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COST OF LIVING 
Motion 

MS L.L. BAKER (Maylands) [6.41 pm]: I move — 

That the house condemns the Premier for misleading the people of Western Australia regarding 
increases to the cost of living and the impact his government’s increases will have on homes and 
businesses. 

As this motion will be responded to by the Minister for Energy, some of the comments that I will make in the 
next half hour or so will focus on energy issues—that is, utilities and essential services—but I want to touch on 
many other issues. I hope that we can continue this debate next week if we do not get through it tonight, which 
we will not. 

I will start by making some general comments about the changes in the cost of living in Western Australia over 
the past six years. I have a number of documents that I wish to quote from. The first of these is a newspaper 
article from last October, which starts off by stating — 

The cost of living has rocketed in recent years in WA. Water and electricity tariffs increased by more 
than 50 per cent and 60 per cent respectively since the Barnett Government came to power. 

That is just the start of the issue. The rising cost of living is under pressure because of the increase in utility 
costs—I have seen reports of an 86 per cent increase in electricity tariffs during the life of the Barnett 
government—and this is putting pressure on households. It is not the only factor that is putting pressure on 
households. I want to talk about the range of things that are putting a great deal of pressure on families in 
Western Australia, and not just the vulnerable or low income families or people on fixed incomes. Middle 
income earners are also experiencing pressure, particularly with the cost of housing in Western Australia and the 
things that flow on from essential services and housing costs, such as the increase in the price of food and 
transport costs. All those issues are a whirlpool of disaster for many families in Western Australia. We feel it 
when we talk to people in our community who say that they cannot afford to buy medications that have been 
prescribed by their doctor as they do not have the spare money. In a state with a boom economy and which has 
been in a boom economy for some years, that is not okay. I do not want to live in a state in which people still 
cannot afford to fill medical prescriptions or cannot afford to pay for their children to participate in school 
excursions, let alone afford a house or afford to pay for some of the basic essentials in life. 

We can talk about what was promised—I think this is one of the things to hinge on—and what Western 
Australians thought they were going to get. In the television debate during the last election, the Premier sat down 
with the Leader of the Opposition in the ABC studios and talked about lots of things that are near and dear to the 
heart of Western Australians. The Premier was asked questions about what he was going to do about electricity 
prices. This government had a clear commitment to look at full cost recovery on electricity. I understand that. I 
think everybody understands that eventually we will have a model that says that cost recovery is in place in this 
state. How we get there is a very different discussion. One thing that WA Labor did prior to 2008 was plan a 
scaled increase over seven years. Of course, that is historic now. 

When it came to power, this government decided that it needed to move immediately to start the journey to cost 
recovery. I know that the Premier realised that that would put a great deal of pressure on families. I do not know 
whether he thought we would still be having this discussion six years later and that the pressures would be 
exacerbating. The costs are not going away; they are increasing. The Premier promised during that television 
debate before the election last March—just over 12 months ago—to hold electricity price rises to at or around 
inflation. In 2013, the consumer price index was 2.75 per cent. If we take the CPI figures, we would assume that 
to hold electricity prices at or around inflation, we could say that maybe the increase would be three per cent or, 
if we are lucky, 2.5 per cent. That was not the case. All households in Western Australia got a four per cent 
increase in the price of electricity. The way I understand the figures, it seems that at least the next three budgets 
will need to have a significant increase each year of around seven per cent. That is not what the Premier 
promised. That is not what Western Australians voted for. This is such a sensitive issue to me personally, as I am 
sure it is to many members in this house, because people were really hurting after those price increases to 
electricity in the first term of the Barnett government. There was a lot of angst, anxiety and pain in the 
community and a lot of people were struggling. When the Premier went on television and said to all Western 
Australians, “It’s all right, you can rely on me; I promise to hold electricity price rises to at or around inflation”, 
I have to ask myself why he would make that comment if he did not intend to keep it and if he had any 
inclination about what the full cost recovery escalations would have to be in order to meet what he and his 
government wanted to do, which was to fund the full cost of electricity. Why would he promise the people of 
Western Australia that he would not put more of an impost on their budgets? 
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Let me step back a bit to some of the things that we saw in the first term of the Barnett government when the 
hardship efficiency program was in existence. If we look at how people use electricity and we look at the tariff 
system and who is paying and what the usage is, whether it is a high or low usage, and which families pay most 
for electricity, we will obviously find that large families with lots of kids end up paying more for electricity 
because they use more.  
That is not rocket science, that is pretty factual. How do we help large families who use more electricity to 
manage down their bills? 
The ACTING SPEAKER (Mr I.M. Britza): Excuse me, member. There are too many conversations in the 
house. If you want to take it out, take it out, please, but I want to hear the member. 
Ms L.L. BAKER: How do we work with these big families? In a socioeconomic paradigm, those big families 
are often clustered in the lower socioeconomic groups, so they are likely to be less able to afford those bills in 
the first place. They are under pressure already. What would we do? Would we just say that we are going to put 
the price of power up? Those kids still have to have showers and have their clothing washed. Whether they are in 
Homeswest housing or in their own homes, they still have lawns and gardens and things they have to deal with; 
otherwise, they will be getting pressure for being antisocial in their street or for not maintaining their homes 
effectively. Their kids might have to go to school without the equipment they need to do well. What would we 
do? We would install a program that helped to teach people who have problems with their bills, who know that 
they have large commitments and know that they are likely to have problems paying their bills. We would dream 
up a program that helped them manage that, and that is exactly what was done by the Labor Party. We dreamt up 
a program that was called the hardship efficiency program—HEP. It was an okay program; it did not get a huge 
take-up, but that was possibly because it was not well advertised and was not all that well promoted within the 
groups that needed to know about it. 

