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Police feeling abandoned after compo axe
falls on injured officers
UPDATE: Senior Constables Alison Coad and Brett Gibbons feel abandoned by the Government
because of its new workers’ compensation laws. Now ambos and firies have joined the
emergency-services revolt.
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New return-to-work regimen duds police

SENIOR Constables Alison Coad and Brett Gibbons can’t

help but feel they have been abandoned.

Both carry the permanent scars of their encounters with

violent offenders — and both will now carry the financial

legacy for the rest of their lives.

Under the Government’s new Return to Work Act, benefits

for their medical expenses are now time-capped and

extended periods off work to deal with their ongoing

injuries will be at their own expense.

There also are two-year caps on income maintenance and

a three-year cap on medical expenses.

Only workers who exceed a 30 per cent impairment scale

will receive any benefits beyond those caps — which

would exclude the vast majority of police injured on duty.

READ BELOW:

Fears police won’t respond to high-risk situations

Ambos, firies join the revolt

Snr Const. Coad, 49, has been living with a particularly

nasty injury since a woman purposely spat into her mouth

during an incident in Whitmore Square in 2003. She now

suffers chronic mouth ulcers that will be a lifelong legacy

because of the incurable virus she acquired.

While the cost of her medications have been covered since

the incident, under the new legislation she will be forced

to pay for it herself from 2018. “This has a huge impact for

officers who have a lifetime injury,’’ Snr Const. Coad said.

“They will have to foot the bill for their medical expenses,

time off work, ongoing psychology. I am quite angry we

have been left in the lurch like this.’’

INJURED: Senior Constables Brett Gibbons and Alison Coad. Picture: Tricia
Watkinson

She said the nature of police work and the “inherent risks’’

faced by officers should be recognised as being different to

other workers under the legislation. “We are dealing with

people who deliberately want to cause us harm. We put

ourselves in situations that are dangerous,’’ she said.

Like his colleague, Snr Const. Gibbons is also angry. In

2011, he was shot in the face by paranoid schizophrenic

gunman Donato Corbo at Hectorville. Since then, he has

had eight operations and still faces at least another six to

repair his damaged jaw.

Astonishingly, under the new legislation, his horrific

injuries do not exceed the 30 per cent impairment level to

qualify for ongoing financial compensation.

This means Snr Const. Gibbons, 35, will have to pay for

additional surgery himself, along with any other medical

bills that are likely to arise.

“It has been really quite difficult to believe that after being

looked after for so long, you have had the rug pulled out

from underneath you,” Snr Const. Gibbons said.

“I’ve been abandoned. It is causing issues for me and my

family having to figure out where we are going to come up

with the money for my future surgery, the medication I

take so I can come to work.

“It is bringing back all of the negative parts of lying there

in the hospital bed not knowing what was going to

happen.

“Now I find myself in the exact same situation almost five

years later.’’

Fears police won’t respond to high-risk situations

By Nigel Hunt

POLICE officers may hesitate when responding to high-risk

incidents because of fears that new workers’ compensation

laws would leave them facing financial ruin if they are

injured, the police union has warned.

Police Association chief Mark Carroll said there were “very

real’’ fears among rank-and-file officers over the future

implications of being injured while on duty.

This had prompted them to now carefully consider their

actions.

The first casualty of the new laws will be Senior Constable

Brett Gibbons, the police officer shot in the face by

Hectorville triple murderer Donato Corbo, who has been

left with horrific facial injuries that require extensive

medical treatment for many years to come.

Police Association chief Mark Carroll.

But because the injuries do not exceed the 30 per cent

impairment level, he does not qualify for ongoing financial

compensation.

Mr Carroll said that because of the severe restrictions in

compensating injured officers under the new legislation,

many lacked confidence in carrying out their day-to-day

duties.

“No one would want to see police officers hesitating to

respond to high-risk incidents because they feared on-duty

injuries could ruin them financially,’’ he said.

“A hesitant response is not in any officer’s DNA, but it has

to be a possibility under the current return-to-work

legislation.

“If they are hesitant in their responses, it will be because

they are concerned at the level of support and cover they

will now receive and the impact on their families.

“Making a decision to put yourself in harm’s way could

potentially disadvantage your family financially now.’’

After several months of unsuccessful negotiations with the

Government over the issue, the association has launched a

campaign to have compensation benefits for police

restored through an amendment to separate legislation.

The campaign, which will involve social media, radio and

newspaper advertising, is the largest since 1995 when the

then Labor government refused to give police a pay rise —

culminating in an unprecedented protest march on King

William St.

The first of the hard-hitting advertisements is on Page 8 of

Friday’s Advertiser.

Family First MLC Robert Brokenshire has introduced an

amendment to the Police Act to restore compensation for

police to the former level, but the Government will not

reveal if it will support the move. The amendment also

needs the support of the Opposition to succeed.

Mr Carroll said officers were “sick and tired’’ of waiting for

a response from government on its support for the

amendment.

“No-one should underestimate the ire our members are

feeling on this issue,’’ he said.

“It is the issue they are most concerned about in the

workplace. Because of the government’s apparent

indifference to the plight of police officers, we have now

decided to seek the support of individual officers and the

public in our fight to simply restore what has been taken

away.’’

The move has the potential to be a political headache for

the Government, given the emotive nature of the issue and

public sentiment towards police injured on the job.

On October 15, Mr Carroll wrote to Police Minister Tony

Piccolo seeking a commitment from him to support the

amendments.

“As the responsible minister for police in this state, it

behoves you to support this bill ….’’ he wrote.

On October 29, Mr Piccolo replied that the issue

“principally relates to workers compensation’’ which was

the responsibility of Industrial Relations Minister John

Rau.

