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GENE TECHNOLOGY BILL 2001 
Second Reading - Cognate Debate 

Resumed from 24 October. 

MR MASTERS (Vasse) [4.12 pm]:  I believe I have two minutes left. 

Mr Kobelke:  You don’t have to take all of it. 

Mr MASTERS:  I will take all of it.  It is important that I refer to comments made in the second reading debate.  
The parliamentary secretary appeared to suggest that the Bill was important to primarily control corporations.  I 
am sure that was an image of what was said by the minister in the other place.  The reality is that the issue of 
gene technology and genetically modified organisms applies to not only industry and corporations but also 
academic and other researchers, farmers, the general public and - I must remind the House - activists.  There are 
people in the community who have significant ill will in their hearts as to their intentions for the future 
application of gene technology in Australia and around the world. 

I repeat that the focus of the Bill and the concerns that I will raise during the consideration in detail stage relate 
to industry, including corporations, academic and other researchers, farmers, the general public and activists.  I 
have spoken about this issue with the Western Australian Farmers Federation, the Pastoralists and Graziers 
Association, academic researchers, farming groups, farmers and a range of people across the board.  On that 
basis, I am happy to offer my amendments to the Bill because I believe they will create a far better Bill than 
exists now. 

Because we are discussing this Bill in the same breath as the Gene Technology Amendment Bill 2001, the 
Opposition will support the Gene Technology Amendment Bill without any amendments.  However, I regret to 
advise members on the government side of the House that we will pursue the amendments to the Gene 
Technology Bill as listed on the Notice Paper because we believe there are deficiencies in the Bill and areas in 
which we can significantly improve the Bill to protect human health and the environment. 

MR ANDREWS (Southern River) [4.14 pm]:  I support the Bill, not on the basis of any professional knowledge 
in this field of science but certainly an interest.  The Bill provides protection to people like me who have an 
interest but are unsure about genetic engineering and so on.  I believe the Bill deserves support because it 
provides statutory regulation for developments in this area. 

To a layperson like I am, there appears to be two extremes of opinion about genetic manipulation, DNA 
technology and so on.  On one side of the equation, people say that it is morally incorrect to play the role of God; 
that the technology will change the universe and so on.  On the other side of the equation are people who tend to 
say that the food and health benefits that will come about because of gene technology will save millions of 
people, the world will be a much better place and it is the key to solving the world’s problems of starvation, 
illness and so on. 

I am a bit confused, as I do not know enough about the technology itself.  If I had been making this speech about 
three weeks ago I knew a bit about it at that stage but my retention of the details of these matters tends to go very 
quickly.  I believe that happens to many people.  They read things in the newspapers which at times frighten 
them; for example the piglets with yellow trotters that appeared in the paper the other day were spectacular.  
People look at that and say ooh and aah.  On the other side of the equation are people involved in university 
studies who wonder what people are worried about.  I am therefore not sure about this technology and I believe 
the Bill provides protection for those people who do not know about it. 

Gene technology offers great opportunities but it must be developed within an open and comprehensive 
framework.  The list of opportunities that exists for health and food technology is virtually endless.  An 
important aspect of the Bill is that people and the environment associated with this technology should not be put 
at risk because in time this technology will assist our food industries, particularly the beef industry.  I was 
listening to the radio last night and learnt about Meat Standards Australia.  I wish that some more members of 
the National Party were in the Chamber to support me on this matter.  The production of Australian foodstuffs, 
particularly for the Asian market, is very important to the future of Western Australia.  There is a view that gene 
technology could put that market at risk and that matter should be considered in this Bill. 

History shows that any technological changes are always associated with a reassessment of moral and ethical 
principles.  The industrial revolution was a classic example of that.  I suppose the twenty-first century version of 
the industrial revolution is gene technology.  It would not be surprising therefore to see debate stemming not so 
much from the technical aspects but from the moral and ethical issues involved with this technology. 
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Gene technology offers WA great opportunities in health, agriculture, primary industry production and the 
environment.  My understanding of this legislation is that essentially it will ensure a regulatory framework for 
experimenting, making, breeding, propagating, developing, exporting and importing and producing genetically 
modified organisms.  This legislation will allow the commonwealth Gene Technology Act, which came into 
effect on 21 June this year, to become operative in Western Australia.  Prior to that commonwealth Act, the 
Genetic Manipulation Advisory Committee was an advisory committee only, as the name implies, which was 
one of the weaknesses of that body.  It did not have the authority to enforce auditing or impose penalties. 

