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Standing Committee on Environment and Public Affairs — Twenty-first Report —  
“Shack Sites in Western Australia” 

Resumed from 14 April. 

Motion 

HON BRIAN ELLIS: I move — 

That the report be noted. 

In moving this motion, I thank the members and staff of the Standing Committee on Environment and Public 
Affairs for this comprehensive report that was undertaken by that committee and for the time they put in. What 
started out as a short, sharp inquiry turned out to be a much larger inquiry than we had expected. There are 11 
shack sites throughout the state. The committee’s terms of reference required the committee to inquire into and 
report on — 

(1) information and issues to help inform government in the development of policy and the 
regulation of shack sites on public land in Western Australia; and 

(2) any other relevant matter. 

During the inquiry the committee received 117 submissions and conducted hearings with representatives from 
the Wedge Island Protection Association, the Grey Conservation and Community Association, the Naval Base 
Holiday Parks Residents’ Association, the Department of Environment and Conservation, the Shire of 
Dandaragan, the City of Cockburn and the Lower Donnelly River Conservation Association. In addition, 
committee members personally visited the shack sites throughout the state. The committee found that there are 
shacks and there are shacks. As can be seen in the photographs in the report, the shacks range from what I would 
describe as almost luxurious to what most people would understand to be a shack. That is probably why the 
committee has found that a one-size-fits-all policy does not apply in this situation. There are varying degrees of 
shacks. The committee also found that there were 1 060 shacks at the 11 sites, and that they could be broken 
down into having various types of management. The shack sites managed by the Department of Environment 
and Conservation are located at Wedge Island and Grey, where there were 450 shack sites situated on unvested 
reserves, and D’Entrecasteaux National Park has 63 shacks, 43 of which are located at Donnelly River. These 
shack sites are situated on land vested in the Conservation Commission of Western Australia. There are 33 
shacks in the Dampier Archipelago that also are vested in the Conservation Commission. 

The squatter policy does not apply to reserves vested in the Conservation Commission of Western Australia. 
However, the other shack sites that are managed by and vested in local government have lease arrangements that 
predate the squatter policy. The shack sites that are managed under this set-up are Peaceful Bay, with 203 shacks 
under the responsibility of the Shire of Denmark; Naval Base, with 178 shacks under the City of Cockburn; at 
the blowholes in Carnarvon there are 42 shacks under the Shire of Carnarvon; Lucky Bay has 31 shacks under 
the responsibility of the Shire of Northampton; there is one shack at Israelite Bay under the responsibility of the 
Shire of Esperance; there are 40 professional rock lobster fisher shacks at Cliff Head under the Shire of Irwin; 
and at Coolimba there are 20 professional rock lobster shacks under the Shire of Carnamah. As I said, the 
original squatter policy was put in place and applied only to unvested reserves. The squatter policy was 
instigated in 1989 and has been endorsed by previous Labor and coalition governments, with 678 shacks being 
removed from Dongara to Wedge Island. There were 138 shacks removed from the Shire of Coorow, 240 shacks 
from the Shire of Carnamah, 130 shacks from the Shire of Irwin and 170 shacks from the Shire of Dandaragan, 
near Jurien Bay. The Shire of Dandaragan was the last local government in the central coast to formally adopt 
the squatter policy. With the exception of Wedge and Grey Islands, all shacks in that shire have been removed. 
The most recent removal of shacks was in 2001, when 170 shacks were removed from Jurien Bay, which I 
mentioned. This enabled the development of the popular Sandy Cape recreational park, which provides basic 
amenities for camping, caravan and day visitors. The removal of shacks on unvested reserves in Western 
Australia has largely been achieved, with the exception of shacks managed by the Department of Environment 
and Conservation. The committee also found that some shack sites have a long history of formal regulation, 
particularly shack sites vested in local governments, while at other sites, such as Wedge and Grey, there was no 
regulation. In the committee’s view, a significant principle in the shack site policy is that public land should be 
available for members of the public to access and use. In the committee’s view, an important principle is that 
public land should be managed for the public, not a select few. As indicated by its recommendations, the 
committee was of the view, as I said, that a one-size-fits-all policy was not appropriate, but equity was a major 
consideration.  

