
Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL - Wednesday, 25 October 2006] 

 p7601b-7604a 
Hon Norman Moore; Hon Jon Ford 

 [1] 

WITTENOOM - GOVERNMENT SERVICES 
Statements 

HON NORMAN MOORE (Mining and Pastoral - Leader of the Opposition) [9.45 pm]:  I will take a few 
minutes of the house’s time tonight to talk about Wittenoom.  I am pleased that the Minister for Pilbara and 
Gascoyne is here, because I want to talk directly to him.  Members who know about Wittenoom will know that it 
is a town that has a very sad history based upon a blue asbestos mine and asbestos tailings that have led to a 
situation in which governments of all persuasions have sought to encourage people to leave the town, on the 
basis that it is potentially dangerous to live there.  Over the years, most of the townspeople have in fact left.  
There are currently approximately six residents who have indicated very clearly that they want to stay there.   

They are in most cases elderly and they want to see out the rest of their days in Wittenoom.  When the Court 
government confronted this matter, it took the view that if the residents wanted to stay there, they could, but that 
no-one from a government agency should be required to provide any services to the town or, indeed, ever visit 
the town.  In order to maintain the water supply, the Court government arranged for water bores to be installed 
and for the citizens to operate their own bores and provide their own water supply.  The government also 
provided for a resident to maintain the power station.  The idea was that these people would live out their days 
and eventually pass on, and no-one would be left in Wittenoom.  Indeed, I think that the aim from the 
government’s perspective would be to ensure that no-one buys any property in Wittenoom in the future.  We had 
the saga of the government closing the power station in Wittenoom and knocking it down.  It then told the 
residents that if they wanted power, they would have to supply their own generators.  The residents have done 
that to provide for their own electricity requirements.  No consideration was given by the government to 
compensation; it simply took away a basic, fundamental public service and said, “Bad luck; look after yourself.” 

I have now discovered that the government will do the same thing with Wittenoom’s water supply.  As I have 
said, the Court government entered into an arrangement with Wittenoom Residents Ltd to provide and look after 
the water supply for Wittenoom residents.  The government, through correspondence from the minister, has now 
made an approach to the Shire of Ashburton requesting that the shire deny Wittenoom residents access to the 
water supply.  The reason the government is doing that is that the Water Corporation is obliged to enter into a 
deed with Wittenoom Residents Ltd in order to enable residents to use the water.  The deed has not been entered 
into at this time, but there is a fundamental requirement for the Water Corporation to act in good faith and to sign 
the agreement if the residents want that to happen.  The government is now seeking that the local authority deny 
Wittenoom residents access to water bores, as it cannot get the Water Corporation to turn off the water because 
of the deed of arrangement.  The people cannot get there to make sure that they are provided with water, so, of 
course, they will simply have no water.  No power one day, no water the next.  I suggest to the minister that he 
build a big fence around the place, tell the residents that they cannot come in or out, and starve them to death!  
There are only six or eight of them; it would not take long.   

I am very angry about this matter  These folk have chosen of their own volition to stay in this place, even though 
it is dangerous, because it is their home.  That is where they live.  They bought their properties, they live there 
and they are not causing anybody any harm at all, to my knowledge.  The government can make absolutely 
certain that no-one will buy a property there in the future, and it can make absolutely certain that no-one will go 
there who does not already go there.  Why can it not leave the people of Wittenoom alone?  The snide, nasty 
letter that the minister wrote to the Shire of Ashburton offends me grossly, and it offends the people of 
Wittenoom.  It is a sneaky, underhanded means by which the minister is trying to get his own way.  He is saying, 
“Let’s get the shire to do it by denying them access to the water supply, even though they are entitled to it 
through their relationship with the Water Corporation.”   

I asked the minister a question yesterday and it sounded as though he did not know what I was talking about and 
had never heard of the letter he signed.  He is part of this strategy to force out those people in the most grossly 
offensive way I can think of.  He wants to cut off their water supply and their power.  As I suggested, if he 
cannot get rid of them after that, he will cut off their food supply or have them put down or something like that.  
I do not know what he is seeking to do.  The government set up the Wittenoom Steering Committee, under the 
chairmanship of the minister.  That committee inquired into the situation in Wittenoom and finished with a 
report that no-one can see, including me.  I have asked questions in the house.  I have asked for it to be tabled 
and I am told it is still before cabinet.  Yet it is being implemented, as we are told in this letter.  Part of the 
implementation involves cutting off the power and water.  No-one knew the water would be cut off when the 
rumours were going around about what would happen following the implementation of the steering committee’s 
report.  Now we have found out how the water will be cut off.  The government is also expecting the shire to do 
a range of other things, such as resume land to remove the township status of Wittenoom. 
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If 5 000 people were living in Wittenoom and they were ingesting asbestos fibres on a daily or hourly basis, then 
fine, the government should do these sorts of things; it should close the town and have the people removed.  
However, over the years the population has diminished to the point at which only half a dozen people are left.  
They are old folk and they do not want to leave.  The minister knows them personally.  He knows their 
circumstances.  He knows why they want to stay there.  They have been there for a very long period.  It is their 
home, and they want to live there for the rest of their days, which are not many.  The minister comes along with 
this ham-fisted approach, firstly to knock down their power station, and now to chop off their water supply.  
They will keep fighting the minister because they have certain rights, which he is ignoring.  What offends me 
most of all is the way the minister is going about it.  He gave the impression to me in the house that he really 
cares for these folk and he wants to look after their interests.  He says that it is a terrible state of affairs and a 
poor set of circumstances.  Of course it is.  However, only a small number of people are left.  They should be left 
alone.  The minister should let them finish their days there but at the same time make sure that no-one else 
moves there.  He can do that.  He can make sure that no-one else can buy a property there, and leave these 
people alone.  It is as simple as that.  Instead, he goes about it the way he has gone about it.  I am bitterly 
disappointed that a person who I thought might have had some sympathy for these folk is taking the course of 
action that he is taking. 

