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SWAN DISTRICT HOSPITAL, SENIOR STAFF 
Urgency Motion 

THE PRESIDENT (Hon J.A. Cowdell):  I received the following letter this morning - 

Dear Mr President  

At today’s sitting, it is my intention to move under SO 72 that the House at its rising adjourn until 9am 
on December 25, 2001 for the purpose of discussing the urgent need for the Government to engage 
adequate senior staff at Swan Districts Hospital at both registrar and consultant level so as to provide 
adequate inhouse supervision, from early morning to late at night every day, with an adequate close on-
call system for problems after midnight.   

Yours sincerely  

Hon Derrick Tomlinson  

MEMBER FOR EAST METROPOLITAN REGION 
and 
SHADOW SPOKESPERSON FOR INDIGENOUS AFFAIRS 

The member will require the support of four members in order to move the motion. 

[At least four members rose in their places.] 

HON DERRICK TOMLINSON (East Metropolitan) [3.41 pm]:  I move - 

That the House at its rising adjourn until 9.00 am on 25 December. 

I thank the members who stood in support and note that not all members of the North Metropolitan Region 
support the reopening of the emergency ward - 

Several members interjected.  

Hon DERRICK TOMLINSON:  I fear my barb struck home.  This motion is not merely about the closure after 
6.00 pm Monday to Saturday and all day Sunday of emergency examination rooms and six emergency beds at 
Swan District Hospital; it is also about the denial of emergency and casualty services to people who live in at 
least one-fifth of the metropolitan area.  The Swan District Hospital primary catchment area covers one-fifth of 
the metropolitan area, stretching from Bassendean to Wundowie in the east and to Bindoon in the north.  Its 
secondary catchment area is calculated using the hospital bed occupancy rates and patients’ home addresses.  It 
stretches from Moora in the north to Wooroloo in the east, and to Bayswater in the west.  In addition to that 
secondary area, the hospital has a subsecondary area, again calculated using the hospital bed occupancy rates by 
persons living in suburbs such as Dianella, Cloverdale, Belmont, Balga, Rivervale, Cannington, Maylands, 
Victoria Park and Carlisle.  Its catchment area extends well into the East Metropolitan Region and the 
agricultural zone at least as far as Moora.   

It is also located at the junction of two major transport routes - Great Eastern Highway and Great Northern 
Highway.  The hospital’s emergency and casualty ward is the only such facility between Perth and Moora and 
between Perth and Northam - two busy heavy-haulage routes.  Members should bear in mind that 40 per cent of 
road accidents resulting in injury occur between 6.00 pm Friday and midnight on Sunday.  Afflictions such as 
infantile asthma frequently flare up in the evening.  Any parent of a child who has suffered infantile asthma 
knows the number of hours he or she has spent in the casualty ward of the nearest hospital awaiting treatment.  
Geriatrics like myself are conscious of the fact that the majority of heart attacks occur at about 2.00 am, when 
the body is functioning at its lowest metabolic rate.  Treatment of those conditions is denied these people.   

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich interjected. 

Hon DERRICK TOMLINSON:  While Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich finds some humour in this, the consequences for 
her electors -  

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich interjected.  

Hon DERRICK TOMLINSON:  I am talking about the suburbs of Bayswater, Midland - 

The PRESIDENT:  Order!  The member can be heard at a few decibels lower than he is speaking.  As the 
interjections have ceased, he does not need to shout over anyone.   

Hon DERRICK TOMLINSON:  I will continue the list: Belmont, Balga, Mirrabooka, Cullacabardee and so on.  
Those are the suburbs in which the member’s vote outnumbers mine by about two to one.  She is laughing at the 
plight of her electors.  
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Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  That is wrong and you know it.  You are a political opportunist.  You always have been 
and always will be.   

Hon DERRICK TOMLINSON:  If only the member would interject at a lower decibel level.  

The PRESIDENT:  The parliamentary secretary will come to order.  She will have a chance to reply shortly.  
Hon Derrick Tomlinson may proceed while addressing the Chair.   