I would like to mention fisher shacks, which is a separate issue. The committee took no issue with the fisher 
shack policy as such, but felt it was time an audit was done on fisher shacks to establish which shacks are being 
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used by commercial fishermen and by others. Although the committee had no issue with the fisher shack policy, 
it recognises there has been quite a reduction in the number of commercial fishermen up and down the state’s 
coast, so it is probably an opportune time for the relevant minister to do an audit on those commercial fisher 
shacks and to review the policy. It was the committee’s view that, following the audit, those shacks which are 
not being used as expected under the fisher shack policy or which have been abandoned should be removed.  

I do not intend to speak about all the shack sites as members can read about those in the report, but I will make 
some comment on the Wedge and Grey Island sites, as members would know that these are probably the two 
most contentious sites. In so doing, I am pleased to note statements in the media by representatives of the Wedge 
and Grey communities that they felt as though they had a fair hearing from the committee and took no issue with 
the committee. They may not have appreciated some of the committee’s recommendations, but at least they felt 
they got a fair hearing.  

I have a couple of points to make about the Wedge and Grey sites. I advise members once again, so that they 
understand, that the squatter policy applies only to unvested reserves. The Wedge and Grey communities are 
located on an unvested reserve that is the responsibility of the Department of Environment and Conservation. 
The committee considered that where shack sites are vested in and managed by local government under a lease 
arrangement, local government should continue to manage the shack sites as it deems appropriate. 
Recommendation 8 reflects the unique circumstance applying to the blowholes at Carnarvon. But, as I said, 
shacks on unvested reserves are the responsibility of the Department of Environment and Conservation, and 
there is an expectation by communities in the Dandaragan shire that perhaps successive governments have not 
taken their responsibility under the squatter policy as seriously as has the Dandaragan shire. I have to say that the 
Dandaragan shire has been quite patient in its expectation that successive governments would apply the squatter 
policy, because, as I pointed out earlier, it has instigated the removal of shacks under its control on unvested 
reserves. Coming back to equity, those people who have had their shacks removed have been putting pressure on 
the Dandaragan shire, and, understandably, the communities in Jurien Bay and Cervantes are wondering about 
the equity position when shacks at Wedge and Grey are still in place and they cannot access those sites.  

The other issue that has brought to a head the situation with the Wedge and Grey sites is the opening of Indian 
Ocean Drive. After its opening, the traffic count increased to something like 4 500 vehicles each way a day. An 
issue has been reported back to me, particularly from the Dandaragan shire, that because access to these sites is a 
lot easier than it used to be—in some cases it is only a couple of kilometres’ drive—people are pulling off the 
road and expecting to be able to camp at these sites, which is creating issues for the management of those sites. 
The Dandaragan shire does not remove rubbish, nor does it have any management protocols or principles in 
place because it is the Department of Environment and Conservation’s responsibility. These two sites are highly 
significant tourism sites. I can understand why people want to go to these sites and why shack owners would like 
to stay there and why they enjoy the sites of Wedge and Grey. However, the problem from the point of view of 
access from the new Indian Ocean Drive is that more and more people are putting pressure on these sites, hence 
the recommendation of the committee. The committee found that some shacks are permanently occupied. That 
was never intended, but I personally blame successive governments for allowing that to happen. That is why the 
committee found that the removal of those shacks and relocating those “permanents” is partly the responsibility 
of government because successive governments allowed that to happen. The committee also found that the 
government should assist in any relocation of those permanents because it is partly the fault of governments for 
allowing those people to stay there.  

