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RESULTS SUMMARY  

Survey into behaviour of police and relationship to community during 

protests against Roe 8   

April 2017 

 

“As a Coolbellup resident, I feel like my relation to the police has fundamentally changed. 

While police were lining our streets to allow bulldozers to destroy our urban bush there was a 

distinct lack of engagement with locals and their concerns.” (Survey respondent) 

 

The following document summarises results of an online survey conducted during April 2017 with a 

view to testing community attitudes to police presence and actions during protests to stop Roe 8 

from late 2016 to the early months of 2017.       

WHO WERE THE FRONTLINE PROTESTERS? 

The survey questions were circulated during April 2017 to a database of people who signed up to the 

Rethink the Link website (3000+), as well as through various private channels, facebook, email, and 

messaging applications that were used by the campaign. 

The target group was people who had been active in the frontline aspect of the campaign to stop 

Roe 8 and save the Beeliar Wetlands, i.e. those who were active in the nonviolent direct action 

phase of the campaign, predominantly occurring at the clearing sites during late 2016 and early 

2017. 

The total 209 respondents represented a diverse range of occupations, with many from suburbs in 

the vicinity of the Wetlands. There was strong female participation at 71.4 per cent of respondents, 

and a large number of respondents had been active in visiting the clearing sites on a regular basis. 

The biggest age group represented was 45-54 years (32 per cent), followed by 35-44 years (21.8 per 

cent) and 55-65 year (20.9 per cent).    

 

SURVEY ACCOUNTABILITY 

A total 219 people responded to the survey. These respondents were cross checked for their validity 

by follow up emails. 

Six known or obvious ‘trolls’ (including identities recognised from pro Roe 8 social media) and four 

double-up respondents were removed from this total response, leaving 209 as the corrected final 

sample size. 

There are over 3000 people on the Rethink the Link database. We estimate that half of these may 

have attended the protests semi/regularly. We estimated 1000 on one of the largest action days. 

Therefore 200 is a statistically significant return. 
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OCCUPATIONS 

The occupations of respondents were diverse with more than 80 different occupations represented, 

including academics, 12 school teachers, others involved in education and academia, 10 retirees, 

seven students, an author, biomedical engineers, builders, cabinetmaker, carer, community 

development professional, dental therapist, engineers, gardeners, architects, a psychologist, retail 

workers, writers and youth workers. 

AGE RANGE 

 

 

GENDER 
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LOCATION - POSTCODE  

A total of 198 

respondents answered 

this question. While there 

was a high level of 

participation by people 

from nearby suburbs, 

respondents came from nearly 40 different postcodes from across the metropolitan region. 

51 per cent lived less than five kilometres from the protest sites, 29 per cent lived 5-10 kilometres 

away, and the remainder more than 10 kilometres. 

PROTEST EXPERIENCE  

In response to the question ‘have you ever participated in protest before?’  only 17 per cent of 

respondents said they were experienced in peaceful protest. Nearly 30 per cent said they had rarely 

participated, 32.5 per cent had participated occasionally and 20 per cent said it was their first time. 

This indicates a significant 

proportion were locally 

impacted people who 

hadn’t been politically 

active previously.  

 

 

 

 

 

Attendance at the protests was quite variable with only 9 per cent on site every day. The majority 

were on site more than once a week. 

 

 

Postcode Total Percentage 

6163 98 46.9% 

6162 23 11.6% 

6164 9 4.5% 

6160 8 4.04% 

6158 7 3.6% 
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POLICE PRESENCE ON THE ROADS - SPEED CAMERAS, CAR SEARCHES, RANDOM BREATH TESTS 

A number of the regular ‘Wetlands Defenders’, as the nonviolent protesters described themselves, 

said they had been the subject of numerous traffic stops by police. Local residents also complained 

about speed cameras and random breath tests increasing during the period December 2016-March 

2017. 

The data showed a small increase in respondents’ experience of the above police activities. 

Random breath tests –  A significant majority of the respondents (141 out of 209) said they never 

experienced a random breath test during trips to the protest sites. Only six respondents said they 

experienced it once a week.  