Hon DERRICK TOMLINSON:  This is not about budgetary matters; this is not about finances.  By happy 
coincidence, the Minister for Health made a contribution in the other place earlier this afternoon in which he 
clearly stated that the reduction in services at Swan District Hospital is not a funding issue.  Apparently it is an 
issue of staffing, safety and flexibility.  I could not agree more.  If it is not a question of funding - if it is a 
question of staffing - why has the decision been made to discontinue the service?  The simple answer the 
minister will offer is that the two doctors who share the function of senior registrar are on leave.  By an unhappy 
coincidence, they took leave at the same time.  Because it is essential that an emergency and casualty ward be 
supervised by a senior registrar, the service had to be withdrawn.  That is the simple explanation.   

I will now draw to the attention of the House the information that has been dripped out through the media over 
the past couple of weeks.  At 10.00 am on the 6PR morning show, Dr Geelhoed, the director of emergency 
services at Princess Margaret Hospital for Children, stated - 

As you know, there were problems in some of the peripheral hospitals -  

Those being Armadale-Kelmscott Memorial Hospital, Swan District Hospital, Joondalup Health Campus and 
Peel Health Campus.  He continued - 

I’m the director of the emergency department at PMH - so looking at, yes, specifically at paediatrics, 
you know, childhood, you know, services, but the services generally.  Now I looked at a lot of them, I 
looked at Swan Districts, and this was a letter from the 1st March which I sent to the Health Department 
. . .  

He then quoted from the letter, and I will read his quote - 

Adequate senior staff at both registrar and consultant levels should be engaged so as to provide 
adequate inhouse supervision, from early morning till late at night, with an adequate close on-call 
system for problems after midnight. 

I deliberately included those words in my motion.  The alternative was -  

In summary then, I believe the department, both from a general point of view and from a paediatric 
point of view, should be either upgraded in terms of staffing levels to a safe complement, or should be 
closed down or downgraded to a general clinic, only so that there is not an expectation that serious 
illness and injuries can be managed there at all hours of the day.   

Dr Geelhoed recommended to government in a report commissioned by him two options -  

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  When was that? 

Hon DERRICK TOMLINSON:  That letter was dated 1 March.  There were two options: either upgrade by 
employing appropriate staff, or close it.  It is quite appropriate that such advice should be given to government.  
What was the Government’s response?  I quote from the transcript of an interview of the minister by Paul 
Murray on radio 6PR at 8.34 am on 25 June 2001, where the minister appeared inadvertently to let slip a policy 
that was being formulated.  In that interview the minister, Mr Kucera, said -  

You’ve got to ask yourself questions, for instance Paul, like can we afford three heart transplant units in 
a city of 1.3 million people when places like Sydney only have one or two?  Can we afford all of the 
emergency departments in every single hospital?  We’re just building a new hospital in Armadale and 
we’re putting yet another emergency department in it.  And, yet within - within about 15 minutes of it, 
you can you’ve got the top line emergency units in the - in the world essentially at Charlie Gairdner’s 
and Royal Perth and do you really need to build those outer hospitals up to exactly the same level? 

Oops!  I remind Sergeant Bob that while it may be possible for him in a pursuit car with all whistles and sirens 
blowing, with lights and a police escort, to drive from Armadale to Perth in 15 minutes, the voluntary ambulance 
driver from Armadale will not; neither will the voluntary ambulance driver from Mundaring drive from Swan 
District Hospital to Royal Perth Hospital in 15 minutes.  Even if he were to get to Royal Perth, what might he 
find?  In 160 instances in this year alone he would have found the hospital on bypass, he would have found 
“Charlie Gairdner’s” on bypass, and he may have got the sick patient to Fremantle Hospital within an hour.  We 
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must then ask what the motivation is, because the minister made an inadvertent slip, which he quickly tried to 
remedy, until he again lost his cool at 8.33 am on 16 August on the 720 ABC “Perth Mornings” program when 
he had a contretemps with a Dr Bartlett - the moderator in that instance, not the program controller, who was 
Liam Bartlett.  What did the minister say?  Remember, he had lost his cool at this stage.  This is what Sergeant 
Bob said - and I am sorry for the decibels, Mr President, but I am quoting the minister -  

