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PACKSADDLE BUSH FIRE STATION, KUNUNURRA 
Grievance 

MR M.J. COWPER (Murray) [9.32 am]:  My grievance is to the Minister for Police and Emergency Services.  
Recently I was fortunate to travel to the Kimberley.  While I was there, I was lucky enough to inspect the new 
Packsaddle bush fire station in Kununurra.  Will the minister review, and canvass the Minister for Energy to 
overturn, the extraordinary situation whereby the Packsaddle volunteer bush fire brigade has been slugged 
$12 500 to connect power to the newly opened fire station?  In 2005 the then minister, Hon Michelle Roberts, 
and the then chief executive officer of the Fire and Emergency Services Authority of Western Australia, Mr Bob 
Mitchell, opened the Packsaddle bush fire station on Packsaddle Road near Kununurra.  It is situated about nine 
kilometres from Kununurra on the opposite side of Lake Kununurra and is centrally situated in irrigated 
farmland.  The building came about, as, historically, is the case with many buildings of its type in rural 
communities, out of the necessity to protect assets vested by the stakeholders in the community - the local, state 
and federal infrastructure. 

Those of us who have ever lived in or visited the Kimberley know that one of the greatest threats those 
communities face is fire.  The fires in the Kimberley, like everything else in the area, are generally big, and it is 
not uncommon for fires to burn for months on end in remotes parts of that beautiful country.  In fact, I advise the 
house that the good volunteers of the Packsaddle and neighbouring units have just returned from fighting a blaze 
that started on Sunday.  The chief fire control officer and shire ranger is Mr Gary King, a real character in those 
parts.  Like many other people who live in the north of the state, Mr King is a no-nonsense, straight-to-the-point, 
get-things-done kind of guy.  He and his fellow volunteers successfully fought off a significant threat to the 
Aboriginal community near Dunham River, locally known as Flying Fox.  I have no doubt that they performed 
above and beyond the call of duty to protect this community.  They were successful in protecting about six 
kilometres of valuable river frontage, which was a safe haven for wildlife that had been forced to retreat from the 
advancing fire.  I am sure that they saved a lot of wildlife from being destroyed by the fire.  Much of the Carr 
Boyd Range has been burnt out.  Glen Hill will take several years to recover due to the intensity of the burn, 
which takes me to aerial burning, which is another issue of bush fire control that I will go into at another time.  
Like Mr King, many of those volunteers, who have had little or no sleep, rest or respite since Sunday, risked 
their lives to help others and to protect life and property.  Volunteers are just that, and they get no recompense 
and little recognition, and some people would wonder why men and women such as these even bother to 
volunteer.  They do it out of an intense sense of achievement and comradeship and pride in their community. 
The Packsaddle fire station was built from an $85 000 emergency services levy grant, which paid for the 
building and its fittings.  The concrete on which the building stands was donated and the labour used to lay the 
concrete was provided by members of the brigade and workers from supporting businesses in the community.  
The construction of the building, plumbing, tiling and electrical work was largely completed through the 
generous work of the volunteers.  Again, the people in that community rallied to build this wonderful fire station.  
The building is a community asset, and the people of Western Australia now have a magnificent fire station 
worth in the vicinity of $200 000.  This has been a great community project and is a tangible example of the can-
do attitude that I am pleased to say still thrives in regional Western Australia.  The fire station is not just a place 
for the fire brigade to store its equipment; it also serves as a training centre, community hall and meeting place 
for the local community.  These people have ownership of this building and are no doubt the envy of many other 
local communities in regional Western Australia. 