Speed cameras – A total 81 respondents said they never saw a speed camera during the campaign 

period. (December 2016-March 2017) The number of people who saw a speed camera once a week 

increased from 13 before the campaign, to 31 during the campaign. And those who saw a camera 

twice a week increased from 2 (before) to 13 during. 

Pulled over by police – 159 respondents said they were never pulled over during the campaign; 26 

said they were pulled over once; 10 were pulled over twice; six were pulled over 3 to 4 times; three 

were pulled over five times and four were pulled over by police 10 or more times. 

Car searches –   190 respondents said they had never had their searched by police in the area before 

the campaign… to 159 who never did during the campaign period … 18 once a month, seven once a 

week, and five twice a week. 

It appears that a minority of the respondents did experience significant police interest in them but 

the vast majority were not directly impacted by an increase in police presence.  

However, the following comments by survey respondents indicate community members were 

concerned by the extent of the police presence, even if they were not themselves pulled over: 

“There was an observable shift in police behaviour and demeanour over the period of 

months. After the protest on Malvolio Road, there was a noticeable toughening up of police 

behaviour, with frequent reports of unprovoked harassment by police on various levels. I did 

not personally have my car searched, but I also avoided the area when I heard reports that 

random vehicle checks by the police were occurring. I saw footage showing footage of a 

completely unprovoked arrest involving several officers for one woman. I spoke to a young 

boy who had been trampled by a horse at the Malvolio Rd protest. I saw video footage of a 

protestor who appeared have police tailing her, and I also heard several reports of similar 

experiences.” 

“Whilst I didn't personally get pulled over and searched, I know of several people who were 

pulled over and searched for no given reason other than being a suspected protestor - which 

is not illegal! Also know of friends who were followed often, even back to their house. Police 

'staking' out their house, etc.” 

”Police presence in Coolbellup patrolling the streets and a suspicion that we were being 

'watched'. A Police car came to a grinding halt outside my house, two officers leapt out but 

proceeded to go to my neighbours who wasn't home. They entered the back yard and 

remained there for approx 15 mins. My daughter and I who were engaged in protest tasks 

were terrified. The neighbour's dog barked the whole time. My daughter eventually stood on 

a chair and looked over the fence as the Police exited my neighbours yard and took off. Later, 
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she told my neighbour who was very annoyed to find out Officers had been on his private 

property without his knowledge. My daughter's friend was pulled over twice and issued with 

a yellow sticker after leaving the protest site.” 

“During the Roe8 protest, there was a massive police presence in the community, felt like 

they just kept doing laps of PWS, St Pauls and Bibra Lake. Felt very intimidating and 

oppressive, like they were out to catch anyone they could. The only benefit I saw was they 

slowed cars down at school times near PWS.” 

 

POLICE AND COMMUNITY INTERACTION 

Respondents were asked a series of questions as to whether they believed the police had filled their 

mandate regarding both community rights, their own responsibilities as well as following their own 

protocols and procedures. In all instances the answer was overwhelmingly that the majority felt that 

the police had not fulfilled the basic functions of their role as detailed on the WA Police website and 

their manual for code of conduct. 

Most scales were ranged from 

1- Strongly disagree 

2- Disagree 

3- Neutral 

4- Agree 

5- Strongly agree 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Excerpt: WA Police website 

http://www.counteract.org.au/
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Respondents were asked if they believed police reflected these principles and values above.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The following question asked if the community believed police had followed these principles and 

values.  

 

Strongly Disagree      Disagree   Neutral                   Agree           Strongly Agree 
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Strongly Disagree      Disagree   Neutral               Agree           Strongly Agree 
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There was a significant trend in loss of community trust in police after the protests. From 6 per 

cent strongly disagreeing that they trusted police before the campaign, to a fivefold increase – 30 

per cent strongly disagreed and 35 per cent disagreed to trusting police, after interacting with them 

regularly. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

EXPERIENCES OF ARREST 

More than 170 people were arrested during civil disobedience actions at the clearing sites. Of the 

209 respondents to this survey, 65 people (31 per cent of respondents) were among those arrested. 