. . . Alright, well let me also challenge you, David, let me challenge the AMA to become part of the 
solution instead of becoming the problem.  Let me get you as the AMA to get out there and find me a 
senior registrar today to get back out there and replace the two women that have taken leave, that were 
the senior registrars.  You know and I know, the reason that that hospital service is being cut back, is 
because you don’t have senior registrars out there to look after the junior doctors, these poor junior 
doctors that are working 60 and 70 hours a week, you haven’t found any senior people for me to put out 
there.   

But now comes the real exposé -  

You knew about this when you talked to me over a month ago, there’s been no opportunity by the 
AMA . . . to do this . . . the AMA to do this.  Let me ask you why this has suddenly come up now, 
David, and you’re on the executive of the AMA, why has this suddenly come up now, right in the 
middle of your pay claim? 

I put it to you, Mr President, that it is part of the Government’s policy to close down emergency wards in those 
peripheral hospitals.  

HON PETER FOSS (East Metropolitan) [3.55 pm]:  This debate has a certain sense of deja vu about it, because 
when Hon Derrick Tomlinson and I were elected to Parliament, one of the first problems we had in our 
electorates was the emergency department at the Swan District Hospital.  At that stage the big problem was that 
it was inadequately provided with equipment; in fact, it was totally inadequate for anybody working there.  We 
were able to make sure it was appropriately provided with that equipment so that it could function as a peripheral 
hospital. 

Despite what the Minister for Health has been saying, there is very good financial sense - quite apart from the 
social issues that have been so well related by Hon Derrick Tomlinson - for people to have that emergency 
service.  The most expensive hospitals in Western Australia are the five teaching hospitals.  It makes immense 
sense to provide the services where the people need them and where they can be provided considerably cheaper. 

Hon Bob Kucera says: can we afford all the emergency departments in every single hospital?  The answer is that 
we cannot afford not to.  What Hon Derrick Tomlinson has shown is that this is just sheer incompetence on the 
part of this Government.  Government members have been here since the election and they have told us this was 
to be their priority and they were going to solve it.  The fact is that in a statement that was made in another place 
today, the Minister for Health has said, “I can’t do anything about it; it’s not my fault; I can’t manage to get the 
doctors to do what I want; it wouldn’t be a democracy if I did that.”  That is what management is all about, 
because government members said they would give better management to the health system.  Where is it?  Has 
the health system managed to even stay where it was?  The answer to that is no.  In fact, every single thing that 
the Government raised during the election campaign as showing mismanagement by us has got worse.  This 
Government has quarrelled with everybody - the nurses, the doctors -and today we have strikes with the Hospital 
Salaried Officers Association.  Is this good management?   

An emergency department at Swan District Hospital has closed down.  Members would think this Government 
would at least be concerned about it.  All we have from Hon Bob Kucera is the sort of attitude that makes one 
understand why the police occasionally do not turn up to burglaries: it is not my fault; we cannot do that; do not 
blame us.  That attitude is being expressed by the Government.  Worse still, when this motion came on, I would 
have thought the Government would be concerned about it.  Two members from the opposite side sat there 
laughing and catcalling.  Who were they?  The members of the Government from the East Metropolitan Region. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  That is a lie, and you know it. 

The PRESIDENT:  Order!   

Hon PETER FOSS:  I find it outrageous that Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich tries to pretend that she was not catcalling 
and laughing.  I am pleased to see that the Minister for Racing and Gaming is not trying to deny that he was one 
of the people who were laughing about it. 

Hon N.D. Griffiths interjected. 
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The PRESIDENT:  Order!   

