for depression or anxiety, and they should be 
able to continue to work. If a worker is taking antidepressants, they should be allowed to take them because they 
help them. Antidepressants are not like a recreational or illegal drug; they are a medicine. People need medicines 
for all sorts of ailments, and mental health issues are a normal ailment for some people. Mental health is 
a growing issue and we need to deal with it. That is what our committee is looking at in general terms, but, in 
this instance, it is how FIFO workers are affected by mental health issues. 
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