Of these 65 people, 

• 64.5 per cent said they experienced courteous and polite treatment 

• 46.8 per cent said they experienced rough handling.  

• 33 per cent said they were handcuffed (against protocol – this will be referenced in the 

detailed report). 

 

 1 - Strongly Agree, 5 Strongly Disagree 

    Strongly Agree        Agree               Neutral        Disagree      Strongly Disagree 

       

    Strongly Agree        Agree               Neutral        Disagree      Strongly Disagree 

       

http://www.counteract.org.au/


9  Report by: www.counteract.org.au  

Interestingly, a number of people who said they had received courteous treatment also experienced 

rough handling. 

Five said they were assaulted, 13 injured and three people needed to visit a doctor as a result of 

their injuries. 

A total of 14 people believed they were arrested unlawfully. 

 

 

Additional comments and observations by survey respondents about their arrest experience 

included: 

“I resisted, so police used reasonable force. They did not hurt me. TV cameras were focused 

on them.” 

“In an unprovoked way, I was thrown to the ground, shouted at, handcuffed roughly, and 

generally made to feel like I was not respected.” 

“I was treated well during the arrest and at the station while being processes. I know there 

have been issues with police but I never directly observed any issues.” 

“Even though mostly I experienced courteous police, the officer involved in my lock-on 

allowed [redacted] to shake the gates and injure my daughter and I.” 

“The head cop [redacted] was rude and arrogant and man-handled me by lifting my body, 

also had my wrists bent back while I couldn’t move them…the woman on the horse was 

trying to trample us even when people fell over.” 

“Multiple people were arrested that day and a young lady was treated extremely roughly 

and assaulted during her arrest. I had to ask the officer to calm down and stop being so 

rough with her.” 

“Didn't realise how easily and how often police lie to the public about their rights and about 

the consequences of their behaviour.” 

I also recognise that police were probably put under inappropriate political pressure from 

State Govt to put a lid on protest.” 

http://www.counteract.org.au/
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However senior police officers should have moderated this to ensure that mounted police 

were used appropriately and in a manner to not cause the injuries which occurred. I think it 

is a shame that the reputation of the WA Police has suffered from some negative incidents 

during the Beeliar campaign, as any reasonable person would recognise what a difficult 

job police have to perform in protecting the community, and this job is obviously made 

harder if members of the community lose faith in WA Police, as I did to some extent.  

“I was threatened for my fingers to be broken. No lubricant was used.” (referring to being 

locked on) 

“The police officer who dealt with me was polite and professional and treated me with 

respect. However, I saw incidents on other occasions where this did not happen to other 

people.” 

“I had some major health issues and while the police weren't catering for me in any special 

way, they did comply with a hands off request from me (They handcuffed me). At the police 

station I was dealt with as quickly as possible once I explained my health issues and stated I 

didn't require medical attention.” 

“Police were rude, unnecessarily rough and dishonest.” 

 

MOVE ON NOTICES 

Of the 61 respondents who received a move on notice, 96 per cent received a notice that applied for 

the maximum amount of time (24 hours) which seems to have been the default. Reasons for the 

notice varied. 
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TAXPAYER RESOURCES 

The vast majority (89 per cent) of respondents said that policing during the campaign was not an 

appropriate 

expenditure of 

taxpayer resources. 

 

INTERACTION 

BETWEEN POLICE 

AND PROTESTERS 

The survey revealed 

significant 

additional 

experiences (to 

those initially 

documented by the 

Legal Observer 

team) that were 

potentially unlawful 

and certainly in 

breach of protocol. 

Many of these incidents have been documented in the full report into police behaviour, which is yet 

to be released. 

12 per cent of respondents said they witnessed positive interaction, 16.7 per cents aid they 

witnessed no positive interaction and 77.5 per cent said they witnessed both positive and negative 

interaction. 

 

 

Some of the positive interactions described by survey respondents included: 

(Eight comments quoted here out of 156 comments made in answer to this question.) 

http://www.counteract.org.au/
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“Police sharing sunscreen and bottled water with protesters.” 

