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AGRICULTURE PROTECTION BOARD, CHEMICAL USE 
Statement 

HON JOHN FISCHER (Mining and Pastoral) [5.34 pm]:  As members are aware, the Agriculture Protection 
Board undertook an extensive weed spraying program in the Kimberley between 1975 and 1985 using a 
herbicide known as 2,4,5-Trichlorophenol.  Since then, many of the APB workers involved in that program have 
died, and the remainder claim that a range of illnesses has affected them since undertaking that work.  A claim is 
also made that relatives of APB workers have also been affected by the same illnesses.  To its credit, the current 
Government has undertaken a number of inquiries and reviews in an attempt to resolve this issue.  In addition, 
the Standing Committee on Environment and Public Affairs issued a report in October 2004 in relation to 
“Chemical Use by the Agriculture Protection Board 1970-1985”.  The report contained a succinct overview of 
other inquiries and reviews.   
Unfortunately, although one of the inquiries recommended that the former workers be offered compensation, and 
the Government followed up on it, the remaining living individuals have totally lost faith in the Government 
because they feel they have been left high and dry.   
To recap, it is the contention of the former APB workers that they were affected by a rogue batch of 2,4,5-T that 
they believed contained up to 260 times - in fact, from December 1982, it was 2 600 times - the maximum 
permissible level of the dioxin TCDD.  The opinion was based on the confirmed view that the normal 2,4,5-T 
was like a yellow motor oil, whereas the batch that they recall in question was like molasses in colour and 
consistency.  A similar description appears in various places in the Ingraham report and the standing committee’s 
October 2004 report in relation to a batch of 2,4,5-T that had been damaged by fire and imported by a company 
called Chemical Industries (Kwinana) Pty Ltd, which significantly was the sole supplier of 2,4,5-T to the 
Government between 1975 and 1985.  Unfortunately, no documentary evidence is available to support the 
former APB workers’ contention that they were exposed to dioxin levels far exceeding permissible levels and the 
link to the rogue batch of 2,4,5-T.  This has obviously hampered their claims.   

Nevertheless, it has not stopped current and former government ministers making some very illuminating 
comments.  The following are a few.  The Australian of 3 September 2002 reads - 

A program of weed-spraying run by the West Australian government 20 years ago was “evil” and 
“lethal”, according to a state minister.   
Housing Minister Tom Stephens backed the claims of former workers, saying he believed the program 
had effectively killed many of them.   

The following comments were taken from the United Kingdom’s The Observer of 29 September 2002 -  
 ‘It’s pretty horrifying,’ says Western Australia’s Agriculture Minister, Kim Chance.  ‘They were getting 

bathed in this crap all day.’ 

My noted account of a letter to the editor from Hon Tom Stephens published in the Broome Advertiser on 1 May 
2003 states - 
 In relation to the recognition and handling of the plight of former Agriculture Protection Board workers 

. . . may I assure all the affected families that the Gallop Government is treating the matter very 
seriously and we remain determined to achieve a positive outcome for all. 

The Harper report was followed by the Armstrong panel, which commissioned the Ingraham report.  The best 
that these inquiries could come up with was that there could be a case for compensation.  To top it off, the 
Armstrong panel did not interview any former workers, but it came up with psychiatric reports on them all.  That 
was pretty amazing.  The reports and reviews did not examine the impact that the unregulated dioxins from the 
rogue batch of 2,4,5-T would or could have had on the former APB workers.   

Subsequently, all former workers were encouraged to apply for workers’ compensation.  The official word is that 
only one claim has been accepted and another worker has been offered $5 000.  Other former workers advise me 
that their claims have been rejected.  To put this matter into perspective, the sensitivity of this Government to the 
former Agriculture Protection Board workers is lacking.  It has offered only to make available workers’ 
compensation.  Even if a claim were accepted, the maximum limit now available is $139 995.  Of course, the 
common law avenue is not available because the statute of limitations has been imposed.  In addition, the Gallop 
Government knows very well that anything paid under workers’ compensation will require individuals to repay 
all Centrelink payments received by them.  Despite all its rhetoric, the Government has ensured that all these 
workers, whose lives have been wrecked and who have been unable to work or financially or otherwise advance 
themselves, are left with nothing except their ill health and a certain premature death.  One could ask how the 
Government could morally do that, particularly the Minister for Agriculture, who said, in part, in response to 
question without notice 478 on 24 June 2004 - 
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It was fairly clear to us that any workers compensation claim made for occupational exposure that long 
ago was highly unlikely to be successful. 

I ask again: how could the Government put these people through the hoop again, knowing full well that they had 
little chance of success?  In my view that is a deliberate psychological harassment designed to get these 
unfortunate people to shut up.  In my view, which is shared by the herbicide-affected former Agriculture 
Protection Board workers who are still living, the material that has caused their health problems, which they 
were forced to use, was not the standard or normal 2,4,5-T herbicide that they had mostly used.  The description 
given of this batch of herbicide by the importers and others, and by laboratory analysis, is consistent with the 
description provided by the Ingraham report.  In other words, I believe that the former APB workers were 
affected by a rogue batch of 2,4,5-T, which was identified by the Ingraham report.  The former APB workers 
have always claimed that secrecy surrounded the arrival of the large quantity of old unmarked drums containing 
a substance that looked nothing like 2,4,5-T herbicide.  They then asked, but were denied answers, to the 
following questions: why does it look different?  Why were the drums unmarked, contrary to the regulations?  
What is it?  Why did it make them feel sick?  Why can an alternative not be used?  They then started dying.  
There were no answers for them then, and there are certainly no answers now. 

In a letter to the editor published in the Broome Advertiser on 7 October 2004, the Minister for Agriculture said 
that workers’ compensation was the only avenue available to the Government by which it could compensate the 
former APB workers.  Quite frankly, that is not correct, and the Government should know it.  Section 58B of the 
Financial Administration and Audit Act allows the Government to make act-of-grace or ex gratia payments.  
There is no doubt that the circumstances of the former APB workers clearly fit within the criteria for an act-of-
grace payment.  I call on the Government to cut out all the hype and disappointment and to immediately organise 
such payments to living former APB workers and to the families of deceased former APB workers.  In doing so, 
I ask that such payments be arranged in such a way as to recognise that the plight of the former APB workers 
goes far beyond workers’ compensation and that it could be said to be along the lines of criminal injuries 
compensation.   
 