Hon PETER FOSS:  This is a serious matter.  It is quite alarming that government members think this debate is 
such a light-hearted matter that they can catcall and laugh when a matter concerning their own electors is being 
discussed.  They must at least be concerned; they must at least be embarrassed; but, no, they are not.  
Government members seem to think that this is something about which they can have a go at opposition 
members.  They think they can be rude and catcall.  One of the things members opposite will have to learn to do 
is to take responsibility for the fact that under the Labor Government the health system has been crippled by 
indecision and ham-fistedness.  Interestingly enough, in this interview on 25 June the Minister for Health said it 
was a question of being able to afford emergency departments.  However, today in the other place the minister 
said that this has nothing to do with money at all.  The minister’s view changed between June and August; 
Constable Plod is very quick on the uptake!  He took two months to work out what the problem is.  It is a serious 
problem.  It is a problem of management.  He should do something about it.  He should not have needed a two-
month period in which to think, before he worked out that the problem is not a question of money but of 
management, for which he now is responsible.  He cannot say that the Labor Government inherited this.  The 
fact is that the minister has known for some time that he has to do something about this.  

Hon Derrick Tomlinson:  That emergency ward has not been closed down since September 1989.  

Hon PETER FOSS:  That is interesting.  Who was in government then? 

Hon Derrick Tomlinson:  I think it was the Labor Party.  

Hon PETER FOSS:  I think it was too.  That is Labor’s marvellous record: twice under a Labor Government the 
emergency department of Swan District Hospital has closed.  Members of the Labor Government did not take 
too long to get back into their old ways.   

I will point out another indication of the interest of Labor members, because it has ramifications beyond health.  
Hon Derrick Tomlinson and I, along with a number of other members from the East Metropolitan Region, 
attended a breakfast at the Swan City Council.  We stayed right throughout the proceedings.  It was an 
interesting breakfast.  However, I regret that for some reason most of the Labor members departed before the end 
- the member for Ballajura stayed on.  Unfortunately, they missed out on hearing an impassioned plea by one of 
the councillors of the Swan City Council, who happens to represent the hinterland of the city of Swan.  This 
councillor pointed out that the flippant remark by the Minister for Health that the shire is only 15 minutes from 
the city - we know it is not, it is considerably further - did not take into account that people may have already 
driven an hour and a half to get to the hospital.  It is not just 15 minutes, it might be another 15 minutes on the 
end of a longer travelling period.  Many studies - particularly on road trauma - say that the quicker emergency 
support is provided, the more likelihood there is of a successful outcome.  

The other point the minister brought up a little later related to the police.  This was fascinating.  A number of 
people in this large area suffer from mental problems.  Often the police are called to take those people into their 
charge and to have them admitted to a mental hospital.  They are admitted through the emergency department of 
the Swan District Hospital.  When it is closed, the police must admit them through Royal Perth Hospital.  The 
complaint from the police was that they have had to wait up to seven hours in Royal Perth Hospital.  Two police 
officers, and a car from that region, have had to wait for seven hours to have a psychiatric patient admitted.  
They were unable to service the people of that region, simply because the emergency department at Swan 
District Hospital was closed.  

Hon Derrick Tomlinson:  In that area the response time for police officers is one hour.  

Hon PETER FOSS:  Exactly; it is a significant difference in time.  These police officers do not jump the queue, 
they wait in line at Royal Perth Hospital - assuming it is not on bypass.  This is all about management.  It is not 
about anything else.  It is about time that this Government realised it has to show some sympathy for the people 
out there.  The attitude of East Metropolitan Region Labor members in this place was highlighted when all but 
one of the Labor members shot through from a briefing given by the City of Swan.  It was an excellent briefing 
and the council had some important points to make.    

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  We left at a quarter past nine; the meeting was scheduled to close at nine o’clock.  

The PRESIDENT:  Order!  The parliamentary secretary will come to order; this is not her speaking period.  

Hon PETER FOSS:  The fact is that all the Liberal members of Parliament and Mr John D’Orazio remained and 
heard what the council had to say.  I commend him for staying and for contributing . It was a clear issue in the 
minds of the City of Swan.  It raised the issue, and we listened.  Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich was not even there; she 
had gone off early.  
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Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  At a quarter past nine, when it was due to have finished at nine o’clock.  

