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ADJOURNMENT OF THE HOUSE 

HON LJILJANNA RAVLICH (East Metropolitan - Minister for Local Government) [9.59 pm]:  I move -  

That the house do now adjourn. 

Biomass Plant, Bridgetown - Adjournment Debate 

HON ROBYN McSWEENEY (South West) [10.00 pm]:  The arrogance of this government knows no bounds.  
Today, Francis Logan, the Minister for Energy, issued a press release that states - 

The construction of one of the nation’s biggest biomass plants in Western Australia’s South-West will 
ensure the State Government reaches its target of six per cent renewable energy by 2010. 

Energy Minister Francis Logan today announced that Synergy had agreed to purchase 40MW of 
renewable energy from a biomass plant planned for near Bridgetown. 

And in a further boost to the renewable energy sector in the State, Mr Logan also announced that 
legislation would be introduced into State Parliament this week to accommodate geothermal exploration 
and recovery in WA. 

Mr Logan said the new biomass plant would be built and operated by Western Australian Biomass Pty 
Ltd, a consortium of National Power, Babcock and Brown and Carbon Solutions. 

I want to tell the energy minister that the land on which this biomass plant is planned has not been rezoned by 
the Shire of Bridgetown-Greenbushes.  The council has the power to rezone the land from rural to industrial.  
What the council has done is adopt an amendment to its town planning scheme as a first step in the process of 
considering the ultimate rezoning of this land.  Contrary to what some people are saying, the land has not been 
rezoned.  All the council has done is adopt an amendment proposing the rezoning, and forward the amendment 
to the Environmental Protection Authority for its assessment.  Council has resolved that it will not proceed 
directly to public advertising of the amendment upon receipt of the EPA advice, as is the standard process with 
amendments.  Because the council has not gone along with that standard process, the next stage in the 
amendment process, if council resolves to proceed with the proposal, will be to advertise the amendment for 
public inspection and comment.  Council’s position is that if it is not satisfied with the outcome of the 
environmental assessment process, it will not proceed with the amendment.  That therefore makes it very safe.  
Council has control over what it does with its land, and this government cannot override that.   

The land for this proposed biomass plant was bought in December 2006.  However, I see that WA Business 
News, under the heading “Synergy selects Bridgetown biomass plant”, states - 

The plant’s operator, Western Australian Biomass Pty Ltd, a consortium of Babcock and Brown, 
National Power and Carbon Solutions, was awarded the Synergy supply contract following a year-long 
tender process to secure up to 50MW of renewable energy. 

The plant is yet to obtain the necessary environmental and regulatory approvals, and had its level of 
assessment upgraded by the Environmental Protection Authority to a Public Environmental review last 
month. 

It did that because there was a huge protest in Bridgetown.  This plant is intended to be built just five kilometres 
out of town.  It is probably the biggest biomass plant in Australia, as none of the others has got off the ground; 
yet this government is doing all these things behind the backs of the people of Bridgetown, so it seems.  The 
government already has the Synergy contract out, and the Babcock and Brown consortium says that it will have 
the biomass plant built by 2009.  However, the council has not rezoned that land, and it may not rezone that land.   

I want to know whether this government intends to come in and ride roughshod over that local government.  It 
will be very interesting to see this government try that on this local council, particularly when the people of 
Bridgetown do not want this plant to be located five kilometres from their town, on top of a hill that overlooks 
their valley.  We do not know what pollution this biomass plant will produce.  It is proposed that this plant will 
process 365 000 tonnes of forest fuel waste from blue gum plantations.  From memory, that will be about 12 000 
tonnes a week.  The company has told me that that the plant will not produce any smoke or pollution.  I am not a 
scientist, but I find that difficult to believe.  This is not a small-scale proposal.  This will be a huge plant that will 
produce 40 or 50 megawatts of energy.  As I have said, it seems that this government has been doing some work 
on this matter, behind the back of the local government. 

The managing director of Synergy, Jim Mitchell, has told WA Business News that the two projects chosen were 
ahead of the rest of the pack in terms of price and reliability of supply.  The biomass plant will burn plantation 
timber waste to generate electricity, and, unlike other renewable energy sources like wind power, will be able to 
provide base-load power.  Mr Mitchell said he was aware of community concerns surrounding the plant, and 
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emphasised that the project must meet the environmental standards required.  He said nothing about the fact that 
the land has not been rezoned.  Mr Mitchell said that he has been assured by Western Australia Biomass Pty Ltd 
that the plant will be ready to start supplying electricity by the end of 2009, as is required by the tender.  Synergy 
has been negotiating for this tender.  Western Australia Biomass has been working very hard to get this tender.  
The community of Bridgetown does not particularly mind that a biomass plant will be built in Bridgetown.  
However, the community does not want it be built on top of a hill only five kilometres outside the town, where 
most of the population live.  I have met with representatives from Babcock and Brown.  I have also met with the 
Bridgetown community and I have spoken at rallies.  One rally was attended by 500 people, and was chaired by 
Paul Murray.  Other protests have been held also.  About 300 people walked along the street and met in the local 
park.  The community of Bridgetown is very concerned about this biomass plant.  I am also very concerned, 
because I can see where this government is heading with this plant.  

To return to the press release, it commences with the words -  

The construction of one of the nation’s biggest biomass plants in Western Australia’s South-West will 
ensure the State Government reaches its target of six per cent renewable energy by 2010.  

