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nvfTRODUCTION 

The following report is the result of two days of surveys coiMiucted in the towns of Yarloop and 
Harvey on Sunday and Monday, 16th and 17th April, 2005. 

The interviews were in preparation for a planned Community Participatory Planning Workshop to 
be held on the 21 st and 22nd May, this year. These workshofK have been standard for the 
Department of Local Government and Regional DeveloiMnent for a long time, aiming to assist 
rural ̂ nd regional comnjynities identify and undertake projects of benefit to the whole 
community During the duratkm of the last Miree gov^HnepiSiira^lMmc^!^^^ 
have benefited from these activities. 

The purpose of the interviews was twofold 

1. To identify wiio were the locai people who would have the greatest impact upon forming local 
opinions, and spreading news of curaent events througho||t die qommunity. It was felt that 
enrolling these peo|̂ e iolo sedng ttejXJSitiveadyante^flfl^ could acorns the community as a 
result of the wwkshop would be an impwtant (^rminant of its ov»aII People 
interviewed were asked for the names and contact details of others yfhQ tb^ thou^t would be 
influential in their community, and \wre also asked if tey would use fteir personal networks to 
spread the news of the forthcoming workshop. Whilst some people expressed concerns at "yet 
another Yarloop Workshop", they all agreed to do so and felt, after hraring what was proposed 
that this workshop was of a different land. 

2. The second purpose of each interview to give roe, the researcher and workshop facilitator, 
some idea of the local interests, concerns and ideas of the Iqsc^ community that could be 
addressed during the course of the workshop. Ignorance issues could derail the 
workshop if I was unaware of them, and could seriously redi^ite value for tire local people. 1 
also questioned individuals about possible factors that could impair tire workshop and jwevent it 
achieving its full potential. In this way I hoped that any possible problems could be ictentified in 
advance and appropriate strategies teken in tte planning stage to deal with all contingencies. 

THE INTERVIEWS 

Two days of interviews were conducted It was feh that the kind of people tlmt would be 
accessible on the weekend may not be available during tiie week, v^'lst otters, available during 
a week day would not be available on the weekend. This proved to be true. Over the period 
some 39 people were interviewed usually as single people, but in a number of cases, a husband 
and wife were interviewed together. In these cases care was taken to recwd indep«identJy the 
statements of the wife and the husband and they were asked the same questions. 

The initial interviews were conducted by local community and civic leaders identified by the 
Community Alliance for Positive Solutions (CAPS) Inc. I was impressed by the fact that they 
seemed to have identified a wide cross secticwi of local cwnmunity (q>imon, iiwiiKiing many 
people who disagreed with CAPS as an organisation and criticised them <m oecasitms with past 
disagreements. In each case the CAPS person who identified fte people in tiie c<Hnmunity did 
not acccmipany me to tiie interview and was there only to assist me find my way aroimd the 
community. All interviews were conducted in the respondent's home, in order to make tem at 
ease. ^ 



It was imponant that there was the widest possible cross section of interviewees in the survey, so 
as to ensure that results were representative of the whole community. With 39 interviews 
conducted, this represents about 5% of the population and a higher percentage of the adult 
population of the region and the results are therefore statistically significant. 

In the interviews, although most of the people were from Yarloop. there was a small number ol' 
people from Harvey, Cookemup, Waroona and Hamel who were also interviewed. To permit the 
results of the survey to be circulated to participants, once the report was available, i also collected 
people's mailing addresses. The high proportion of Harvey respondents is in part due to the fact 
that a number of Yarloop people have a mailing address at the Harvey Post Office rather than 
maintaining a Yarloop postal address. 

TABLE 1: 

Mailing Address of Respondents 

Yarloop 25 64.10% I 
Waroona 2 5.13% ; 
Harvey 10 25.64% : 
Cookernup 2 5.13% 

Total 39 100.00% 

Each person was asked an identical set of questions 

1. Their name and contact details, including mailing address, phone number, and where possible 
email address. 1 was amazed at how few of the respondents had an email address (3 of 39 
people), when compared to the people of Perth (where the vast majority of people now have an 
email contact). 