Without this legislation I believe that the Commonwealth does not have the power to regulate gene technology 
developments carried out by individual persons, state agencies, institutions and so on operating in Western 
Australia.  Another problem associated with GMAC was that its decision-making process was not open or 
transparent.  The commonwealth Gene Technology Act provides a regulatory system that deals with foods, 
therapeutic goods such as insulin, agriculture, pesticides, herbicides, veterinary and industrial chemicals and so 
on.  The most satisfying aspect of that Act is the role of the gene technology regulator, who was only recently 
appointed and who is based in Canberra.  The commonwealth Act establishes three committees.  One committee 
deals with technical advice, another deals with the various ethical issues, and the third involves community 
consultation.  The committees have shared membership.  They will take into account the technical aspects in 
conjunction with the ethical issues and community consultation.  That is an appropriate approach to this issue.   

The Act prohibits activities by persons dealing with non-registered genetically modified organisms.  It 
incorporates risk assessments to protect the environment and it includes policies relating to containment.  It also 
establishes a database of GMOs and GM products.  However, most importantly, it provides for comprehensive 
auditing, monitoring and inspection and enforcement powers.   

Various authorities handle the industrial side of gene technology.  Medicines and drugs are handled by the 
Therapeutic Goods Administration; agricultural and veterinary chemicals are handled by the National 
Registration Authority; foods are handled by the Australia New Zealand Food Authority; imports and exports are 
handled by the Australian Quarantine and Inspection Service; and industrial chemicals are handled by the 
National Occupational Health and Safety Commission.  Those authorities and commissions will be brought 
together to liaise with the gene technology regulator.  That is a great improvement on the previous situation.   

Some people oppose gene technology purely from a moral point of view.  They believe that the world was 
created by God and that no-one else should interfere.  That point of view must be acknowledged.  Others are 
opposed to it because of a fear of the unknown.  When gene technology is mentioned, some people think of mad 
cow disease, or other diseases that are not known from one generation to the next.  They fear something being 
passed from one generation to another or the long-term problems associated with the technology.  Those issues 
are very real in the minds of many people.   

Mention has been made of the concept of cross contamination to traditional or organic crops.  As I said, 
Australia has a great reputation overseas, particularly in Asia, for producing clean food.  We must be careful that 
we do not lose that label.  There may be genetic crops in the far north east of Australia, and we might be 
exporting from the south west of Western Australia, but people overseas often do not make the distinction 
between the two areas.  This Bill will allow for better management of that type of problem.  Badging of 
Australian foods is an important aspect that must be considered.   

Other arguments have been put forward about genetically modified animals escaping and breeding with native 
species.  That is a distinct possibility.  I do not know whether that would have dire consequences.  All I know 
about farming is rounding up the cows in the morning and picking up spuds.  In fact, I know nothing about 
farming, but the member for Wagin might help me.  It has been argued that genetically modified animals might 
have different grazing patterns and that that could cause different erosion and environmental problems.   

The people who argue in favour of gene technology say that genetic modification is another of nature’s methods 
of progressing species.  When the first European settlers came to Australia, genetic modification had to occur 
because the European cereal crops and livestock could not handle the Australian conditions.  The advantage of 
gene technology is that it is more precise, it can produce results more quickly, it is more cost-effective and it can 
introduce traits that cannot be introduced using traditional methods.  It is seen as the upgrading of a natural 
process.   

It is interesting to note that about three-quarters of the genetically modified food crops in the world are grown in 
the United States.  I will return to that point later in my contribution.   

Another argument put in favour of this technology is that it can reduce the amount of chemicals and pesticides 
used because it allows for targeting of pests and weeds.  That would reduce ground water contamination.   
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Most members know that I have an interest in medical research.  One of the problems facing those who need 
organ transplants is that not enough organs are donated.  I was at first repulsed in the early 1990s when I heard 
about the experiments being carried out to enable animal parts to be used in humans.  As my newly adopted 
kidney gets older, the idea is not as repulsive as it once was.  It takes a quantum mental leap to accept that 
useable animal organs might be produced as a result of genetic manipulation.  I believe that that is a generational 
issue.  My daughter is studying human and molecular biology and, to her, genetic manipulation is simply the 
next step along the way.  I am not sure about that.  The research is being done, and it will be some time before 
that happens, but we must accept that it is a possibility.   

