
64

PUBLIC WORKS  
IN PARADISE 

When you’re more likely to need a boat than a car to reach a 
job site, you’re probably in Torres Shire. Public works in 

Australia’s northernmost council is rewarding – but it also has its 
share of challenges. WORDS BY CHELSEA WALLIS

IN THE FAR NORTH OF QUEENSLAND, ON THE 
way to Papua New Guinea, is the northernmost 
council in Australia – Torres Shire. It shares 
responsibility of the area, which covers around 
48,000 km² of coral cays, sand islands, and the tip of 
Cape York Peninsula, with the Torres Strait Island 
Regional Council. 

Services in this remote area of the country offer 
unique challenges for infrastructure projects, from 
organising freshwater resources to relying on marine 
transport for materials and qualified labour. It’s critical 
for these challenges to be met in order to sustain the 
health of the local community, which is why the Federal 
Government has stepped in to offer support.

REMOTE ISSUES
Bill Cuthbertson relocated to the Torres Strait to 
become the director of engineering and infrastructure 
services at the council two years ago. He knows 
firsthand how important pre-planning is for local 
projects here, having worked in councils for 30 years in 
Tasmania and other locations in Queensland.

“It’s just one of the things people on the mainland 
wouldn’t think about – logistics, freight, works 
programs,” he explains. “You need to be very aware 
of your shortages, what your resources are and 
when you need to gather more.” For instance, 
Cuthbertson helped co-ordinate a project in 
December 2014 to deliver 49 26,000-litre rainwater 
tanks to four islands. Not only did they take into 
account boat space and delivery frequency from 
Cairns to Thursday Island, but they also worked 
around disruptive tidal flows and further shipping 

schedules between islands. “At one stage the 
rainwater tanks were put in the water and floated 
into the beach where the community grabbed 
them,” Cuthbertson recalls. “There were tinnies 
running around and lassos, and the tanks were 
rolled up the beach to various properties to get 
them into position.”

It’s programs like these where Cuthbertson has 
clearly seen the benefit to the community – programs 
that have over the past 20 years seen major support 
and funding from the Commonwealth Major 
Infrastructure Programme (MIP).

MAJOR INFRASTRUCTURE PROGRAMME
MIP promotes the health of Torres Strait Islander 
and Aboriginal communities living in the region by 
funding projects that improve local infrastructure. 
The program is based on a commission by the 
Queensland Government in 1996-97 that 
identif ied urgent infrastructure shortfalls in the 
area. In 1998 the Australian Government, along 
with support from the Queensland Government, 
agreed that local health would be improved by 
upgrading water supply and sewerage treatment, 
waste management, and sub-division 
development, including stormwater and drainage. 

Since 1998, the program has delivered more 
than $208 million throughout 100 major 
infrastructure projects. 

Today, the council is working on MIP 5, which 
has a budget of $23 million for works over three 
local governments in the area to be completed 
between 2013 and the end of 2016.
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“You need to be very 
aware of your shortages, 
what your resources are 

and when you need more.”
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WASAGA ROADS AND DRAINAGE STAGE II
Cuthbertson is working with Keith Yorkston, the 
Torres Shire manager of engineering, to deliver stage 
two of the Wasaga Roads and Drainage project on 
Horn Island, which is federally funded under MIP 5. 
Yorkston is particularly proud of the Wasaga project, 
which has seen the village transformed from unsealed 
roads and inadequate drainage to bitumen-sealed roads 
and footpaths along the foreshore channel.  
 The village was split into three sections and the 
Federal Government initially granted $8 million for the 
work in stage I, which would reduce dust in dry 
periods and help control pooling water in the wet 
season that leads to mosquitos and the increased risk 
of disease and infection.

Stage II has a budget of $6.5 million and an expected 
delivery of September 2016, where four more roads 
will be completed.

While the councils brings in contractors 
occasionally, Cuthbertson says it has brought a lot of 
pride to the community to gain these skills and 
produce a product the community needs. Where 
possible, MIP engages the local government council to 

undertake all or part of the construction works 
in-house. That way MIP provides employment and 

training for local staff employed in the ongoing 
council projects, providing lasting skills to 

manage the completed assets.
“An agreement was reached with the 

Federal Government for an in-house bid by 
the local councils,” Cuthbertson says. 
“We’ve got about 12 staff so far who have 
received a certificate 3 in civil works and 
operations, and we’ve also done some 
water and sewerage training.” 
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LOCAL EXPERTISE

Keith Yorkston is seen as a community role 
model by his peers. As a Torres Strait local, 
the Torres Shire Council’s current manager 
of engineering has had the opportunity to 
see the development of MIP both as a 
long-term community member and as a 
council employee. 
 One of two major outcomes for the MIP 
is to up-skill local residents in the rural 
community, empowering them to 
undertake essential infrastructure 
construction and maintenance 
independently, as well as cost efficiently.
Yorkston entered into the public works 
industry in 1995, right out of school, to join 
the civil construction arm of the council. “I 
realised a career in local government 
would be stable and secure, and that 
essential services are required regardless 
of circumstances,” Yorkston says. From 
there he didn’t look back – he enjoyed the 
challenges and the opportunity to gain 
skills in both administrative and hands-on 
projects. His first job with the Torres Shire 
Council was as a trainee technical officer, 

initially to support the construction crew 
with surveying and basic engineering.  
 About four years later, Yorkston moved 
to the adjacent Badu Island Council where 
he undertook an apprenticeship as a 
diesel mechanic and ended up a leading 
hand mechanic. 
 Always looking for new opportunities to 
up-skill, Yorkston then took a position as a 
workshop manager with Torres Shire 
Council in 2006. Three years later, after 
making a move back to engineering, he 
decided to further his education by 
completing an engineering degree at 
Rockhampton CQU between 2009-13, 
flying down twice a year to do the blocks 
of coursework that he was not able to 
complete remotely.
 “Doing something for my community is 
a personal thing because I was born and 
bred on Thursday Island,” he says. “I’ve 
been manager of engineering since 2009, 
and it became more full-on with the 
increase in capital works funding and 
service delivery requirements.”

Those projects have put his array of skills 
to good use. The small shire relies on 
people like Yorkston to be able to manage 
detailed specifics across a wide range of 
issues that arise, from clearing roads of 
fallen trees to evaluating private 
subdivisions and redevelopments; from 
human resources problem-solving to 
project-managing tenders for 
construction administration.
 “It’s a small shire and you have to be 
able to cover a lot of areas,” Yorkston says. 
“It’s never a dull day, but that’s what 
makes it exciting.”
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