2. Their length of residence and the nature of their contact within the Yarloop Community. This 
question allowed me to gather information on the length of stay of the resident in the community, 
their current employment (if any) and their community activities. Although date of birth was not 
coUected, the majority of the people would have been adults well into their thirties or older. 
Clearly it was felt that younger people have less impact in forming public opinion in the Yarioop 
community. 

* 

3. What outcomes could be achieved from the workshop would make it worthwhile your 
attendance'' Normally when I ask this question in rural and regional communities it solicits a 
large number of potential community projects. In the case of these interviews, however, the 
results were surprisingly different. 

4. What problems, issues, or roadblocks can you identify which an outsider like me (the 
interviewer/facilitator) must avoid in order to ensure the success of the workshop? This question 
aimed to harvest locai knowledge about past community workshops that failed or succeeded and 
to identify' some of the reasons why. 

5. From your experience of the Yarloop community what times and days of the week would suit 
best in conducting such a workshop, both for you personally, and from what you understand to be 
the nature of the wider Yarloop community? As a date and time for the workshop had not yet 



been set, it was hoped that this would assist in setting a time and day that would maximise 
attendance and participation. 

6. Which other people in this community should I interview, and would you be prepared to 
spread the word? In this way 1 hoped that I could capitalise on the individual's own personal 
community based network in order to spread the word of the workshop. 1 also hoped that they 
could refer me to other people who they felt were influential in setting local community opinions, 
or had large community networks of their own. 

7 Are there any questions you would like to ask me? This was to clarify any possible 
misconceptions about the nature of te community workshop and what they could expect of the 
results. 

In every case 1 emphasised that the results of the interviews would be kept confidential and their 
identity would be protected, and that their names and addresses would not be circulated. This 
was because a number of the people were in fact A L C O A employees, and they were concerned 
that their criticism of the company's impacts upon and dealings with the local community should 
not be available to A L C O A . A number of them stated the company had taken reprisals at others 
who had criticised it in the past and they were afraid of what could happen to their continued 
employment with the company, given the nature of their criticism. 

Care was taken to ensure that a representative sample of the community was interviewed. 

TABLE 2; 

Gender of Respondents 

Male 23 58.97% 
Female 16 41.03% 

Total 39 100.00% 

Slightly more men than women were interviewed in the sample. This reflected the gender bias in 
the community as a whole and tiie fact that a number of the men interviewed had in fact 
relationships that had not siuvived. in part because of their residence in Yarloop. 1 was surprised 
to find that residence in the commimity was in fact cited as a reason for the breakdown in a 
number of marriages. This happened particularly when the husband was from Yarloop and the 
wife from another community, or when the husband was in a situation for employment or 
financial reasons unable to leave the town. 

I am aware that the once demographically unified Yarloop community has become quite divided 
in recent years between older, more established "Yarloopians" and newer residents, often living 
in rental accommodation. Care was taken to ensure both old and newer residents were included 
m the interviews, as the following table indicates. 

There was one problem in this that may bias the results against new residents somewhat. It was 
repeatedly stated that new residents do not generally involve themselves in community affairs, or 
join community organisations. It was also stated, that as they are housed in rental 
accommodation, their length of stay in the community is very often quite short, and they tend to 
be a lot more transient than the people who were home-owners, or who had local investments of 



other kinds in the community. As some have suggested that half of the population may be new 
residents, this would indicate, on the basis of the survey interviews, that they were seriously 
under represented. 

TABLE 3: 

Length of time in camcmniti 

Noof Yrs No of people % 
0-5 yrs 4 10.26% 
5-15 yrs 10 25.64% 
15-35 yrs 3 7.69% 
35 + yrs 11 28.21% 
Born in Yarloop 5 12.82% 
Bom in Harvey 5 12.82% 
Born in Waroona 1 2,56% 

Total 39 100.00% 

This bias may mean that some of the ideas expressed we're those of long-term rather than shon-
term residents. Nevertheless, because one purpose of the interviews was to gain access to local 
networks and members of community organisations (in which new residents are also under 
represented) this was considered not to be a problem for the purpose of the interviews. 