Hon Derrick Tomlinson:  Before the end of the session. 

Hon PETER FOSS:  Yes.  I am sorry that Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich’s pressing engagement took all of the Labor 
members away.  Opposition members happened to think that listening to the issues raised by the City of Swan 
was important.  It was, and we learned a tremendous amount.  One of the things that government members have 
to learn is that they cannot blame everybody else for this.  They are in government now; they have to show 
concern for people.  This has happened through the Government’s mismanagement.  It has had months to do 
something.  Its minister is so thick that he cannot work out what the problem is, let alone how to solve it.  

Point of Order 
Hon E.R.J. DERMER:  Hon Peter Foss has made derogatory comments about the Minister for Health that I find 
objectionable, and I seek your guidance under the standing orders. 

The PRESIDENT:  I rule there is no point of order.  

Debate Resumed 
HON PADDY EMBRY (South West) [4.05 pm]:  In many ways I feel sorry for you, Mr President, having to 
bear the brunt of criticism on this subject of the Government’s failure to ensure that adequate health care is 
provided in the Swan District Hospital.  However, as a senior member of the Government of the day you must be 
aware that the condemnation is not directed at you personally, but is focused on your party, which is so badly 
letting down Western Australians.  Swan District Hospital is not the only hospital in which this is occurring.  
This hospital caters for the needs of not only local residents - as Hon Derrick Tomlinson told the House - but 
also people who live further away.  It caters in emergencies for people who live as far away as Wongan Hills and 
Dalwallinu, and it also covers York, Northam and Toodyay.  The closure of the Swan District Hospital 
emergency department will place an ever-increasing load on the already overstretched emergency departments in 
other hospitals, such as Royal Perth Hospital, King Edward Memorial Hospital for Women, Princess Margaret 
Hospital for Children, Fremantle Hospital, Sir Charles Gairdner Hospital and several others.   

To illustrate my point, I refer to a constituent of mine who lives near Harvey and who was diagnosed with a 
ruptured bowel on Wednesday, 8 August.  I ask that some of the government members listen to me.  My 
constituent was admitted to the Bunbury Hospital on the following day - Thursday, 9 August.  She was told she 
would go under anaesthetic on Friday, 10 August at around two o’clock in the afternoon.  In fact, she received 
attention at 4.30 pm on the Friday, which left insufficient time for surgery to take place before the weekend.  The 
following Monday, 12 August, my constituent was given a barium meal.  After that it was decided to transfer her 
to Royal Perth Hospital for surgery.  The transfer took place four days later, due to a bed shortage at Royal Perth 
Hospital.  

Hon Derrick Tomlinson:  And all this time she had a ruptured bowel?  

Hon PADDY EMBRY:  Exactly.  I am told it involves considerable pain.  This occurred on Friday.  She was, 
however, transferred to Perth on Friday, 17 August.  Doctors in Royal Perth Hospital examined her on Saturday, 
18 August.  However, nothing happened on Sunday, 19 August, or on Monday, 20 August.  Today, Tuesday, 21 
August, there is industrial action. 

If my constituent is lucky enough to be operated on tomorrow, Wednesday, 22 August, it will be two weeks 
following the diagnosis of a ruptured bowel.  By any stretch of the imagination, this delay in this ill woman’s 
receiving adequate and proper treatment is bizarre.  This sort of occurrence will happen more and more often 
unless emergency departments, such as that of the Swan District Hospital, are adequately staffed and maintained. 

Mr President, your party leader, Dr Gallop, promised the people of Western Australia that, if elected to 
government, he would fix the health system.  There is no doubt that it was a mess at the time he made that 
promise.  However, he has been Premier for more than six months and the situation has become considerably 
worse.  He is failing to fulfil a major election promise.  If the Premier were an honourable man, he would resign 
immediately as he is obviously incapable of fulfilling the role of Premier. 