The Dandaragan shire has been patient. It has in place a Wedge and Grey plan that the committee found would 
be a suitable plan for those sites. It consists of low impact accommodation and camping sites such as they have 
at Sandy Cape. That would cater for these people who have easier access to those sites. The expectation of being 
able to stay at these sites would be catered for under a similar plan. The committee agreed with the Wedge and 
Grey master plan concept.  

In conclusion, as stated in the terms of reference the committee’s aim was to assist government in determining 
the shack site policy. I am encouraged by the government’s response to the committee’s report in accepting all 
the recommendations of the report, even though there is one qualification in relation to Wedge and Grey. I hope 
that when the final decision is made on the future of the Wedge and Grey sites, the government takes into 
account the recommendations of the committee so that all Western Australians have access to these sites and not 
just a privileged few. I commend the report to the house.  

Hon HELEN MORTON: As has been indicated, the Standing Committee on Environment and Public Affairs 
tabled its twenty-first report entitled “Shack Sites in Western Australia” on 14 April 2011. I note the committee 
made 52 findings and eight recommendations following a thorough assessment of all issues surrounding shacks 
in Western Australia. The committee considered 117 submissions from a broad range of interested parties 
including shack owners, local government authorities, fishing industry representatives, planning, tourism, 
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heritage, and Aboriginal organisations and government agencies. The committee conducted hearings and took 
further evidence from individuals representing many of these organisations. The committee found that a one-
size-fits-all policy, as Hon Brian Ellis said, is not appropriate and that decisions regarding a particular shack site 
should reflect the circumstances relevant to that site.  

On 30 August 2011 the Minister for Environment tabled the government’s response to the standing committee’s 
report on shack sites in Western Australia. The government has accepted seven of the standing committee’s eight 
recommendations. The government recognises that there are a number of shack sites throughout the state in 
different circumstances and with different histories. The Department of Environment and Conservation and local 
governments manage more than 1 000 shacks at 11 sites in Western Australia. These include key sites managed 
by DEC at Wedge and Grey and D’Entrecasteaux National Park, and Peaceful Bay, which is managed by the 
Shire of Denmark. In line with the standing committee’s report, the government will review its policy on 
professional fisher shacks and consult with the Shire of Carnarvon over the blowhole shack site.  

In relation to the huts at D’Entrecasteaux National Park, the government will work with the Lower Donnelly 
River Conservation Association with the aim of retaining the huts for use by the public and members of the 
association. The committee’s recommendation on the shacks at Wedge and Grey has been accepted, with 
qualification. The government has extended the current shack leases at Wedge and Grey until 30 June 2012 
while thorough consideration is given to the options for public, low impact, nature-based visitor facilities and 
accommodation in these areas. As part of this, the government will continue to consult with the Wedge Island 
Protection Association and the Grey Conservation and Community Association to examine the suitability and 
possible incorporation of upgraded shacks as a component of any future public facilities and accommodation. 
This requires an examination of the planning, environmental, safety, health and building requirements for the 
sites, and an assessment of the current standard of the shacks. Any abandoned or newly erected shacks will be 
removed.  

The government thanks members and staff of the Standing Committee on Environment and Public Affairs for the 
time and effort they have put into preparing a very comprehensive report.  

Hon LYNN MacLAREN: I would like to speak to this report as a member of the committee that has lived with 
this for some months. As Hon Brian Ellis mentioned in his summary remarks, this petition was tabled way back 
in November 2009. It took us a long time to get to this very substantial report. That is because we decided that 
we would be contributing to the government’s decision making around how to deal with these shacks. Members 
will note that in the appendix we have provided a long list of all the people who gave submissions. It was a 
substantial list of individuals who had interests in shacks, including the departments that might have something 
to do with them. This was a very comprehensive inquiry on the part of our committee. I am proud of the report 
we have provided to the government, through this chamber, for consideration. What I found really fascinating 
about shacks is that this 1989 policy has really not changed. It has been reviewed over the years and been upheld 
at each review. The squatter shack policy, which called for the removal of these illegal shacks way back in 1989, 
actually gave them a fairly generous grace period of six years to move on. In 2011, we still have not managed to 
implement the shacks policy. That is why we took some care at looking at why not, what is the issue here and 
what are the challenges.  