“The police officer who laughed when we requested decaf soy lattes and vegan pizza in the 

holding cell. They didn't order any!” 

“When one of our friends who has a learning disability was arrested for knocking over a 

fence - we spoke to the arresting officer about him and to be careful with him and they 

ended up just releasing him with a move-on notice.” 

“Police talking to campaigners along the fence line about the issues of Roe 8, talking to kids 

about the horses, trying to avoid arrests by offering numerous times a way out, a senior 

sergeant came looking for me to address the issues I raised with the Police Minister.” 

“Individual police who talked to me were usually dads and mums like those I encounter in 

real life. They had children, they said they were there to pay bills e.g. mechanic, mortgage, 

etc. They were curious why I was involved in campaign and I told them why. Many were not 

interested or completely ignorant of who the protestors were or why we were so passionate. 

They were not briefed at all about who they were protecting bulldozers from.” 

“None of positive policing but rather I saw a few police officers sympathising with grieving 

locals and expressing that they wished they weren't at Beeliar but that they had to 'do their 

job’” 

“Some police were compassionate towards protesters and were respectful in their 

communications with protesters.” 

“Some police officers would smile and treat protesters with respect and dignity.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Police with no badge (left) 
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NEGATIVE INTERACTIONS WITH POLICE 

 

“I was raised to respect and trust police and had never had any negative experiences. This 

has completely changed. During my time protesting I would look at them wondering how all 

this fitted in with their mission "to protect and serve". I now see a police uniform and am 

scared and intimidated. I no longer trust that they are here to look after our interests and I 

don't know whether I ever will again. How I can speak to my grandchildren about police in a 

positive way again, I have no idea. The huge police presence and their attitude to the public 

they were meant to be serving was way over the top.” (Survey respondent) 

 

The following police behaviours were witnessed and experienced by survey respondents: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Some of the negative interactions described by survey respondents included: 

 (Sixteen comments quoted here out of 115 comments made in answer to this question.) 

“Police directing a bulldozer to drive very close to people on the ground.” 

“Excessive force on arrest. Racial profiling.” 

“Dogs unmuzzled, police arbitrarily telling people they couldn't be in a place when they could, 

police denying water to a tree sitter, police working with security guards and contractors 

against the protestors.” 

“Police lying re time limits to clear an area before arrests. Unsafe use of horses. Open police 

lying to protestors in regards their rights and the consequences of their actions.” 

“My own daughter was arrested in the same way. She was dux of both primary and 

secondary school, BSc with Honours at University and she was treated EXACTLY like a real 

criminal, shoved to the ground (face in dirt), arm twisted behind her (bruises on arm later 

on), handcuffed and let away into paddy wagon. That is NOT ON! Drunken party goers are 

given better treatment than this! I was absolutely gutted!” 

“Police punching people including male police officers punching and pushing women. Horses 

being ridden into crowds of people. Police reacting in a very aggressive manner - both 

physically and verbally. To me, the police were super aggressive with their actions. The hate 

they were exhibiting was completely over the top and after a while you identified the police 

officers that were showing this extreme aggressive behaviour!” 

  

People being arrested for reasons unclear 74.6% (150) 

People being directed to move for reasons unclear 76.6% (154) 

Horses being ridden towards people in a way that could injure 86.6% (174) 

Police being verbally aggressive 69.2% (139) 

Police being physically aggressive 70.1% (141) 

Police threatening pepper spray 9.5% (19) 

Police deploying pepper spray 9% (18) 

Police threatening taser 7.5% (15) 

Police deploying taser 0 

Other 22.9% (22) 

http://www.counteract.org.au/
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“A mounted Police Officer screaming hysterically and kicking out at protestors. When I 

patted her horse, she responded violently to me and shouted at me not to touch her horse.” 