HON JON FORD (Mining and Pastoral - Minister for Local Government and Regional Development) 
[9.54 pm]:  I will cover a couple of issues.  One of the reasons we have not released the report is that people will 
read it and make assumptions that certain aspects of the report are government policy.  The trouble with that is 
that that is not the case. 
Hon Norman Moore:  What is the government’s policy?  

Hon JON FORD:  My task as chair of the Wittenoom Steering Committee is to expedite the closure of 
Wittenoom and look at ways to clean up or mitigate the risk from asbestos tailings.  We made the decision to not 
forcibly remove residents based on the information that was in front of us at the time.  I said to Hon Norman 
Moore the other day when I answered his question that we are in receipt of another report that presents a much 
different case.  It was presented to the Shire of Ashburton as a result of some work that we did.  It is an 
interesting study, because for the first time it identifies activity and risk in the specific areas that we have talked 
about.  It goes into the pastoral station, following a personal request by me to do that work.  One of the 
interesting things that has come out of this work is that when we start to deal with things such as de-gazettal, we 
must ask who is responsible.  Over a two-year period, I had people say many things to us, including that 
Wittenoom had already been de-gazetted, that it is the responsibility of the minister for lands, that it is the 
responsibility of the local government, and that de-gazetting the town will achieve all sorts of things that we 
want.  One of the primary things is to relieve the responsibilities which the Ashburton shire has under a number 
of acts but which certain policies prevent it from carrying out.  There were two questions in that letter, as I recall.  
One was access to the - 
Hon Norman Moore:  To the water board, to stop it getting access.   

Hon JON FORD:  The member is making assumptions. 

Hon Norman Moore:  This is your letter.   

Hon JON FORD:  The member is making assumptions about the motivation of that.  One of the things that we 
have to do is test what can and cannot be done under the current act.  As I said all along - it is no secret - 
eventually we plan to introduce into this house a bill on this issue, and we can have a nice debate about it when 
the government determines its final position on this matter.   

Hon Norman Moore:  Come on, there’ll be nobody left.  If you cut off their water and power, how can they stay 
there? 

Hon JON FORD:  We have not cut off their water.  The member is making the assumption - 

Hon Norman Moore:  You are about to try to do it, and you have said it.  That is your letter.  Are you denying 
that you wrote that letter?  

Hon JON FORD:  The member talked about the rights of those people.  Literally thousands of people go 
through that area.  The report that I have in front of me states - this is also my personal experience - that one of 
the reasons people are attracted to the town is the mere fact that there are people in the town.  What about the 
rights and exposure to the risk of disease of those people?  There are citizens who actively pursue taking people 
there. 

Hon Norman Moore:  Who?  Would you care to name them? 

Hon JON FORD:  No. 
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Hon Norman Moore:  Why not? 

Hon JON FORD:  The member knows who they are. 

Hon Norman Moore:  You tell us who they are. 

Hon JON FORD:  The member can look at the web site.  There are people who disseminate information and say 
that there are no risks to people there. 

Hon Norman Moore:  Surely you can deal with that, can’t you? 

Hon JON FORD:  We are looking at that.  I had a discussion with Meg Timewell in Paraburdoo.  I said to her 
that the government has no intention at this stage - we have this other report coming so I had to qualify it - to 
forcibly remove people.  She explained to me how her husband has a wish to live the rest of his days in 
Wittenoom, which I have some sympathy for.  It is a burden of governance.  Life and circumstance have 
certainly dealt those people a hard blow, but we have a responsibility to everyone else who goes to that place and 
we have a responsibility to try to clean up the mess - 

Hon Norman Moore:  Put the big fence up. 

Hon JON FORD:  It is not that easy.  The fibres are windblown and they are transferred by water and storm.  Of 
course, that depends on the sorts of fibres and what they are involved with; that is, whether they are tied up in 
foundation beds or rolled on the ground, whether they are coarse or fine fibres, and whether they have been 
stabilised by water.   

Many things must be considered.  As I have said, an interesting thing about this report is that it defines the risk to 
contemporary standards right through to the risk associated with walking, driving or living in an area. 

Hon Norman Moore:  Would you like to compare that with St Georges Terrace sometime?  The same applies 
just down the road in St Georges Terrace.  Will you stop people going there too? 

Hon JON FORD:  The member cannot compare St Georges Terrace with Wittenoom.  It is the most 
contaminated site in Western Australia, and probably in Australia.  We are trying to deal with this difficult issue 
and we are dealing with human beings.  The member is making assumptions.  The government does not have a 
position on the water supply yet, but we will come to that. 

Hon Norman Moore:  With respect, you have written to the council asking it to deny the residents access to the 
water supply. 

Hon JON FORD:  No, but we asked the council to deny residents access to the reserve that it is on. 

Hon Norman Moore:  The whole point of the exercise is to stop it being fixed if it needs to be fixed. 

Hon JON FORD:  I told the Leader of the Opposition earlier that consideration must be given to the safe supply 
of water.  The safety aspect formed part of the consideration in taking away the power supply.  We did not 
believe that the level of expertise needed to maintain the power supply existed in the town.  People had 
jerry-built power supplies, and there was evidence that buildings had caught on fire.  The treatment and 
maintenance of the large body of water is a heavy consideration.  Whether the residents are given access to the 
water, or whether something else is done, will be decided in due course. 

Hon Norman Moore:  Don’t try to give the impression you will work it out.  You have made a decision. 

Hon JON FORD:  We have not.  It does not matter what I say; I cannot convince the member. 
 


