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Yarloop fire evacuees ‘feel like refugees’, one month on

The township of Yarloop, south of Perth, was devastated by fire four weeks ago. Picture: Colin Murty

Four weeks after the devastating Yarloop bushfire, residents are frustrated that the clean-up
is yet to start and some are starting to wonder if authorities are serious about ever rebuilding
the town.

Those who have remained in Yarloop, 130km south of Perth, say they feel forgotten and there has
been little or no communication from state or local governments about when clean-up work might
begin.

The mood darkened after the region’s main employer, Alcoa, confirmed yesterday it would not
rebuild 35 homes it owned there that burnt down on January 7.

The fire in Yarloop killed two people and destroyed 180 properties and critical infrastructure in the
town of 550 people. But the hundreds of residents who evacuated after the fire are still being
prevented from returning and the clean-up operation has been delayed until West Australian
government contractors finish air-quality monitoring, hazard identification and spraying to stabilise
asbestos in the town.

Residential sites are being treated at a rate of 10 a day, suggesting it could be weeks until a
clean-up operation begins.

BEFORE AND AFTER: Yarloop bushfire devastation

Steve Osborne, a resident who is leading local efforts to rebuild homes and business, said yesterday
he believed the Shire of Harvey lacked the capacity to handle such a huge clean-up or rebuild. He
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said he had started to doubt whether the town — where he moved five years ago to retire — would
ever be rebuilt.

“I don’t know about the commitment level from the state government, but to be honest I think the
shire would be happy if we packed up and moved away,” Mr Osborne said. “This is an enormous
project — I wonder if the shire is capable of managing a project of this size.”

Another resident, Tony Toop, said the shire had given the community no answers. “The mood here
is one of frustration and anger,” he said.

Yarloop Hotel owner Greg Burton said he had started to clean up parts of the town himself with
fellow residents, but he wanted governments to show more urgency: “We feel like refugees in our
own country.”

Shire of Harvey president Tania Jackson said the local government had focused its efforts in the
past four weeks on providing support for evacuees and allocating emergency funding to those
affected.

The shire was waiting for the state recovery co-ordination group, headed by former West Australian
governor Ken Michel, to decide when the clean-up could begin.
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