“Mounted policewoman writing down the number plates of each of the very many cars that 

sounded their horns in support…  husband's number plate was recorded when we were 

parked at the park at the end of the walkway in St Paul's Estate when we had got out to ask 

about our grandchildren's access to the walkway for that day for their cycle to school. A little 

later that same morning, after we'd driven around a little to see if there was a group of 

protestors we would join (not wanting to be on our own with such a large police presence), 

we were followed down Forrest Rd and for quite a distance. My husband suspected that the 

police car that had just pulled out had done so in order to follow us so when we turned into 

Stock Rd he slowed to first 70kph, then 60, then 55 as we drove in the left lane. The police car 

stayed behind us in the right lane, always matching our speed. When their car was holding 

up too much of the (morning)busy traffic, they finally passed us. We found this very 

intimidating and unnecessary. We are in our sixties, I have never had so much as a traffic 

infringement in all my life.” 

“Racism! Swooping in on an old Aboriginal man as they thought he broke a move on notice, 

but wrong man.” 

“I saw a horribly violent arrest inside the fence line and out of sight of people looking from 

the other side. He was a male in his mid-late 20s and got really roughed up.” 

“Getting trampled intentionally by a police horse.” 

“There were many officers who were rude, unapproachable and lacking any kind of empathy 

on many of my visits to the area.” 

“Indigenous people being targeted first.” 
 
“Police harassing a driver for tooting her horn in support of protesters!” 

“Someone pushed over by a horse and needing her ankle strapped, and an arrest that 

appears to have caused a man discomfort. I have footage.” 

“Policeman reached into a car window of a woman driver sounding her horn, seemed to 

push/punch her on the shoulder.” 

CHILDREN AND THE POLICE 

“I hated telling my children that I expect to be arrested because I was lawfully taking 

photographs of the protests but that the police would likely want to prevent some of their 

actions being recorded or want to take my photographs as evidence against other lawful 

people.” (Survey respondent) 

“I feel saddened that they are already confused about authoritarian figures when they are so 

young. I am also concerned as they may need to turn to a police officer for their own safety 

at some point and it is likely they will not feel safe to approach one.” (Survey respondent) 

78 parents responded to survey questions about their children’s experience of the campaign. The 

following are excerpts from their reply to the question ‘How do your children feel about police?’ 

“Police presence was high in our neighbourhood, patrol cars surveying regularly when there 
where little or no protest activity. They found their presence intimidating.”  

http://www.counteract.org.au/
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“They are confused, they see police and make negative assumptions. I have to explain that 
their job is to protect people. They cannot understand this when they knew of police not 
behaving well towards people who were protesting peacefully and for the important issue of 
protecting flora and wildlife.” 
 
“He hates them. He has no respect for them and no trust in them. He's only a child.” 
 
“Scared of them.” 
 
“My children have lost all faith in police helping society. They could not believe that police 
were this harsh with people who did nothing illegal. Protestors were trampled by police 
horses, screamed at aggressively and treated like hardcore criminals. They were afraid and 
distrusting of police and were deeply upset.” 
  
“I think they feel untrustworthy of men in police uniforms and yellow vests that protect those 
that want to destroy the bushland.”  

 
“Police have difficulty following their conscience when orders are given contrary to their 
deepest values.” 
 
“My children feel that they can trust police. They were not at any of the protests with me.” 
 
“OK as we had positive interaction.” 
 

“Every time we see police now my child requires me to pick them up as he is so scared.” 

 

        Strongly Disagree      Disagree               Neutral                   Agree               Strongly Agree 

       

        Strongly Disagree      Disagree               Neutral                   Agree               Strongly Agree 
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Did police actions fit the definition of misconduct for the Corruption and Crime Commission? 

Police typically investigate their own complaints. Occasionally they are referred onto the Corruption 

and Crime Commission (CCC). 

Serious misconduct as defined by the CCC does not generally apply to the incidents we are discussing 

as part of the Beeliar protests, however minor misconduct is defined below: 

 

The overwhelming majority (75 per cent) of respondents indicated that they witnessed incidents 

that fit the definition of minor misconduct. Along with other evidence presented in this survey, the 

extended report to be released, we argue this makes a strong case for calling an independent 

investigation into policing of the Beeliar protests. 