In my view one of the issues that arose was that the policy is a sound policy that should be implemented. I 
question whether there were any avenues to pursue to look at penalties for the neglect of government to not act 
on that policy. Why did the government choose to not act on that policy? As Hon Brian Ellis highlighted, 
inequities resulted over the years because some people thought, “That’s the law; let’s move from our shacks”, 
and other people just hung on until this point in time, and will continue to hang on, particularly at Wedge and 
Grey. As the Minister for Mental Health has told us, the government has given them extra time. There has been 
inequity in how this policy has been implemented. Coming from the perspective that I bring to the Parliament as 
a Greens member, I looked at the environmental impact and the risk associated with these people living on the 
coast at a time when there will be sea level rise and sea level impacts. The coastal vulnerability in these areas is 
one of the factors that should have been given more consideration. Those people need to be protected as a public 
safety measure. That is part of the reason we should pull back from the coast. If we permit people to live on the 
coast, we need to provide basic services. The reason why we have a planning system and why we locate our 
towns and cities in the places they are located is that we can provide people with the basic services of sewerage, 
clean water and electricity, and access, if they need it, to those areas. These shack sites do not exist in that way. 
In fact, the government planning policy titled “Professional Fisher Shack Tenure along the Central Coast of 
Western Australia” states — 

A professional fisher shack site that will be subject to a transitional lease, will comprise an area 
occupied by a maximum of three shacks, together with sheds and storage area associated with the 
fishing operation. All structures and the storage area must be in close proximity. 
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It makes sense to me that fishermen who need access to the ocean have shack sites. But clearly the shack sites 
that we are talking about here are very rarely used by fishermen. One of the recommendations that the committee 
made was that the Department of Fisheries look at these sites to see which ones are currently being used by 
fishers, and then that we try to preserve that, to make sure that fishers can still have access to these shack sites, 
because that is why they are there.  

The other issue that Hon Brian Ellis has raised is public access to the coast. We felt that in some places, shack 
sites could provide an opportunity for the public to access the coast. That could perhaps be done by managing 
them in such a way that they become town sites. But, by and large, we believe that most of these shack sites 
should be removed. There are 1 060 shacks in 11 shack sites throughout Western Australia. When we first 
looked into this, it was surprising, I think to all of us, to find that so many shacks had survived over this time 
period of trying to implement a shack sites policy. I commend the good work of our research officer, Suzanne 
Veletta, who provided quite a bit of documentary evidence of shack sites, as well as her expertise in putting 
together a massive amount of information from all the submissions that we had received. We surveyed those 
submissions and found out where those sites existed, and then we invited people to come and talk to us. What we 
learnt is that there is no one-size-fits-all approach. That is because all these sites are different. Some of these 
sites are managed and some are not managed. In my own electorate of South Metropolitan, we have the Naval 
Base shacks. These shacks are really city shacks. The metropolitan area surrounds them. So we asked, “How are 
we going to deal with this?” In fact, over the course of the inquiry, several things happened. One thing is that 
Indian Ocean Drive was opened, and that caused extra pressure on Wedge and Grey. The other thing is that the 
City of Cockburn finally said that it would look at its shack sites policy and decide what it is going to do with the 
Naval Base shacks . The City of Cockburn used the inquiry as an opportunity to review that. This has become a 
very hot political issue in the City of Cockburn, and it will continue to be, until the city decides how it is going to 
adequately manage those shacks and which ones it is going to remove. 