It is hoped that the work being done on drugs will lead to their being more efficient, available and cheaper to 
produce.  I have read a number of articles about the work done on a variety of enzymes, hormones, blood 
coagulants and hepatitis B vaccines.  An oft-cited example of that work is that, from 1978 onwards, insulin has 
been produced using bioengineered bacteria rather than animals.  The potential is there to provide vaccines for 
diseases such as cholera and malaria.  We can only hope and pray that the HIV situation in Africa can be 
addressed by gene technology.   

The world has changed dramatically since 11 September.  Before then, there was no urgency to deal with gene 
technology.  We are now confronted with anthrax and smallpox being used as weapons.  If a form of anthrax is 
spread and we have the technology and the appropriate regulations to produce a vaccine, surely that must be 
investigated.  I doubt that anyone would have thought of that application of gene technology two months ago.  
The world changes quickly and we must look at gene technology in this new environment as a means of 
combating biological terrorism.  I hope that is not being too dramatic, and it does not prove to be the case, but it 
is worth looking into.   

I will refer to some of the other developments that relate to food and medicine.  Overseas research is currently in 
progress to add vitamin E to vegetable oil to reduce the levels of saturated fats in cooking oils.  All sorts of work 
is being done on the allergenic properties of milk and wheat; on adding vitamin A and iron to rice; and on 
genetically modifying bananas to produce vaccines for hepatitis B, diarrhoea and tooth decay.  Some work is 
also being done to use modified foods to deliver vaccines, and many other things.  The list is endless and once 
one starts reading it, it becomes interesting and exciting at the same time.   

I found a couple of interesting points about gene technology and the environment.  For instance, scientists are 
developing bacteria that is sensitive to TNT in the hope that it can be used to detect landmines of all things; and 
fish that can detect pollutants such as dioxins and polychlorinated biphenyls.  I found all sorts of examples of 
gene technology; for example, it could help clean up contaminated soils.  There are many examples of gene 
technology being used in food processing.  I came across an example in cheese production.  Rennin is an enzyme 
that is developed to clot milk and produce cheese.  Previously rennin was made from rennet, which is scraped 
straight from the stomach of calves; so gene technology is good news for the calves. 

I support this Bill, mainly because it is a necessary piece of legislation to enable the commonwealth Acts to 
come into effect in Western Australia.  I also think that it will relieve some of the anxiety that many people feel 
about these sorts of developments.   

[Leave granted for the member’s time to be extended.]   

Mr ANDREWS:  One of the pieces of research that I read referred to this type of legislation as the gatekeeper; 
that is, it provides government with a decision-making role on how wide to open the door to gene technology, 
what to let in, keep out and so on.  This legislation provides the mechanisms to tackle all sorts of questions about 
the morality of gene technology, its work, its value, where we go with it in the future and the safeguards that are 
put in place to protect people from future risk - if that is the outcome, but we do not know.  I support the Bill.  I 
am interested in this area and I look forward to some aspects of the consideration in detail.   

MR WALDRON (Wagin) [4.34 pm]:  I support this Bill, which will regulate the developing field of gene 
technology.  In supporting the Bill I acknowledge that gene technology is a reality.  It is with us.  We can go 
with it, monitor it, regulate it and keep an eye on it, which we very much need to do, or we can hide it and ignore 
the problems.  If we do that those problems will emerge because we will not progress it in a controlled and open 
manner.   

I will keep reasonably brief and to the point, because I know the member for Stirling would like to speak in the 
third reading debate.  The applications of gene technology are evident in medical research, agriculture, the 
production of therapeutic products such as insulin, as well as in industry.  The member for Southern River has 
referred to some interesting stuff, and has obviously done a lot of work on this Bill.  I congratulate him on some 
of the things he brought forward that I was not aware of.   
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The Bill regulates the development in gene technology for the protection of health and the environment in an 
open and accountable manner.  The development of new technology must be open and accountable with 
information available to all.  This Bill does this in line with the federal legislation.  The Bill makes provision for 
the regulator to provide information on the location of trial sites.  The regulator must provide copies of 
applications, risk assessments and risk management plans, if they are requested.  It must allow people to inspect 
the record of the genetically modified organism product dealings.  There is an exception for confidential 
commercial information.   