Also from the surveys, it was possible to identify a person's employment history. Like many 
rural and regional towns, it would appear that Yarloop has in the recent past exponed its 
unemployed members to larger regional and urban centres (Perth, Mandurah and Bunbury), as 
not one person interviewed identified themselves as unemployed. Equally, although a number of 
people did identify they were living in a blended family situation, there was not one single 
custodial parent amongst the sample group. There were, however, a number of recently divorced 
or separated men (as mentioned above). I suspect that i f the interviews had been conducted 
amongst the group of newer residents there would have been a significant difference in this result 

TABLE 4: 

Employment Mate Female 

NILF 12 
Pensioner 

Retired 4 1 
Sickness 4 1 

Employed 15 2 

Total 23 16 

NILF 0.00% 75.00% 
Pensioner 34.78% 12.50% 

Retired 17 39% 6.25% 
Sickness 17.39% 6.25% 

Employed 65.22% 12.50% 

Total 100.00% 100.00% 



(Note: NILF refers to people Not in the Labour Force. This usually refers to housewives who are 
engaged in home or other unpaid carer duties). 

When considered in total, the figures show a very high dependency ratio (i.e. a low number of 
people in paid employment when compared to a larger number of people in unpaid employment, 
on pensions or home duties. 

TABLE 5: 

Category Total % 

NILF 12 30.77% 
Pensioner 10 25.64% 

Retired 5 12.82% 
Sickness 5 12.82% 

Employed 17 43.59% 

Total 39 100.00% ! 

Over 25% of the population interviewed was in receipt of some kind of pension or benefit. This 
suggests that the number of people living on welfare (when one takes into account the high 
welfare dependency of the people living in rental accommodation) would be much higher than 
the Australian average. 

The fact that the people in the NILF (Not otherwise engaged in the labour force) also suggests 
that employment patterns in Yarloop are also very conservative and traditional - with the male 
being the breadwinner and income earner, and the wife being engaged in home duties. 

THE RESULTS OF THE INTERVIEWS 

The interviews did yield sufficient information to assist in the planmng and organisation of the 
proposed workshop. The most intriguing result of the interviews, however, was twofold. 

1 A number of the informants expressed the opinion that they had never been consulted before in 
such a manner, nor their opinions sought individually about the future of their community. They 
stated that there ad been a large number of commimity workshops held in Yarloop over the years, 
but they stated that they were a little concerned about such affairs because: 

(a) Often they felt a little inarticulate by comparison to the more vocal people in the community. 
A very large number of those interviewed were of Italian extraction for whom English was a 
second language. 

(b) They felt intimidated by the act that things they said in the group could be reported back to 
A L C O A , their employer, and that they may suffer reprisals at work. This was repeated a number 
of times by different people, and so is a factor that must be taken into account in planning the 
workshops. 

(c) A number of people also expressed the view that many (if not most) past community 
workshops had been planned or stage managed by consultants employed by or approved by 
A L C O A , and they felt that the results reflected the degree of com{»ny involvement, rather than 
the genuine concerns of the people of the commimity. 



These findings were surprising as there was no question included in the survey asking people to 
identify anything about their relationships with A L C O A . These responses did frequently occur in 
answer to the question about roadblocks, problems and issues that they could identify (Question 4 
above). 

2. The second intriguing result concerned the health effects identified in the community, resulting 
from the pollution resulting from ALCOAs recent installation of a liquor burner and calcination 
plant. A number of people stressed that for nearly 20 years A L C O A had been a good neighbour, 
but that this had changed over the last 8 or 9 years. This was a major concern for every person 
spoken to. Never before have I had a 100% of a community raise any single issue, especially one 
which was not solicited in my questioning of the respondents. 

In fairness to A L C O A , some mentioned the amount of turnover in senor staff, which prevented 
the organisation having an adequate collective memory from these issues. Nevertheless, many 
people stressed that they had felt they had been "fobbed o f f in their concerns by the company, by 
the government and by doctors either employed by or selected by A L C O A or by workers' 
compensation bodies. There was also a rep»eated desire to know what chemicals the community 
was being exposed to and in what doses, as it was felt tl^t few medical practitioners had 
sufficient knowledge of the situation in Yarloop to make an accurate diagnosis. It was lelt too, 
that the community was being kept in the dark as regards important surveys that had been 
conducted in the past. Consistently people complained about the lack of accountability and 
transparency in access to information in matters affecting their health. 