This government needs this plant.  Therefore, I have a real fear that this government will say to this council, 
“Babcock and Brown has bought this 40 or 50 hectares of land at the top of Hester Hill.  You will rezone it.”  If 
the council says no, it will not rezone that land - which is the feeling in the community at present - what will the 
government do?  Synergy is proposing to produce 40 or 50 megawatts of energy from this plant.  The deal has 
already been done and signed off.  Babcock and Brown have said that this plant will be ready by 2009.  
However, the wishes of the community have been totally ignored.  I said previously that this government’s 
arrogance knows no bounds.  This press release will be circulated widely in the local community.  I believe the 
government knows that Bridgetown is Liberal, and that under the new boundaries it will remain Liberal.  
Therefore, the government does not really care about the wishes of the people of Bridgetown; it will just override 
them.   

I now have proof that, for 12 months, the state government has been involved in talks about contracts and 
negotiations against a town’s wishes.  I find it really hard to believe that the land where this biomass plant is 
proposed to be located was bought in only December last year, yet negotiations for the contract for Synergy have 
obviously been going on for 12 months.  It also worries me that the article says that the project will operate as a 
base-load generator, providing electricity around the clock and dispelling a common claim that renewable energy 
cannot provide our energy needs 24 hours a day.  This biomass plant obviously cannot work for 24 hours a day. 

Access to Health Portfolio Professionals by Members of Parliament - Adjournment Debate 
HON HELEN MORTON (East Metropolitan) [10.10 pm]:  In August last year I started to voice my concern 
with the Minister for Health about his persistent obstruction of me trying to access mental health facilities and 
the people who work within the mental health sector and understanding the portfolio areas that I am responsible 
for.  I asked him some questions in Parliament, including who had instructed the south metropolitan mental 
health staff that they should not respond to telephone calls from me, which is what they were doing; who had 
instructed those people that they should not negotiate directly with me to enable me to visit those sites; who had 
instructed the staff to refrain from providing opposition members of Parliament with non-patient specific 
operational information; who had instructed the staff not to discuss budget information with opposition MPs; and 
whether the minister applied consistent policy to government and non-government MPs and whether he would 
table the policy if such a policy existed etc.  The minister quite happily responded.  He referred me to some 
tabled papers, which I read.  Then he said that he had constantly advised MPs that, for routine visits and 
information, they should deal directly with the local health department officers at each hospital, rather than 
seeking approval through the minister’s office.  That happened 12 months ago after 12 months of frustration. 

The situation is now worse than it was when I asked those questions, and I will give a couple of examples.  An 
email was sent earlier this year about my access to a facility called Fitzroy House.  It took 17 days for the 
minister’s staff to respond to the email despite follow-up requests.  It was 17 days before I was allowed to set 
foot on this particular site.  Another email was sent about Jacaranda House.  It took nine days after a follow-up 
request to get a response from the minister’s office because the staff would not take my calls.  They direct the 
calls to the minister’s office.  In fact, in some cases the staff take the calls and say that they will get back to me, 
but the next information I get is a call from the minister’s office saying that I should direct calls to the minister’s 
office.  Of course, I then go through the minister’s office and 17 days later I get a response.  People wonder why 
it is difficult in opposition to find out what is going on and to reassure the community that the opposition is 
holding the government accountable.   

What happened over the past week or so when I wanted to visit the Armadale Health Service?  There is nothing 
controversial about that.  It is redeveloping its emergency department.  I wanted to see the changes because I was 
responsible for the first lot of work that was done in the emergency department.  The response from the direct 
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phone call to the chief executive officer of the hospital was, “You don’t have to go through the minister’s office 
but I will.”  He sent off an email or made a telephone call to the people at the South Metropolitan Area Health 
Service and they in turn sent off a request to the minister’s office.  After three or four of these phone calls, I was 
given permission to walk onto the site of Armadale Health Service to talk to the CEO about these arrangements 
to do with the emergency department.   

The situation is absolutely ridiculous.  Can members imagine how frustrating it was to try to organise a trip 
around the Kimberley this time last year?  I am experiencing the same run-around right now.  I have a trip 
organised to Geraldton and another one to Kalgoorlie.  It took months to get the staff to agree to make direct 
contact.  I do not want to have to go through the minister’s office with all this stuff.  I want to ring the staff, 
exactly as the minister said.  He has said that he has constantly advised MPs that for routine visits and 
information, they should deal directly with local health department officers at each hospital rather than seeking 
approval through the minister’s office. 

Hon Simon O’Brien:  What happens when you show those staff that written thing from the minister?  

Hon HELEN MORTON:  They know about this.  My electorate officer has it pinned on the wall next to her 
telephone.  She reads it to them, she faxes them a copy and they laugh and say, “Yes, we know that’s what he 
told you but this is what we have to do.”  The run-around continues week in, week out to try to get the simplest 
bit of information or to try to make the simplest little visit.  I would hate to think what would happen if I had to 
do something urgently tomorrow or the next day.   

The last thing that happened related to a very simple piece of information from the executive director of mental 
health services on these community-supported residential units.  I put a phone call through to his office and 
within three or four days I received a phone call from the minister’s office - not even the executive director that 
was able to respond to me directly; the response came from the minister’s office - asking me to please direct my 
request from there.  I sent another email.  Eventually, the information was released.  It is absolutely ridiculous.  I 
have encountered similar problems trying to access information from the Chief Psychiatrist.  I would really like 
the minister to make it absolutely clear to his staff that he honestly and genuinely means it when he says that he 
constantly advises MPs that, for routine visits and information, they should deal directly with local health 
department officers at each hospital rather than seek approval through the minister’s office.   

Question put and passed. 

House adjourned at 10.17 pm 
__________ 

 
 

 
 


