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Division 57:  Minerals and Energy Research Institute of Western Australia, $875 000 - 
Mrs Hodson-Thomas, Chairman. 
Mr Brown, Minister for State Development. 
Dr C.D. Branch, Chairman, Minerals and Energy Research Institute of Western Australia. 

Mr DAY:  This question is similar to one of our questions when the previous division was dealt with.  Will the 
minister indicate how the priority and assurance dividend is being found and what impact he expects that to have 
on the institute’s operations?  The $52 000 reduction is shown on page 1009. 

Dr BRANCH:  The Minerals and Energy Research Institute of Western Australia works by expending 
government funds, supplemented by industry sponsorship, to carry out research into minerals and petroleum 
primarily.  Therefore, a cut in budget means that there will be fewer dollars to match against industry dollars.  
The small amount of about $600 000 a year that we have received from Governments over the past 20 years we 
have been in existence has never been sufficient to fund fully all the research projects that we believe would 
benefit this State.  Hence, MERIWA has instituted a number of measures, one being that we provide a maximum 
of $100 000 from government funds to any one project; and generally we prefer it to be much less.  If a project is 
worth $1 million, we will put in only $100 000 maximum of government funds.  If industry believes that it is 
worthwhile to go ahead with a project, it will put in the total balance.  It means that, on average, our contribution 
from industry is about $3 for every $1 the Government puts into a project.  Therefore, the cut in funding reduces 
our ability to supplement the industry sponsorship.  However, if industry believes a project should go ahead, it 
will go ahead; it will pay for it. 

Mr DAY:  Therefore, in the end, the institute expects industry to come up with the money that might otherwise 
have been provided. 

Dr BRANCH:  That is right. 

Mr DAY:  Does Dr Branch expect the relocation of the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research 
Organisation minerals and petroleum division to Western Australia - I understand substantial funding has been 
provided by the State to assist in that relocation - to have any impact on the institute’s operations?  Is there 
overlap between what the institute and the CSIRO do?  How does Dr Branch see the relocation of that division 
of CSIRO to Western Australia impacting on the institute’s operations? 

Dr BRANCH:  It will not make any new impact, in that that group has been operating in Western Australia for 
some time.  We have three projects running with that CSIRO division at present.  When the CSIRO is looking at 
projects, generally within the value range of $500 000 to $1 million, which is within the appetite of MERIWA to 
consume, it will approach us, knowing that our criteria are that the research must be carried out by researchers in 
Western Australia primarily; that the benefits from the research must go to Western Australia, and Western 
Australian industry and community; and that all our research results must be published and made publicly 
available so that no commercial confidentiality is involved.  

[11.00 am] 

Mr DAY:  There is no overlap or duplication with what the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research 
Organisation is doing? 

Dr BRANCH:  No.  It is the same as with the cooperative research centres and so forth.  Our contribution is 
separate from all other funding, federal or state, and is a means whereby a small carrot of state government 
funding allows a great deal of industry funding to be obtained to carry out research in Western Australia.  

Mr WALDRON:  The last dot point on page 1008 states that alternative energy is an emerging technology.  
Given that alternative energy has once again been identified as a significant trend, why does it appear that there 
is no budget allocation for that? 

Dr BRANCH:  Alternative energy issues are in the Act under which MERIWA operates.  However, in 1995 the 
previous Government transferred alternative energy activities to the Office of Energy and the Alternative Energy 
Development Board, which is controlled by the Deputy Premier, Hon Eric Ripper.  MERIWA still receives the 
funding and writes the cheques for alternative energy research, but it is merely a banker and does not have any 
involvement with that policy; so although it is in this division and the portfolio of this minister, the responsibility 
for that activity lies with the Deputy Premier. 

Mr WALDRON:  Given that alternative energy has been identified as a significant trend, is there an allocation? 

Dr BRANCH:  There is an allocation of $263 000 in this budget for alternative energy research.   

Mr BARRON-SULLIVAN:  I would like to tighten up on the minister’s answer about the priority and assurance 
dividend on page 1009.  I know it is only $52 000, but it is still about six per cent of the budget for this 
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organisation, and I would like to have that itemised.  I am happy to get that answer as supplementary 
information.    

Mr BROWN:  The point that has been made by Dr Branch is that the organisation operates on the basis of 
allocations and works within its budget allocations.   

Dr BRANCH:  Every year we receive more applications for our funds than we can provide funds for.  That 
means that we need to adjust our financial policies or carry over good applications into the next financial year.  
We never know how much we will be asked for, because, unlike many research funding organisations, we do not 
have a set date by which all applications must be received; we receive them throughout the year.  We find that by 
about April, we know whether we will have a tight year or a fairly easy year to get through.  About two years 
ago, we had a carryover of some $200 000; so it does vary.  Ultimately, any reduction in our budget reduces our 
opportunity to get from industry that multiplier or leverage of more research funding. 

Mr BARRON-SULLIVAN:  Is the whole of that $52 000 taken out of research funding?  It is nothing to do with 
travel or consultancies? 

Dr BRANCH:  The administration costs of MERIWA comprise six per cent of our government funding budget.  
We have only three part-time staff, four directors who are on very low salaries - honorariums - and an honorary 
advisory committee to give us technical advice.  

Mr WALDRON:  The major initiative for 2001-02 on page 1010 is that the board of MERIWA and the Minerals 
Research Advisory Committee will be increasing efforts to stimulate industry investment into minerals and 
energy research.  How will the board and the committee do that, and what amount of the $1.62 million budget 
will be used in this area? 

Dr BRANCH:  None of our moneys will be expended in that initiative.  It represents the time that the members 
of the board, our part-time staff and our honorary advisory committee members spend in meeting with industry.  
However, our Act requires us to have on our advisory committee, as honorary members, members of the 
Chamber of Minerals and Energy of Western Australia, the Australian Petroleum Production and Exploration 
Association, the universities, and the Chamber of Commerce and Industry of Western Australia, so we have a 
network there.  We are trying to remind the new restructured minerals and petroleum industry people that as Rio 
Tinto Exploration Pty Ltd and BHP go out of research, new companies will come in, and we need to make sure 
that the new players in the industry game are fully aware of MERIWA and the benefits that it gives back to 
industry through their participation.  

[11.10 am] 
 


