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MINE SAFETY 

Statement 
HON JON FORD (Mining and Pastoral) [10.10 pm]: The Leader of the House made some comments in 
response to Hon Robin Chapple, and asked whether I wanted the Perseverance nickel mine closed. After there 
had been a number of fatalities and serious incidents at the Yandi operation the minister, shortly after coming 
into his portfolio, took the extraordinary position—which I supported and most of the people I spoke to 
supported—of changing the way in which things are investigated. The normal practice was that if there was an 
incident or a death, the investigation took place shortly after the area had been made safe and operations 
continued to allow the company to keep running. The minister changed that so that the mine would have to stop 
operating until it could demonstrate to the inspectorate that it was safe to continue operations. 

I would like to know what is different about the Perseverance mine. At this operation in 2010, someone managed 
to drive a bogger over an 18-metre hole in the ground. They all knew it was there because it was an active stope. 
Anyone who has been involved in mining will know that that is the main game; that is the coalface—or in this 
case, the nickel face. The bollards and barriers were opened up, and they were all supposed to be operating under 
an engineered three-barrier rule. I was advised by BHP that one single barrier had been removed, creating 
another barrier, and this guy somehow went over the edge. 

Today, in answer to a question about how many inspectors had been out to this operation, the minister said that 
since January last year there had been about 26 visits. That is about one a fortnight. I find it extraordinary that 
with such close supervision—there would not be many mines in Western Australia that get a visit from a mine 
inspector every 14 days—somebody could still be killed in a normal, day-to-day operation where all the risks are 
known. If there had been an unforeseen subterranean collapse because of the way the seismics had been done in 
an old mine shaft that nobody had plotted and that had fallen down, it would be a different matter; it is very hard 
to mitigate against that. This is a classic, everyday operation. I put that question to representatives of BHP 
Billiton yesterday, and they could not answer me. In fact, they agreed with me. The head safety guy, Mark 
Filtness, agreed with me and for the life of him—without looking at the investigation because he is at a different 
mining operation—he could not see how that could happen. It will be interesting to see the results of the 
investigation. This mine has had 26 inspections since January last year. It is all very well for the Minister for 
Mines and Petroleum to get up and whinge about people sniping, and have a go at people raising complaints and 
talking about more of the same. I am interested in the minister’s understanding of risk-based analysis. I can tell 
members that everybody in the industry is afraid that the message they are getting from the Department of Mines 
and Petroleum is that it will be more of the same. That is what they are saying to me. It is interesting that they 
are all saying the same thing. I had a meeting with AMEC yesterday. I have met with BHP Billiton, the Chamber 
of Minerals and Energy of Western Australia, and lots of mining contractors, majors and juniors, and they are all 
saying the same thing. Interestingly enough, so are the employee representative groups. They are all saying the 
same thing. I have had one meeting with the reference group.  

The thing about going to risk-based analysis—I have been trying to get answers to these questions—is that we 
have to have a transitional period because with the skill set that we have in the inspectorate at the moment is not 
even within cooee of what is going to be required to put together a safety case regime and a risk-based analysis 
regime, because we need people of calibre and experience who can sit down with a mining company, talk to 
engineers in their own language, understand the risks, listen to the proposition put to them by the mining 
operator and then agree that that they have identified not only all the risks but all the mitigation and in fact that 
they have the capacity to mitigate for those risks, and have that level of confidence and then go in there and audit 
against the agreed safety measurement. The great thing about risk-based analysis is that the safety system can be 
tailor-made to individual operations, but we need to have that level of experience. The main reason that members 
on this side of the house supported the cost recovery position was because we need that level of expertise. 
Everybody in the industry whom I have spoken to are saying that their greatest fear is that they will get more of 
the same and more inspectors will go out and tick their boxes. The proof of the pudding is that a mine in Western 
Australia can have 26 mine inspections and yet in a simple, everyday operation a man goes to his death. It was 
lucky that nobody else was killed because the force was so great when he hit the bottom that he went through 
into the next tunnel.  

Hon Michael Mischin: How did it happen? If everyone knew it was there, how come the miners did not?  

Hon JON FORD: That is the question. This is 2010. The minister talked about how deaths have been declining. 
I just toured nuclear facilities in France, which are much, much more hazardous than other mines, and they have 
engineered out all the human risks. In fact, they can only start an operation and close an operation, because it is 
so dangerous they cannot afford to have human intervention. There is always a cost to engineering solutions. 
This is probably the oldest of all the resource games. I have worked in the mining industry, and in more recent 
times in the oil and gas system, and I have worked in aviation. I can tell members that the most hazardous 
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operation in oil and gas is to get in a helicopter and fly out to the rig. In all the risk analysis profiles that are 
done, once the flight is over 30 minutes it the highest risk activity, yet it is done time and again every hour in this 
state and nobody dies. They have had a few accidents over the years but nothing like the rate in mines. The 
potential for accidents that exists in this industry is way above what we have in mines. The minister was right. 
Mining is not a particularly dangerous game. We can engineer out all those safety issues, and that is where we 
need to get to. 

A year ago we identified and agreed that we needed something like 37 more inspectors, and we have been told 
that we have to wait for the money. Meanwhile, the Premier is jumping up and down talking about how he needs 
to draw more royalties for the state. What is that going to pay for? I will bet it is not going to pay for the safety 
inspectors, because we expect the resource sector to pay for that. In the meantime, a guy was killed in a very, 
very preventable accident on one of the most inspected mine sites in Western Australia. Therefore, the 
government cannot just sit there and say that it is going to fix it, because we currently have a mine that is 
obviously dangerous. The proof is in the pudding; that mine is killing people. Why it is still operating at this 
moment is beyond me. The minister is right. I want the place closed down until he can come into this place and 
tell us that that problem has been solved, because bogger operations like that go on every single moment of the 
day. There will be operations going on right now as I speak. They go on 24 hours a day, seven days a week. 
There are lots of other mines in Western Australia where this is not happening. Therefore, we have to stop it, and 
we have to accept responsibility now. 

House adjourned at 10.21 pm 
__________ 

 
 