HON LJILJANNA RAVLICH (East Metropolitan - Parliamentary Secretary) [4.11 pm]:  I want to put on 
record first some comments made by Hon Peter Foss on the attendance of Labor members at a breakfast in 
Midland the other morning. 

Hon N.F. Moore:  Get your priorities right in your speech. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  I will get my priorities right, but I will get the record right first. 

Hon Derrick Tomlinson:  You did not have them right on Friday, and you know it. 
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Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  I will get them right.  Those opposite have had their go. 

The truth of the matter is that the meeting was scheduled to be from 7.30 am to 9.00 am.  It went over time, with 
the meeting going to about 9.30 am.  A number of members, including Jaye Radisich, the member for Swan 
Hills, Hon Louise Pratt and me, had to leave.  The member for Swan Hills left that meeting early because she 
had a meeting scheduled with the Swan Hills group of general practitioners.  I have got that off my chest and it is 
on the record, so I will move on.   

I wanted to comment on some very cheap shots made by members opposite, one of which relates to that meeting.  
What must be recognised first is that after eight years of a conservative Government, the health system has some 
difficulties.  There is no question about that. 

Hon Derrick Tomlinson:  In all that time, Swan District Hospital emergency department was open. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  Having said that, that is one of the key reasons that opposition members are 
where they are and we are on the Treasury benches!  The bottom line is that the health system has had eight 
years of neglect. 

Hon Derrick Tomlinson:  Then fix it. 

The PRESIDENT:  Order!  Hon Derrick Tomlinson will come to order.  It is one thing giving us a decibel 
onslaught when he has the call, but it is completely different when he is overriding another speaker who has the 
call. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  After eight years of neglect, much needs to be fixed up in the health system.  I 
assure members opposite that no-one on this side of the Chamber finds this to be a laughing matter?   

I want to go through a number of points.  First, it is clear that a number of the policies that were pursued by the 
previous Government led to the decline of the health system.  There are no two ways about that.  Implemented 
policies include the funder-provider-purchaser model; increased competition, which led to the duplication of a 
whole range of unnecessary services and administrative functions and a range of wasteful practices; and 
outsourcing of functions in the health sector, which resulted in increased and unnecessary cost, massive 
duplication and waste, and inflexibility in the way that resources are used, deployed and applied.  For example, 
the Labor Government expects to save in the region of $40 million over the next four years by not continuing 
with the outsourcing of consultants. 

Hon N.F. Moore:  I would like to see that. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  That waste could have gone into the health system but it did not go into the 
health system because it went into the pockets of Hon Norman Moore’s consultant mates.  That is where it went 
and that is why he is on that side of the House. 

Hon N.F. Moore:  The only difference is that it now goes into the pockets of your consultant mates!  What about 
Swan District Hospital? 

The PRESIDENT:  Order!   

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  The Treasurer in the other place announced today that the Government will 
review the Matrix Group Ltd contract.  Most of us remember the Matrix contract.  It is one of hundreds of 
contracts on which money was wasted and money which should have gone to the health system went to other 
areas and to the then Government’s mates.   

Hon N.F. Moore:  You do not care about the patients at Swan District Hospital. 

The PRESIDENT:  Order!  The Leader of the Opposition will come to order. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  Thank you, Mr President.  Millions of dollars was taken from the health system, 
all because of the former Government’s blind ideology. 

A review of emergency services in 1996 was commissioned and carried out by the Health Department and 
reported on by Mr Gary Geelhoed.  My understanding is that the review made a number of recommendations, 
none of which was acted upon by the former Government.  Another report was presented in March because 
nothing had been done about the 1996 report on emergency departments.  That is where the former Government 
failed and no-one opposite accepts responsibility for that. 

Hon N.F. Moore:  You are in government.  You have been in government for six months.  You have done 
nothing but make things worse. 
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Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  The former Government undertook a review in 1996.  The report made a number 
of recommendations about emergency departments.  The Government at that time sat on that report and members 
opposite have the gall to come here today and criticise this Government! 