Never before in running community based participatory strategic planning workshops have I 
experienced such a result from the interviews. It would seem an almost universal state of affairs 
that the major initiative the community of Yarloop wants for its future is to return conditions to 
the way things were 20 years ago. Unfortunately, as some suggested, it was too late for this to be 
realistic. Nevertheless, the rebuilding of a sense of community may be possible. 

Rather than analyse the health concern results of the 39 people interviewed I attach them as an 
appendix, so the people can speak for themselves. 1 suspect that any work done in Yarloop that 
does not address these health issues, wil l be merely cosmetic and result in a serious waste of 
government, private and community resources. Action needs to be taken now by government and 
other interested parties in order to avoid an "Erin Brokovich" situation, or another 
Wittenoom/asbestos situation in future years. 



APPENDIX: UNSOLICITED HEALTH CONCERNS EXPRESSED IN INTERVIEWS 

Responses of interviews 

1 Feelsirapped in Yarloop. Specialist has told him he should move, but cannot as all of his 
assetis are in the business. Believes Yarloop is going to die as a result of ALCOA. Every 
time he leaves the community his health problems disappear. Now has no access to credit 
to expand or develop business, because of Yarloops reputation 

2 Believes ALCOA could have solved the problems of Yarloop through investment of $4-5 
million, 8-9 years ago. Believes that there is minerals under the town of Yarloop worth a 
fortune to ALCOA, but they won't tell the community as he believes they have a separate 
agenda. Town has potential as Timber Heritage Precinct 

3 Left Yarloop for health reasons. But believes it is too late for Yarloop, you will never get 
the sense of community, friendship and trust again. It was, but Is no longer, a safe 
community. Suffered sore nose and sore throat even though he was a non-smoker. 
Problems of getting bank loans to buy in Yarloop. Feels angry 

4 Had skin rashes, respiratory problems, asthma sprats and chemicat sensitivity, but despite 
doctors, tests and treatment, she was told it was all stress related, not ALCOA's pollution, 
although problems cleared up after they left Yarloop 

5 Despite having lost the job of serving Yarloop with fresh fmit and veg, ALCOA has never 
offered any compensation. Believes that Yarkxjp is declining community 

6 Previously provided fruit and veges for 2 service stations, 2 general stores, hotel, 
restaurant, hospital, school & boarding house, to mill and bowling club - all gone 

7 Suffers pernicious anaemia. When the smoke plume from ALCOA gets going, he is laid up 
with asthma for 2-3 days. Don't know where to go next. Doctors in Perth considered the 
sick cases were either psychosomatic, or just greedy to get compensation from ALCOA. 
Sense of community has been destroyed when ALCOA started moving people into their 
rentals, as rural contact then stopped 

8 Tired of being an invalid care-giver 
9 Hoping to sell up and move out, despite long tradition of family in community. When NE 

wind blows, family memt)ers suffer headaches, has trouble with breathing, suffer 
nosebleeds and have a metallic taste in the mouth. Son suffers from immune system 
overload and chronic fatigue 

10 Very concerned about the health of her son. Has noticed she too gets headaches when 
the wind blows from the North East, but spends most of the time indoors, so not as affected 
as her son or husband, who collapsed in the Dairy on one occasion from breathing 
difficulties. 

11 Has been very concerned about the health and social effects upon the community since the 
liquor burner was installed at ALCOA. 

12 Would like compensation for the illness he suffers that Alcoa has caused. After 14 years 
with the company he has contracted multiple chemical sensitivity and chemically induced 
asthma. Despite a number of doctors saying it was caused through his work with ALCOA, 
he has been unable to get compensation through work cover. Has been unable to get 
even sick leave from the company, as he can no longer work for them. 

13 Diagnosed with renal failure and diabetes. Has suffered 4 miscarriages. Her illness has 
been blamed as the cause of her husband's medical difficulties. Both she and her husband 
feel intimidated by ALCOA and cannot afford to seek legal address as a result of the costs 
entailed. 