The only downside to the project, and the issue that sticks antagonistically in the craw of these great volunteers, 
is that when it came to connecting the power, they had to run a powerline from a transformer some 150 metres 
away and install a pole, the cost of which was $12 500.  Was a transformer upgrade required to facilitate this?  
The answer is no.  I have another photograph of the powerline in question and members can see that it runs for 
about 150 metres.  When I have finished my grievance, I will ask that these photographs be laid on the table for 
the remainder of the day for the information of members who may be interested.  The cost of the power 
connection equates to a big chunk, or about 15 per cent, of the entire cost of the building and its fittings, 
including airconditioning, rain water tanks, bathrooms etc.  Talk about Indian givers.  The ESL, which is paid by 
landowners through their local government rates, provided $85 000 and the state government snipped 15 per cent 
of it through Western Power for its own coffers.  That amount represented an exponential cost to the project.  
What do the volunteers want in return?  They were banking on the money to complete the fire station, including 
the construction of a security perimeter fence, some brick paving and a shade sail so that not only can the 
volunteers use the facility, but also, arguably and more importantly, the wives and children who support the 
volunteers can get together with their families for a barbecue.  Without the support and understanding of the 
respective families, there would be no volunteers.  The Packsaddle fire station, as members can see from the 
photos, is situated precariously next to a fast-flowing irrigation channel and Packsaddle Road - hardly a safe 
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environment to which responsible parents would with any confidence take toddlers for a social event.  The 
constant worry of a toddler drowning is omnipresent.  The fact that Western Power has charged this group 
$12 500 to connect the power is a slap in the face of these volunteers, who, members have just heard, have risked 
life and limb for the greater good of the community.  Do the volunteers charge Western Power when pole-top 
fires occur?  No, they do not.  The minister may argue that the ESL grant of $85 000 should cover the cost of the 
power connection, but what sort of building would the community have got for $72 500, given the cost of freight 
and labour in the region, had it not been for the volunteers who contributed their time to the project?  I am asking 
the Minister for Police and Emergency Services to talk to his colleague the Minister for Energy and come up 
with an agreeable outcome - maybe a sponsorship deal of, say, $12 500 - so that this group can complete the 
great work it has started.  I would appreciate the minister�s input on the matter. 

[The photographs were tabled for the information of members.] 

MR J.C. KOBELKE (Balcatta - Minister for Police and Emergency Services) [9.40 am]:  I thank the 
member for his grievance, which gives me the opportunity to commend the wonderful work done by the 
Packsaddle bush fire brigade.  The brigade is indicative of the incredible service that is provided by people 
across Western Australia.  Last year, when I was not the Minister for Police and Emergency Services, I attended 
an award service and had the pleasure of meeting a number of people from the Kimberley who are involved in 
all levels of emergency services, but I have not, to my knowledge, met members of the Packsaddle bush fire 
brigade.  However, their reputation precedes them.  The fantastic job that they do is evident in the quality of the 
facility that they have built.  I believe it is outstanding, and I will have a close look at the photographs that the 
member has laid on the table.  These people not only volunteer their time to fight fires and provide protection for 
the community, but also have put in an incredible effort to establish that base, which is valued at more than the 
grant the brigade received from the emergency services levy.  As the member suggested, the value of the facility 
is in the order of $80 000 or more.  The ESL grant has meant that this and other organisations can function 
better.  It is openly acknowledged that the introduction of the ESL has been a huge boon to bush fire brigades.  
They do far more with that money than one would expect.  The Packsaddle bush fire brigade has a facility that is 
worth more than $80 000; more than the grant it received.  I commend the brigade for that.  It is a credit to its 
members� dedication and effort.   

The specific matter the member raised is that when the Packsaddle facility was commissioned in early 2005, 
Western Power invoiced the shire for power connection, which had to be covered by the ESL allocation.  The 
shire requested the assistance of the local Fire and Emergency Services Authority director to resolve this issue 
with the new energy supplier, Horizon Power.  FESA arranged a meeting with the manager of Horizon Power to 
discuss reimbursement of the connection charge.  There is a reluctance by Horizon Power to reimburse costs that 
were raised by Western Power - the former entity - and not by it.  FESA will continue to work with the shire and 
Horizon Power and has recommended that the shire submit a sponsorship proposal to cover the reimbursement 
of costs charged to connect power to the Packsaddle facility.  FESA will certainly continue to assist the shire in 
the development of the sponsorship proposal and to work with Horizon Power so that this matter can be 
resolved.   

A few of the comments made by the member were not made with good grace.  These people do a fantastic job.  
FESA is backing the brigade because no-one will be able to provide the safety protection that the Packsaddle 
bush fire brigade does.  Its dedication is commended and supported, and FESA does a great job in supporting the 
bush fire brigades, which they openly acknowledge.   

Clearly, there is an issue with the cost of power connection.  We hope it can be resolved.  FESA is working with 
the local shire to lift the impost on this group, which, with the amount of money it has been granted for this 
facility, has done a fantastic job.  As the member quite rightly indicated, this facility gives the brigade a base 
from which its members can continue their work.  Their work is not only protecting the community from 
bushfires, but also building the community.  They gather so many great people and their families and they work 
together.  The are an integral part of a wonderful community, and FESA will do all it can to assist the brigade in 
overcoming the problem with the cost of connection of power and the changeover from Western Power to 
Horizon.   
 


