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MARGARET RIVER BUSHFIRES — EMERGENCY RELIEF PAYMENTS 

1102. Hon SUE ELLERY to the Minister for Child Protection: 

(1) Has the minister seen today’s media reports suggesting that people have had to make up to four visits to 
the emergency centre in Margaret River before being granted emergency relief payments and that staff 
at the centre are operating under extreme stress? 

(2) Why has the minister not ensured that the centre is resourced adequately to cope with the demand for 
emergency relief? 

(3) Does the minister understand reports of rorting to be correct? 

(4) If no to (3), where have those reports come from? 

(5) If yes to (3), what has the minster done to prevent false claims? 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY replied: 

I thank the member for some notice of this question. I thought the question was rather mean-spirited. I have been 
down to Margaret River — 

Hon Sue Ellery: I asked you about a media report today. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: Coming from the Leader of the Opposition, I really thought it was a bit mean-
spirited. I went down to Margaret River — 

Hon Sue Ellery: Heaven forbid that I should ask a question about a serious issue raised in The Australian! It is a 
serious issue. I hope it is not true. 

The PRESIDENT: Order! Let us take a deep breath and start again. A question has been asked; let us hear the 
answer. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: Thank you, Mr President. I was in Margaret River on Sunday. Our President, 
who is the member in Margaret River, was also there. At the one-stop shop I saw probably six or seven women I 
know. The manager of child protection was also there. There was a psychologist amongst the six or seven people 
I saw. The Red Cross and church groups were there. When people are in trauma, some of that rubs off on the 
social workers because they are human beings too. When people walk through the door distressed, the worker 
certainly feels that distress as well. As I have said, they are only human beings.  

(1) Yes; I have seen one report in The Australian. But I might say that everybody has said that the 
department and the staff have been absolutely wonderful in this disaster. Most people—that is in radio 
reports and people on the ground in the South West—have said that they have been extremely helpful, 
and kind and caring. 

(2) The emergency welfare centre has been staffed by emergency response teams from Perth and supported 
by staff from the local district. Between seven and eight staff were there all day, assisted by two or three 
Red Cross personnel as well as two staff from the Western Australian natural disaster recovery and 
relief arrangements program. 

(3) The department needs to provide financial assistance to those affected in an expedient manner, without 
adding to their stress with a lengthy and stringent assessment. Claims for emergency funding are briefly 
assessed via a face-to-face interview. Additionally, people are likely to be without documentation to 
prove their entitlement, so they are generally taken at face value when requesting financial assistance. 
As such, there is some potential for limited abuse of the program, which is consistent with anecdotal 
experiences in other states. 

(4) Media announcements have been made repeatedly advising what emergency relief is available. Up to 
$350 per person is available during an emergency or disaster. It appears that some members of the 
community mistakenly believed they were entitled to $350 each per day, which caused a bit of tension 
at the centre. 

(5) As stated previously, claims for emergency funding are briefly assessed via a face-to-face interview. 
People are likely to be without documentation to prove their entitlement, so they are generally taken at 
face value when requesting financial assistance—I am being repetitive there. As such, there is some 
potential for limited abuse of the program, which is consistent with anecdotal experiences in other 
states. However, the emergency teams and local district staff are aware of these claims and will manage 
the situation appropriately. 

 


