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GRASS PATCH GRAIN BIN - HEAVY HAULAGE ACCESS 
Grievance 

DR G.G. JACOBS (Roe) [9.37 am]:  My grievance is to the Minister for Planning and Infrastructure and 
concerns heavy haulage access to the Grass Patch grain bin in the Esperance region.  Grass Patch is 
50 kilometres north of Esperance and has a 240 000-tonne grain bin.  To put that in perspective, it is predicted 
that the Esperance zone will produce 1.5 million tonnes of grain this year.  It is the first quality assurance bin in 
Western Australia, which means that good farming practices by farmers enables them to receive a small 
premium for the delivery of quality assured grain.  There are 5 000 truck movements in and out of that bin in a 
season.  The nub of the issue is that the railway and the Coolgardie-Esperance Highway are, at some points, only 
29.5 metres apart.  This causes a problem with large rigs.  By a large rig, I mean a 36.5-metre road train, which 
vehicles have used the highway since 1976.  Although the department was aware of the situation - safety issues 
were raised by representatives of Co-operative Bulk Handling Ltd in June this year - nothing has been done to 
significantly alter the infrastructure to allow the rigs to run safely.  The nub of the issue is that if there are only 
29.5 metres between the railway line and the highway at Tom Starcevich VC Drive, when a 36.5-metre rig pulls 
in to cross the railway, there is not enough room for it to sit between the railway and the highway.  In the 
eleventh hour Main Roads Western Australia placed a restriction on the length of trucks.  The maximum length 
is now 27.5 metres.  That is Main Roads’ solution to the problem.  I attended a meeting in Grass Patch 
yesterday - being paired in Parliament allowed me to do that - that was called by the shire.  The meeting was also 
attended by about 100 grain growers and representatives from Main Roads’ heavy haulage division and from the 
local shire.  At the meeting someone pointed out that the fact that there is a 20 tonne differential between running 
a 27.5-metre pocket road train and a full 36.5-metre road train.  Main Roads’ response was a knee-jerk reaction 
on the eve of harvest - the growers will start harvesting this week.  The Minister for Planning and Infrastructure 
must address the fact that Main Roads has failed to work through the significant infrastructure issues.  Meeting 
attendees moved motions from the floor that call for remedial action to allow 36.5-metre road trains to access the 
bin during the 2007 harvest.  A motion was moved to address and correct the infrastructure issues before the next 
season.  I am here to outline not only the problems, but also some of the solutions that came out of that meeting; 
namely, a gravel stand-off angled lane at the crossing, particularly at Tom Starcevich VC Drive, which is the 
access to the bin.  That would allow trucks approaching the railway from the west to stand off with enough 
distance, because they would have gone across the hypotenuse of the corner.  When trucks come out of the bin 
and cross the railway line, if they stand off at an angle, there is a distance between them and the highway before 
they pull onto the highway.  There are some safety issues, and if the government does not attend to them, the last 
dog of the road train will hang over the railway line if it is moving in a westerly direction, or over the highway if 
it is moving in an easterly direction.  It is also important to recognise that appropriate mobile electronic signage 
would solve the issue for this season.  As I said, road trains have been running in this area since 1976.  The 
safety issue must be addressed.  However, the restriction on the length of trucks is a last minute, knee-jerk 
reaction; the minister and her department have not addressed the infrastructure issues.  It will be costly to the 
industry.  If a lighter truck is used, or one that cannot carry the same amount of grain, we will run into 
6 250 passes and an extra $2 a tonne in transport costs.  Guess what?  Those costs will inevitably be passed on to 
the grain grower.  This will be a costly exercise.  This is an impost on farmers.  Growers in Esperance have had 
some grain this year, for which they are thankful.  However, why put this impost on farmers on the eve of 
harvest when this matter could have been addressed as far back as June?  We have come to the eve of harvest 
and Main Roads has taken the easiest option, which is to restrict the length of trucks.  We must bring the 
infrastructure into the twenty-first century.  The growers produce a significant amount of crop and the 
infrastructure should be consistent with the value of the produce from this region.  It is very important that we 
address those infrastructure issues.  Not a lot of thought has gone into allowing the operation to continue during 
this harvest, which will be only six weeks.  Unless the government gets off its tail and does something very 
quickly, the season will be over.  The other concern that arose from the meeting is that the heavy haulage 