I have a particular love of the lifestyle in Western Australia. There is a tradition in Western Australia of 
holidaying by the coast that I value strongly. I love the fact that Western Australians like to get out to the coast 
and live rough and enjoy themselves and have fun in these shacks. Many people wrote to us of their experiences 
throughout their childhood, in spending time with their grandparents in these shack sites, and then, when they 
were grown up, in just having time to enjoy the wild environment. That is a very important value that we need to 
acknowledge. There did not seem to be any opportunity to do that in the squatter policy. How do we actually 
measure the heritage value and the cultural value of these places? The National Trust and the Heritage Council 
both gave us submissions that went some way towards trying to articulate the social values of these shack sites. I 
would encourage the government, in its implementation of our recommendations, to review those assessments 
from the Heritage Council and the National Trust to determine whether there is some way that we can preserve 
some of the cultural history in those areas, particularly Wedge and Grey. The National Trust was very strongly 
of the opinion that there were heritage values that should be considered in any future use of those sites.  

At this point, I want to quote from the Wedge and Grey submission. This is from Peter Marr, who is one of my 
constituents, and who came in to see me after the report was tabled. Peter said in his submission that they 
believed that we were careful in listening to everyone and trying to come to a way forward in this matter. He said 
also — 

We do not wish to put our head in the sand and hope that everybody leaves us alone, we accept that we 
have a responsibility to upgrade our shacks to required standards, we accept that affordable 
accommodation should be provided and available for the general public. We hold true to the point that 
the Wedge environment should be protected and nurtured. 

However, we also believe that we have a well established social heritage with a strong community and 
sense of place and it can be retained and co-exist with any future development. 

I think members will find that, in our recommendations, we tried to take that into account, acknowledging, too, 
all the differences that exist throughout the various submissions that were made to us. 

As Western Australia’s population grows, the pressures along the coast are going to increase. We do need to 
manage these areas. Wedge and Grey are a prime example of that, with the opening of Indian Ocean Drive and 
more visitors going there to enjoy those areas. We looked at the need for low-cost tourism accommodation in 
coastal areas. Members will find from the report that we went some way towards exploring those ideas. Perhaps 
the government might find some way to re-use some of these shacks for holiday accommodation. I personally 
think that if we are to have quality ecotourism in Western Australia, this is one of the opportunities that the shack 
sites present. We need to ensure that we can provide low impact, affordable family accommodation if we are to 
honour some of the cultural values that can be found in the shack sites. There are also Aboriginal heritage sites 
that are located on or in close proximity to Wedge, and there may be Aboriginal heritage sites located on or in 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL — Wednesday, 28 September 2011] 

 p7857b-7861a 
Hon Brian Ellis; Hon Helen Morton; Hon Lynn MacLaren 

 [5] 

close proximity to other shack sites. That should be an important consideration when we are looking at whether 
we are going to remove or retain some of these shack sites.  

Many people are very attached to these sites. Mr Chairman (Hon Matt Benson-Lidholm), I wish you could have 
seen the passion and the deep attachment to place that particularly the Donnelly River community has. My heart 
went out to them. They are farmers. They can access the Donnelly River site only by boat, and they have to go 
well out of their way. They have created another sense of community there, a holiday community, and they saw 
that this inquiry might threaten that sense of place and that enjoyment that they have in getting off their farms 
and going to the coast. I hope that this report is seen by them to be positive step forward. Hon Donna Faragher 
went to Donnelly River and visited that shack site, and I know that the people there were most appreciative of 
the efforts that she put in as the minister at the time to learn about what they would potentially be losing. We did 
not want these people to feel that this is some one-size-fits-all approach. We need to ensure that building and 
safety regulations are met in these managed places. That particular shack site is quite remote, so it does not 
suffer the same pressures — 

Hon Donna Faragher: It is a different circumstance entirely. 

Hon LYNN MacLAREN: Exactly. It is the other extreme of potentially Wedge and Grey. So I would hope that 
the people from Donnelly River who came and talked to us will respect the decision that we have made and the 
recommendations of the committee.  

Progress reported and leave granted to sit again, pursuant to temporary orders. 

Sitting suspended from 6.00 to 7.30 pm 
 