14 In 2000 ALCOA approached them and told the mine would be nearing the property, but 
they would replace blasting with bulldozers to remove the ore. Bulldozers were tried 
briefly, but the company has reverted 100% to blasting again as they claim this is cheaper. 
But blasting causes the dairy cattle to repeatedly stampede, reducing yeilds. ALCOA 
wants them to move for 10 years, but isn't prepared to compensate them for loss of 
livelihood. Over 174 other complaints have also been submitted but no action has been 
taken. 

15 Would like to move, but property values have fallen so fast since ALCOA put in the 
calcination and liquor burners that he cannot get replacement value on his house, and so 
feels trapped. With so many others moving out, withdrawal of government services, and 
loss of a sense of community, feels that the town is dying. 

16 Diagnosed with multiple chemical sensitivity. Has been told she should move, but suffers 
problem that they cannot afford to sell up. Concerned about the expansion of the ALCOA 
plant, as current problems have not been resolved. 

17 He feels the community has not been fairly treated by ALCOA despite the fact that he has 
worked for the company for the last 16 years 

18 He feels hurt that the community he loved is going to pieces, as a result of the pollution 
and noise from ALCOA, v̂ rtiich is driving those who tan shift out of the community. In place 
of long term regular residents, short term rentals hai/e replaced them, and these have little 
or no commitment to the survival of the community or its many voluntary service and civic 
organisations. 

19 It is the environment that is chasing people out of the community. She gets burning lips, 
weeping eyes, metallic taste in mouth and tongue, and now, at nights has a wheeze in her 
lungs. Whenever she goes on holiday away from Yarloop the symptoms disappear, and 
they reoccur within a day or two of coming back to Yarloop. Rental people, who replace 
long term residents, don't stay either. Next door 2 recently moved in but they have gone 
already as a result of the pollution. 

20 Would like to get rid of the pollution problems. For the first 20 years ALCOA was a good 
neighbour, but things started going wrong when the liquor burner was installed. This has 
shredded the community as most people have been forced to leave through health related 
reasons. 

21 Winter times are always the worst. Then the pollution seems to result in a fruity smell and 
causes burning of the eyes. The company has been seeking to mask the smell but the 
eyes still keep burning and the breathing is still difficult. I am currently being forced to take 
headache tablets morning and night. 

22 I would like the company to tell us what is the nature of tfie pollution, so we could find out 
what it is and what effects it will have. 

23 I have lived here all my life and in last 8-9 years have seen these problems arisen. There 
have even been pollution caused deaths. People remaining in the community now suffer 
from the stress and depression, and are seeking counselling and seeing psychologists as a 
result of their failing health. People virfio rent houses from ALCOA have had to sign 
contracts that they will not complain against the company. Doctors need to have greater 
access to what's in the pollution fc>efore they can realty say what the true nature of the 
health problems are. 

24 On March 11th this year I went out to dean a house at Hamei at 7.10am, and saw the worst 
white smoke cloud of alumina pollution obscuring the road. It was othenvise a fine day with 
not a cloud in the sky. The question was to get to work 1 had to drive through it. Next day I 
had the worst sore throat and cough, with blood noses. It was huge and sudden, and 
cleared up afterwards. 



25 Gets nose bleeds and a gritty taste in the mouth, like chewing on silver paper. His wife 
recently died after stomach tumours when it formed secondaries in the brain. The 
agriculture departtment had previously sugg4ested using "red dust" Aikaloam from ALCOA, 
but this cased cold and flu type symptoms. These sinus problems seem to have been due 
to the Copper, Selenium, Cadmium. Fluoride and hexavalent Chn^mium in the dust, which 
was subsequently withdrawn. Believes the death of the tuarts are due to the poisons from 
the mud lakes seeping into the ground water, but not sufficient research has been done on 
the underground pollution of ground water. Harvey's cancer figures are so high because 
people living in Yarloop use a Harvey mailing address. 

26 Originally the division of area A and B split the community and caused problems of 
community friction, but the problems persisted, especially when ALCOA increased the size 
of its chimney and now the problems previously experienced only in area A are found in 
areas B and C too. These effects have made the work of the Yarioop Progress 
Association, originally set up by the Yarloop Community Consultative Committee, very 
difficult, especially in retaining volunteers, as they continually suffer health problems. More 
recently ALCOA'S sponsorship of one group over another has further split the community, 
as ALCOA has hand-picked the people it wants in the community focus groups for the 
ERMP process. * 

27 Feel concerned at the noise of trains in the commurSty with the planned expansion of 
ALCOAs operations in the community. The trainline will affect the property values of 
everyone nearby. 