 

 
 
 
 
 

http://www.counteract.org.au/
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HOW DO YOU FEEL ABOUT POLICE? 

 

Excerpts from some of the respondents’ answers to this question:  

“I don't think they should be used as security guards. I think they should be held accountable 

for any misconduct.” 

“After seeing the things I saw at Beeliar Wetland I don't trust the police much at all!” 

“I don't trust them.” 

“Some ok but there are 'damaged goods' at all ranks who's influence is evident on their 

peers.” 

“I now feel wary.” 
 
“As a Coolbellup resident I feel like my relation to the police has fundamentally changed. 
While police were lining our streets to allow bulldozers to destroy our urban bush, there was 
a distinct lack of engagement with locals and their concerns especially as only weeks before a 
man had been randomly murdered at a bustop on Cordelia Ave and there appeared to be no 
police presence investigating this. It felt like a reversal of policing took place in the Roe8 
carnival, where destroyers were defended by the state and citizens criminalised. Why 
couldn't the police tell the protectors what was happening each day rather than playing 
games following and misleading campaigners, lying to us, threatening injury with horses? 
Communication was poor to the point of misinformation. I have an inkling how noongar 
people are treated by police. I used to think they were my police force as a citizen; no more. I 
watched while key campaigners were arrested while they were negotiating with authorities, 
while they were managing the volatile crowd, as if police wanted to escalate the situation 
deliberately.” 
 
“I think they corrupt and can’t trust them.” 

“Some are good, some are corrupt.” 

“The police force is nothing more than paid thugs. They do not stand up for what is right. 

They stand up for government and corporate interests.” 

“I distrust them. They are violent. They do not have a moral compass. They are there to serve 

corporate interests not to protect people.” 

“They do not work for the people but the corporations.” 

“Don't trust anymore including one unrelated incident since Beeliar makes me now highly 

untrusting.” 

“Police need to be informed that most protestors (at least on Roe8) were members of the 
public -- not professional protestors or thugs. We were common members of society, with 
jobs (I personally was on annual leave in Jan2017 and was there on days I did not work), 
Mums and Dads -- we had no other way to protest this highway since all written and phone 
complaints to politicians, Dept of Environment, Premier, Environment Minister (state and 
federal) were all being ignored. We had to be on the fenceline, taking photos and videos to 
witness the destruction of the environment. I did not think that was worthy of being treated 
like criminals. I was always polite and respectful to Police and individually they were the 
same to me…Police had no idea who they were protecting bulldozers from. I don't know if 
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they were briefed that the majority of us were law-abiding citizens and those that locked on 
did so because there was no other way to stop bulldozers.” 
“I believe the police were being used for a very political purpose at the Roe 8 site and this 

caused stress and frustration, however some of the officers including the sergeant in charge 

allowed the frustration to cause negative behaviour. There were some officers whose 

negative attitude was there from day 1.” 

“Disgruntled. But much gratitude to the very few that showed me that there are still officers 

for the people, not for the power. Most of the good interactions came from police at the 

watch house. At the protests I was regularly lied to and treated as a lesser being. I have little 

trust in WAPol.” 

“Complete lack of respect for WA police. No trust. Laughed at their advertising campaign 

promoting their 'new' approach to community policing.” 

“I wish they were financially secure enough to not have to attend assignments that they 

don't believe in.” 

“I have lost all trust in the police force, I understand that they have a difficult job to do, 

however after witnessing police behaviour and I assume policy directed at protestors I now 

question their integrity and honesty.” 

“Ambivalent - some officers are good, some not so good, some bad.” 

“My opinion of police has completely changed and now when I see a police car or officer, I 

view then with distrust, fear and suspicion!” 

“I do not feel safe. I am suspicious of the police.” 

“To the most part I feel that the majority are courteous and professional but a minority are 

aggressive and see the public as either good or bad in their world view.” 

“Was disgusted at their aggression/ forcefulness and found them to be very untrustworthy.” 

“Disappointed and rather let down, it changed my opinion & regard for them.” 
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