It has been alleged that the Minister for Health is not doing as much as the Opposition would like him to do.  The 
Opposition must accept some responsibility for putting in place an enterprise bargaining agreement for medical 
practitioners that went through Cabinet in 1999 and which contained transfer provisions.  It restricted the ability 
of the minister to transfer doctors from one hospital to another.  How can those opposite so conveniently forget 
that they put those restrictions into that EBA?  Do they have a sudden memory loss? 

Hon N.F. Moore:  I do not remember it at all.  I remember that you are in government. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  The Leader of the Opposition does not remember it at all! 

Hon N.F. Moore:  You are not doing anything about it.  You could not care less. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  He does not remember such a critical matter as the former Government including 
in the 1999 EBA a provision excluding doctors from being transferred from one hospital to another.  He cannot 
remember that!  What an absolute disgrace!  Although there are many challenges confronting the health system, 
and I will not go through all of them, I want to assure the people of the Swan districts that resolving this issue - 

Several members interjected. 

The PRESIDENT:  Order!  I am sure that the Hansard reporter does not want to have to pick up the private 
conversation between the Leader of the Opposition and the Minister for Racing and Gaming.  The reporter 
should be listening to the comments of the parliamentary secretary. 

Hon LJILJANNA RAVLICH:  Thank you, Mr President.  Although many issues confront the health area, I 
assure the people of Swan districts that the resolution of this issue is an absolute priority for this Government.  
The reduction in services at Swan District Hospital is not an issue of funding.  It is an issue of staffing, safety 
and flexibility, and it is an issue that is restricted by the provisions of the EBA.  Hon Derrick Tomlinson is 
shrugging his shoulders and laughing to indicate that he has no idea that the EBA places a restriction on the 
Government.  He has no idea why he has moved this motion.  This motion is an absolute disgrace.  Members 
opposite should not be in opposition; frankly, they should not even be in this Chamber, because they are not 
capable of being in this Chamber.   

The emergency department will be closed during the timeframes that have been mentioned, at the insistence of 
the doctors at the hospital.  That raises a range of issues about the power of doctors.  It also raises the question of 
what is so special about doctors that they should have this special power in any event.  However, I cannot afford 
to get into that debate because of the lack of time.  The Government is looking at a number of options to rectify 
this situation.  Those options include the establishment of a general practice service at the hospital to provide a 
primary care model of service that will not be a substitute for the emergency services but will be complementary; 
the employment of a locum service to operate in the short-term while permanent staff are found; or the rapid 
appointment of specialists in emergency medicine to make up the staffing shortfall at Swan District Hospital.  
Members opposite are an absolute joke.  They do not even know what they included in their 1999 EBA.  They 
are a disgrace.   

HON DEE MARGETTS (Agricultural) [4.23 pm]:  I wish to speak on this urgency motion as the Greens (WA) 
member for the Agricultural Region.  The reason is that, as has been mentioned by Hon Paddy Embry, this issue 
is much broader than a metropolitan health issue.  Swan District Hospital is a feeder hospital for those areas to 
the north and east of the metropolitan area.  Most people cannot imagine what it is like to be in an emergency 
situation and have to bring a child or other critically ill person a long way by car or ambulance to the 
metropolitan area and try to negotiate the city streets.  I guess an ambulance driver will have plenty of 
experience, but the driver of a private vehicle may find it very difficult.  We are told that about 25 000 people are 
treated at the Swan District Hospital emergency section each year and that the hospital is proposing to close that 
section from 6.00 pm to 8.00 am on Mondays through to Saturdays.  It is also proposing to close the emergency 
section all day on Sundays, which is just when people need emergency services because other medical services 
are not available.  It has been indicated that this situation is temporary.  However, one can only wonder why 
there is not a system in place to require registrars to ensure that the emergency section is covered by sufficiently 
qualified people during those times, whether by locum or other means, and to ensure that funding is provided to 
enable that to occur.  The Australian Medical Association has estimated that 150 000 people may be affected by 
that closure.  I guess that means that is the potential feeder population for that hospital.  It has been mentioned 
that St John Ambulance may be forced to take patients to Royal Perth Hospital or Princess Margaret Hospital for 
Children; and if there is a bypass, the drivers may be forced to go to two or three other hospitals.  When that is 
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added to the two hours it may take to drive to Perth from Dalwallinu or other towns, the situation may become 
very dangerous.   

