The Hon Matthew Mason-Cox

QUEANBEYAN ROAD WORKS AND ASBESTOS EXPOSURE

It is a sad day when governments endanger the lives and health of the people they were elected to represent. It appears that the Federal Labor Government's recent disregard for the health and wellbeing of Australians is contagious. I reluctantly report to the House that this State Labor Government is also putting lives at risk while trying to pull the wool over the eyes of concerned residents to hide its total incompetence and disregard for their wellbeing. In 2008 the Roads and Traffic Authority [RTA] proposed to re-align a section of the Kings Highway just outside Queanbeyan to address a number of safety and traffic concerns on this stretch of the highway. The new section will run through an existing road reserve that bisects Queanbeyan's Kingsway estate. As a result, residents who once had idyllic views of the Australian bush now will be looking over a noisy four-lane highway. Naturally, residents are alarmed at the impact of these road works but, sadly, their concerns have been ignored by the RTA and the local State member, Steve Whan.


The road reserve has been used for many years as an illegal dumping ground. The RTA's "Review of Environmental Factors" document clearly identified a number of hazardous materials present on the site, including, as outlined in paragraph 6.1.2 of the document, "Potential Impacts" from the RTA's "stockpiled 'dumped' asbestos containing material and mixed debris across the site, and asbestos containing material (ACM) fragments distributed across the site surface". The dangers of this asbestos were such that a land specialist was engaged in order to prepare an action plan for remedial works—an excellent idea, had it actually been used.


Instead, on the morning of 28 January this year the residents of Kingsway awoke to find their entire suburb engulfed in a haze of dust. This dust was so great that one resident had to leave his property because his four-year-old granddaughter was extremely distressed with breathing difficulties. To top this off, the RTA's contractor then trucked approximately 600 tonnes of material, containing asbestos, uncovered, through Queanbeyan, in contravention of its own safety standards and hazardous material transport guidelines. Residents of the Kingsway estate have tried many times to draw the attention of the RTA and Mr Whan to the dangers present. In early February this year the residents blockaded the worksite in order to protect their families. In spite of this, the local member has refused to meet with residents and has been pushing ahead with the upgrade, professing that it is for the "greater good for the community" by increasing road safety, yet he does not seem to care that by not implementing proper safety procedures the RTA is placing people at even greater risk through exposure to asbestos.


Mesothelioma, caused by exposure to asbestos fibres, is a very real threat to the residents of the Kingsway estate, and indeed to the residents of Queanbeyan. This serious threat could have been prevented if standard safety procedures at the site had been observed by the RTA. Instead, occupational health and safety assessors were not present when the asbestos-ridden material was removed, nor were any health and safety precautions taken—precautions that are required by law. Indeed, at a 12 February meeting with residents the RTA admitted that it and its contractor had failed in its occupational health and safety obligations. To compound this, WorkCover refused to send an inspector to the worksite, despite being notified by residents of the potential health and safety risks. It is odd that WorkCover is so quick to prosecute many small businesses on the most minor of issues but seems to turn a blind eye when the Government is the perpetrator. This is in clear breach of its statutory duty.


While WorkCover has denied that there is any breach of occupational health and safety laws, I am mystified as to why it will not even bother to inspect the worksite and observe the removal of the asbestos. The residents of the Kingsway estate are not on a witch-hunt; they merely want the health and safety of their community to be taken seriously by this Government. The residents of the Kingsway estate have requested: that the removal of asbestos from the building site be investigated and monitored; that the RTA installs "No compression braking" signs in an appropriate location near the future road section; installs speed and decibel cameras in an appropriate location near or on the future road section on both sides; uses open-graded asphalt in the construction of the new road to minimise noise; installs noise mounds and sound barriers along the new road section in accordance with the above specifications; and finalises the agreement with the affected residents regarding the architectural upgrades, noise assessment reports and future noise assessments.

I call on the RTA and the Government to respond positively and quickly to these reasonable requests. I also call on the Government to immediately establish an independent inquiry to investigate whether the asbestos removal and transportation thereof was carried out in a manner consistent with the relevant laws and regulations.