Certainly, when financial counsellors saw people in trouble, they referred them to the hardship efficiency 
program. I know personally some of the auditors who worked in that program, and they are great women and 
men who have come out of the electricity or utility industry and know exactly how people’s meters work, how 
their equipment works and how to regulate what they are doing so they can bring their power prices down. They 
outlined when to run their fans, how to keep their houses open and when to run their ovens—all the details and 
little things—but, most importantly, how to read their bills so that they know what their usage is, and how to 
monitor and manage that down. I think there were 26 of those auditors and they did a rip-roaring job in my office 
anyway, because I advertised it around my community and we would hold workshops every week for people 
who wanted help in managing their power bills down. 

That was with the first wave of massive cost increases. People really saw the need to have some help in 
managing this. Then along came the Treasurer of the day, Christian Porter, who is now the federal member for 
Pearce. I remember having debates about that in this chamber. Why would one cut that program? He cut that 
program and did so in a disparaging way; he made jokes about it and said that it was a stupid little program that 
nobody bothered with. He did not use the word “stupid”, but he implied that it was a meaningless little program. 
That was probably the single least insightful thing I could ever imagine a Treasurer saying about a program that 
specifically targeted the most vulnerable people, who are likely to get into trouble financially with their power 
bills. Why would he target a program to help them and cut it? It just made no sense to anyone in my community. 
I am sure that those who knew about the program in their communities were also scratching their heads. 

I turn now to the Western Australian Council of Social Service’s pre-budget submission for 2014–15. It talks 
about why one might want to reduce consumption as a method of reducing cost-of-living pressures. I will read 
through and paraphrase the section about targeted energy affordability schemes. WACOSS is calling on the 
government this year to put in place exactly the sort of thing that it got rid of two years ago. It is totally right for 
WACOSS to call for that, because it was totally wrong for the government to have canned that program; it has 
cost people money. WACOSS says that reducing consumption as a method of reducing cost of living is more 
economically efficient in achieving permanent reductions in consumption and therefore energy costs than trying 
to address utility hardship via tariff concessions and hardship grants alone. Therefore, why is this government 
not looking at a new energy affordability program targeting lower income households—a scheme that targets 
concession holders who are experiencing financial hardship and who are identified as having either a 
comparatively high consumption for their household size and type, or who are under-consuming heating or 
cooling services to the detriment of their health? That is what WACOSS is saying in 2014–15, and I wonder 
what its policy officers must have been thinking when they wrote that. They put out media releases a couple of 
years before, condemning the government for getting rid of the hardship efficiency program. At the time the 
Treasurer said, “We’re putting all this money into the cost-of-living allowance”—the big COLA was going to be 
the panacea: “Don’t worry about this, member for Maylands, it’ll all be okay because we’ve got this shiny new 
object we’re going to give to low income consumers, and it’s called the cost-of-living allowance.” When I was 
looking at the documents I wanted to refer to, I found an article about the cost-of-living allowance in The West 
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Australian of October last year. It made reference to the fact that in the previous year, almost 288 000 seniors 
were given a record $39.4 million, the largest bulk payment ever made by a state government agency, to help 
with the soaring cost of living in Western Australia. It reported that the Department for Communities believed 
the number of Western Australians aged 60 years or over who were eligible for cost-of-living rebates would 
increase by 150 per cent over the next 37 years. However, that is not going down; it is going up. Last year, the 
rebate for singles was $159.90 and for couples, $239.90. We need to remember that the cost of living has 
skyrocketed and that water and electricity have increased by 86 per cent—others say it is 70 per cent. It is still a 
lot. It is very clear to me that those COLA allowances are going to far outweigh what was spent on the hardship 
efficiency program. It does not make sense; the government has removed a program that I thought was quite 
economical and really helped people; it taught them how to fish, if you like. It taught them what to do right and 
to stop doing the wrong thing. However, now the government is giving out grants and saying, “Oh, we’re really 
sorry you’ve got these huge, great, massive bills that you can’t even fall over, but here’s $160—party on!” That 
is completely flawed logic in my view, and I think it would be flawed in the view of most people. It is much 
better to invest in people’s intelligence and their abilities, and give them the capacity to manage their own 
affairs. We should not walk in with a handout and say, “Oh, gee; we’re sorry we’ve cost you a lot more.” In fact, 
there is a figure that says it will be about $1 800 a year in the not-too-distant future just for electricity bill 
increases. “Sorry we’ve cost you more money, but we’re going to give you $160 to make you feel better.” I do 
not think that that is a fair or just thing to do at all.  

The Barnett government has laid out plans for increases in essential services, and that is probably not going to be 
confined to Western Australians. We will probably see these plans being rolled out federally as well; I cannot 
imagine that there will not be some moves afoot to work on the national electricity market and make sure that 
there is income coming back to the new federal government from electricity increases. Given that power prices 
have increased by about 86 per cent, and it seems that we need to have another 33.5 per cent increase over the 
next few years in order to meet what was originally the Premier’s broken promise, now we see the Minister for 
Energy announcing a review of energy prices. I think that is quite a good thing; I think reviews are great. I do not 
have a particular problem with reviewing what the government is doing, because what has happened over the last 
six years has not been particularly beneficial to the people who live in my constituency, so the government can 
only get better, one would hope. In doing so, the rhetoric around what has happened that I am hearing and 
reading is about it being the Premier’s fault that we lost the AAA credit rating. We know that; he was in charge 
of the state. It is particularly his fault because he put these hardship utility grants in this place. 

Debate adjourned, on motion by Mr J.H.D. Day (Leader of the House). 

House adjourned at 7.00 pm 

__________ 
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