The lack of senior doctors is of concern.  I do not believe anyone would want the Parliament to be flippant and 
say a hospital should remain open despite a lack of proper coverage.  I think most members in this place are 
suggesting that we should ensure that hospitals have staff available to do the job that they are required to do.  
The irony is that when we talk about health issues, we are often talking about issues such as emergency care.  
However, emergency care is the pointy end of health, and it usually ends up being the area that is most obvious 
when cuts take place.  Many of the problems that are associated with funding and planning for health have 
occurred along the way, and they include planning for a State as diverse and large as Western Australia to ensure 
that there is reliable access to the health services that are needed or likely to be needed by its population.  
Recently we have had public debates about wages and conditions for various health staff.  That issue is not just 
for this Government but is cumulative and has built up during the time of the previous Government.  Another 
issue that has been raised is adequate staffing.  When people talk about savings in hospitals they are nearly 
always talking about how a hands-on, labour-intensive service can be provided by fewer people.   

Unfortunately, at the same time there has been a run down in capital investment in hospitals, particularly in 
hospitals in regional Western Australia that service multiple areas, and at times that has made the situation even 
more critical.  One example in my electorate that has already been mentioned is Narrogin Hospital.  Wings have 
been built onto that hospital as it has grown, without any overall planning.  Therefore, rather than have a nurses 
station at the centre of the hospital that can adequately cope with emergencies in any part of the hospital, nurses 
stations are scattered throughout the hospital at the end of wings, and that is not good planning from a staffing or 
resources point of view.  Unfortunately, rather than think about how the resources should be put in to make the 
hospital better and more effective in the long run, the development has occurred on a piece-by-piece basis.   

These decisions have been made over a decade or a number of decades.  The ideal of good health planning is to 
work out how, in a State as large and diverse as Western Australia, we can have not just a sickness system but an 
effective health system and how we can provide the resources to effect that system.  When we deal later with 
budget issues, I guess we will find out that, over time, problems have occurred that may be placing increasing 
pressure on the pointy end of health.  In regional Western Australia, the pointy end of health also relates to 
stress, which may impact on chronic illnesses such as asthma, heart attack and stroke, and to the lack of support 
mechanisms for preventive health.  Therefore, although we are talking about a crisis in the area of emergency 
medicine, which the Greens agree should be dealt with urgently, we would like people to take a deep breath and 
think about whether we are moving towards or further away from an effective health system in terms of staffing, 
wages, capital replacement and good health planning.  The situation at Swan District Hospital is a symptom of 
the problem and not the only problem, and I hope it will be dealt with in that light.   

HON DERRICK TOMLINSON (East Metropolitan) [4.29 pm]:  The parliamentary secretary got one thing 
right.  This is not a funding issue; this is a management issue.  The Geelhoed report made two recommendations: 
one, upgrade; or, two, close.  The Swan District Hospital was upgraded from 1992 to 1995.  That was 
commenced by the previous Labor Government and completed by the Liberal Government.  The hospital had not 
closed its emergency ward since 1 October 1989.  Following the Geelhoed report, the Armadale-Kelmscott 
Memorial Hospital, as it is now called, had a program of upgrading its emergency department, and it was 
planned to have 24-hour care.  Because of the duplication that the honourable member alleges occurred, the 
minister has already foreshadowed that the emergency departments of the peripheral hospitals will be 
downgraded.  The previous Liberal Government acted on the Geelhoed report.  The current Government is 
taking the other option. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  That is not true and you know it! 

Hon DERRICK TOMLINSON:  I wish the honourable member would lower her decibels. 

Motion lapsed, pursuant to standing orders. 
 