28 Would like to have Yarloop back the way it was 20 years ago. I can smell the emissions, 
but neither I or my husband suffer any ill effects at the moment, but ^ fear for the future. I 
would like assurance from ALCOA and government that the health issues are resolved and 
Harvey, Yarloop and Waroona will not suffer these effects as a result of the planned 
expansion of ALCOA. The community has disappeared as a result of the loss of old 
residents and the failure of new often just temporary residents to integrate into the 
community. 

29 Wants to see a viable future for the community. Have tried to seojre this through the 
Yarioop & Districts Concerned Residents Committee since 2001 but feel I have hit a brick 
wall in dealings with ALCOA Their power is enormous. Even the Director of the 
Dpeartment of the Environment, after being replaced, shows up six months later as a 
consultant to ALCOA. The people of the community feel powerless by comparison to 
ALCOA. One state government minister claimed that ALCOA had more control over their 
department than they did! We want to see a full Health Study done of the effects of 
emissions upon the area, but so far this has been resisted, as it would indicate either they 
need to close Yarloop or close ALCOA both are unpalatable. If problem of noise, 
emissions and ALCOAs negative impacts could be removed, this could go back to being 
the dream community it was before. 

30 Wants things to retum to how they were before, as things have drastically deteriorated in 
the last 9 years. Previously we could sleep on the verandah but over the last 9 years, with 
the pollution this has been impossible. Even my goldfish in the external pond have died 
after a bad period with the pollution. 36 goldfish died. They had previously been there for 
20 years. I took the 3 suffering gold fish to Mandurah and they recovered. If that is what 
happens to fish, what is the pollution doing to us? In the garden, flowers are covered with 
a fine white powder after an incident. 

31 My chooks have t>een dying as a result of the pollution. I have kept chickens for all my life, 
but after the pollution incidents I lost 2. then another 2 and then with a third event, one of 
his hens, but when I complained to ALCOA they said it was because the chooks had a 
Virus. 

32 When the white powder settled upon the leaves of my orange and mandarin trees, it left 
burn marks and now these trees are dying. They have t>een here for years, why is it only 
since the white powder that they have any problems. What is this powder doing to the 
people, not just the plants and the animals? 



33 Gets an ocxasiona! odour on his property, and is worried with ALCOAs expansion it will get 
much worse. He sees there is a problem that ALCOA and the government have been 
making promises that have not been kept. I am worried that my categorisation as an 
organic egg producer will be compromised by the pollution. 

34 Wife suffers continual headaches, and has chronic fatigue. Children often suffer nose 
bleeding after a pollution event. 

35 I am afraid that the community has no control over its future. All we want to know is what is 
coming into our bodies when the refinery pollution causes the smells. At the moment it is 
effecting me badly 2-3 times a year, but what is going to happen with the expansion of the 
refinery People are afraid to speak publicly. We cannot move as with a bank loan of the 
size we have we could not recapitalise if we shifted. 1 just want to know what is coming out 
of that chimney. 

36 
There is an immense problem of community apathy, particularly amongst new residents. 
We have tried to hold community meetings txjt there are always problems with shift work 

37 Was very involved in trying to build a sense of community but have stopped going because 
of health problems, suffers from respiratory probferris, bloody noses, and vertigo when I 
stand. We travelled around Australia, and all symptoms miraculously cleared up, to return 
within days of coming home. I also suffer skin rashfes from my clothing has condensation 
upon it. If I dry my clothes indoors there is no problem. 

38 
1 first realised something was amiss wen 1 was outside in a slight rain. I had my arms 
aossed. When 1 came in my skin was covered everywhere with a rash of red dots, except 
for where my crossed arms covered and protected each other. 1 am tired of being sick. 

39 i am scared of what is happening to my health. To not know what you are breathing and 
ingesting with your food is hornble We have had medical people tell us the best thing we 
can do is to move, but we have just bought this house recently and had no idea of these 
problems. 