He said he had a meeting with Mr Rau and was awaiting

“advice’’ to assist in determining the Government’s

position.

Mr Rau told The Advertiser on Thursday said that while

some policing functions place officers “in particular

danger’’, others — such as firefighters — may be “similarly

placed at risk’’.

“Conversely, police officers may suffer work injuries in

circumstances indistinguishable from those suffered by

other workers,” he said. “The current proposals make no

attempt to recognise or accommodate these facts.”

Mr Rau on Friday told 891 ABC Adelaide that the new

workers compensation legislation was

“a much better act and provides better benefits”.

“The police have been agitating an issue through Robert

Brokenshire where they say that some of their members,

and I emphasise some, might theoretically be worse off

under the new legislation than they would have been

under the old,” he said.

“Mr Brokenshire has put an amendment into Parliament

which I am advised cherry picks the best bits from both

schemes, adds them together and gives them a scheme on

steroids which is better than the old scheme was, and

picks up all the good bits from the new scheme

“I understand and I’m sympathetic with the idea that

police officers doing their duty can be injured and they’re

out there protecting us. I get all of that but let’s be fair

about this, so are firemen, so are ambulance officers and

so on and they are not trying to confine their proposition

to those serious injuries like the gentleman who was shot

in the face.

“ ... particular cases like his can be managed and have, in

the past, been managed administratively so those people

are not disadvantaged.

“I think they (the Police) need to make their case, and

what I’m putting to you is leave aside these occasional,

very tragic circumstances where a police officer is injured

in the course of their duties ... let’s talk about the other 98

per cent.”

Mr Rau said if there were individual cases of hardship

within the police force then the Police Association “should

be coming to the commissioner or to the Police Minister

and saying look at this particular case.”

“What they are attempting to do is change the legislation

for all three to four thousand officers on the back of there

being two or three cases which I accept ... there are plenty

of other police officers who have been injured.”

Mr Brokenshire said police officers needed better

protection under the new worker injury laws than other

emergency service personnel because of their role.

“Police are the only people who have to put themselves on

the line, firies and emergency services can back off, police

cannot,” he said.

“I’m simply returning the police back to what they had

before the first of July this year.”

Opposition police spokesman John Gardner said the

Opposition was still considering Mr Brokenshire’s

amendment.

Police Commissioner Grant Stevens said his officers were

“often required to place themselves in dangerous, volatile

situations and unfortunately, at times, injuries do occur’’.

“While I am certainly sympathetic to the issues raised by

PASA, I also acknowledge this is a complex issue with

widespread implications,’’ he said.

“I am in discussions with Government on this matter.”

Ambos, firies join the revolt

By Brad Crouch, Sheradyn Holderhead

AMBULANCE officers and firefighters have joined the

revolt against the new Return to Work Act, saying the

State Government is “dudding” emergency service

workers.

The police union is lobbying for changes to have

compensation benefits restored for members through

separate amendments and now unions representing

ambulance and firefighter workers have joined forces in

seeking similar changes.

Police and Emergency Services Minister Tony Piccolo

conceded that “there may be other workers in other

professions that need to be addressed”.

The new law imposes two-year caps on income

maintenance and a three-year cap on medical expenses.

Only workers who exceed a 30 per cent impairment scale

will receive any benefits beyond those caps.

Family First MLC Robert Brokenshire has introduced an

amendment to the Police Act to restore compensation for

police to the former level, but the Government will not

reveal if it will support the move. The amendment also

needs the support of the Opposition to succeed.

Ambulance Employees Association of SA general secretary

Phil Palmer called for an open-ended scheme for

legitimate claims by emergency services workers.

“We are not happy — we feel we are being dudded and

will approach the relevant minister, John Rau, to tell him

exactly that,” he said.

“Both our unions have grave concerns for the safety of our

members. They work in uncontrolled environments, with

the risk of violence, high stress, risks from bodily fluids.

“Other states have provision for emergency workers but

we don’t. These are people who serve the community but

are now being told if injured that after two years they are

on the scrapheap.

“We have a lot of people with bad backs from lifting

people, and research interstate indicates up to one in two

paramedics has post traumatic stress disorder. These are

the people the Government is saying to ‘If you don’t get

better after two years, see you later.’ ”

Mr Piccolo said he was “not convinced” that amending the

Police Act as Mr Brokenshire has suggested was the

appropriate way to deal with this issue and that he was

“not sure” any legislative change was required.

He did not accept that police should be treated differently

to other workers.

“If you’re an injured firefighter, an injured nurse because

somebody has attacked you at a hospital ... or if you’re an

injured ambo I think their hardship is just as real,” he said.

“My view would be we may address one part of the issue

(through changing the Police Act) but not the whole issue.

We are taking our time to ensure we address the

substantive issues.

“It is a fine balancing act. On the one hand we clearly

want to support our police, our firefighters, our nurses to

make sure they have the support they require. At the same

time we need to maintain a system that supports all

workers and we do that by retaining the integrity of the

Return to Work Act.

Mr Piccolo admitted that the Government changed its

position on cancer compensation for CFS volunteers to

match the scheme offered to paid firefighters because it

did not think through all the issues.

“What the Government did then was to say that in — and

this actually reinforces the point — what the Government

did was not give enough thought to the implications of

that legislation to deal with the MFS and we had to go

back and address that,” he said.

“By doing it the way we’re doing it now, by carefully

thinking it through, we’ll actually have a proper response

the first time.

“I think you’ll find that (with) any legislation you cannot

think of every possible opportunity and what we’re doing

now is working through that. Let’s not assume the Act

needs to be changed.”

Public Service Association spokesman Simon Johnson said

that if changes were made to the scheme to provide police

more support those changes would need to flow through

to all workers such as Corrections staff and Families SA

workers.
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