officers will pull growers over if they run a 36.5-metre rig into the bin.  There should be a grace period to allow 
us to sort out this issue.  As I said, there would not be too much of a cost, not that that is an issue, because this is 
a valuable region and we must address the issue.  I urge the minister to deal with this issue now in time for this 
season’s harvest.  We need to run the full road trains into that bin.   
MS A.J.G. MacTIERNAN (Armadale - Minister for Planning and Infrastructure) [9.45 am]:  I thank the 
member for Roe for his grievance.  Obviously, he has a legitimate concern.  It is dislocating to have a ban 
imposed such a short time before the harvest.  It is true that longer vehicles have been operating since 1976.  My 
understanding is that those vehicles were 33 metres in length.  Of course, this issue arose only after the iron ore 
industry started to use the rail network, which was in 1994-95.  The iron ore industry’s use of the railway started 
off at a very modest level and has gradually built up so the conflict has not always existed.  Since that time the 
vehicles have become longer and there is much more intense use of the rail.  It is my view that approval for 
36-metre rigs on those roads should never have been given.  That was a mistake.  Requirements should have 
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been imposed for infrastructure upgrades, which is what is done in any other industry.  I point out that Co-
operative Bulk Handling’s grain growing and grain handling is like other industries, such as the mining and 
manufacturing industries.  Businesses are required to contribute to the road network if they put a particular strain 
on the network.  We have had many discussions with our friends at CBH.  For some reason they tend not to view 
CBH as a business and feel that it should not have to make that kind of contribution.  However, that being said -  
Dr G.G. Jacobs:  If there is a policy problem, it should not be exercised now.  
Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN:  We must examine that issue.  I accept the point that the member made.  I accept 
that we cannot on the eve of a harvest make such a substantial change to the industry and not give it time to 
adjust.  We held meetings this morning to work out some alternatives.  We are concerned about this issue; 
indeed, CBH wrote to the heavy haulage division at Main Roads and alerted it to the problem.  Main Roads is 
considering - I accept the fundamental point that it is not reasonable to expect that the industry will adapt to this 
at such short notice - a radio call system, which it will install at its own expense for this season.  It will have 
spotters involved who will be in direct communication with the freight trains.  They will alert, on a standard 
CB radio frequency, all the vehicles carting grain in the area to hold back from the intersection.  There are 30 
trains a week.  We believe that this system, provided we can get sign-off from WestNet Rail, will enable us to 
revise that ban.  As soon as we have finished this grievance, Main Roads personnel will attempt to get sign-off 
on this proposal so that we can reverse the ban for the season.  
Dr G.G. Jacobs:  Are you optimistic that you will get cooperation from the railways?  They haven’t been 
terribly cooperative in the past. 
Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN:  It is in their interest to cooperate.  We will strongly make that point to them.  As 
soon as this session is over, our senior people in the heavy haulage division of Main Roads will begin that 
dialogue.  As I said, I accept the fundamental point made by the member that it is dislocating to do this at short 
notice.  It is not reasonable to expect the industry to reconfigure itself in that time.  However, we must address 
the safety concerns.  If that plan does not work, we will have a look at some of the options outlined by the 
member for Roe.  In the longer term, Co-operative Bulk Handling will have to accept that it will need to make a 
contribution to get the safety issue resolved.  I thank the member for his grievance and his positive attempts to 
resolve the issue. 

Dr G.G. Jacobs:  So there is an assurance that 36.5-metre road trains accessing that bin can be run for this 
season? 

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN:  I recognise that there is a very legitimate concern, and if the government can put in 
place a system - either the spotter system or, if that cannot work, some of the plans that the member has 
proposed - the government will reverse the ban.  The government will need a day or two to consider that. 

Dr G.G. Jacobs:  Six weeks of harvest. 

Ms A.J.G. MacTIERNAN:  I recognise that, but the government cannot allow a system to continue that on 
CBH’s own admission is very unsafe.  I can only say it once again: the government accepts the member’s 
fundamental point, and if we can put in place a system that will make this practice safe for the next six to eight 
weeks, we will. 
 