It is pleasing to note in the Bill a specific provision stating that the regulator must refuse to declare that 
information is confidential commercial information if that information relates to locations of GM trials, unless 
the regulator is satisfied that there would be significant damage to the health and safety of people, the 
environment or property if the locations were disclosed.  That is an important point in the Bill.  Also the 
declaration of confidential commercial information will not apply in the most part to sites of field trials.  If the 
regulator declares a field trial site confidential commercial information, it must release a public statement 
outlining why public interest in disclosure would outweigh the prejudice of disclosure or the reasons the 
regulator is satisfied that significant damage would occur if those locations were disclosed.  

Safety and containment are priorities in the Bill.  With Australia’s new legislation, no GMO can be released into 
the environment or used in industry until the office of gene technology regulator approves the product and 
reviews its potential impact on environment and health.  They are the basic safeguards that are included in the 
Bill.   

One concern I have relates to the ethics of interspecies breeding.  Ethical concerns in gene technology will 
develop along with the new technology; it is an evolving process.  This legislation establishes a regulatory 
structure that defines the power of the regulator.  It also empowers committees to advise the regulator on topics, 
but is not able to set specific guidelines for different types of general technology, which I think will change day 
by day.  We do not know what will happen in the future.  That worries me a little and we need to be careful of 
that.  The ethical concerns will be in the hands of the Gene Technology Ethics Committee.  The committee will 
have to reflect the concerns of the community as new technology emerges.  This legislation, combined with the 
commonwealth Act, will regulate the growing of GM crops, and the growing and breeding of GM animals or 
fish.  These were not covered under the Genetic Manipulation Advisory Committee, so it is good that these areas 
are now covered.   

The previous speaker mentioned the concern about exports to Asia.  I agree with that concern; it has been a big 
issue in country Western Australia and the subject of a lot of debate in the farming industry.  However, we must 
move with the technology and work with it, and also ensure that it is open so that we can regulate along the way.  
In that way, if there are problems, at least we are aware of them.  The big danger is if we lock everything up and 
no-one is aware of what is happening until it is too late.   

I see great opportunities offered by the advances in gene technology, a lot of which have been covered.  It could 
be crucial to many people in the areas of health and agriculture.  I am sure that there will be great advances in 
agriculture - once again, as long as it is controlled - and in health.  The previous speaker, the member for 
Southern River, mentioned some examples in health.  Even if we were worried about some of the implications, if 
someone in our family could be helped we would look to the advances made in gene technology.   

I refer to advances made in the development of salt tolerant plants that could change the face of farming.  
Western Australia has huge salinity problems and a great deal of salt-affected land.  The possibility that this 
would help to stop the spread of salt-affected land would be fantastic:    

I will touch on issues in health.  Previous speakers mentioned possible cures from gene technology, and we have 
only scratched the surface of that at this stage.  I am certain there will be benefits to the community.  

With the passage of this Bill in Western Australia and similar Bills in the other States, Australia will have not 
only the toughest but also the fairest gene technology laws in the world.  We must find the crucial balance 
between regulating the health and safety of people and the environment, and progressing and embracing the new 
technology.  This Bill does what we have talked about.  Some amendments will be made in due course.   

MR LOGAN (Cockburn - Parliamentary Secretary) [4.39 pm]:  I will respond to the issues that members 
opposite have raised, and I will close the second reading debate.  One issue that was only alluded to by members 
opposite is that this Bill is uniform legislation and corresponds with the commonwealth Gene Technology Act 
that came into operation in June 2001.  The commonwealth legislation provides for a regulatory framework that 
sets out a method of licensing those facilities or field trials that will modify genetic material.   

Members opposite raised some concerns about field trials.  Currently, there is no regulatory control or 
enforceable legislation for agricultural gene modification or any threats to the health of the community or the 
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environment as a result of the application of technical changes to organisms.  This Bill allows for the 
establishment of a framework for Western Australian agriculture that requires the cautious, secure approach to 
GMO technology that the Opposition has requested and is so concerned about.   

I remind members what the Bill is about.  Firstly, the ministerial council may issue policy principles, guidelines 
and codes of practice for dealing with storage, application and field trials of any GMO material, including the 
ethical and practical policy directions.  Secondly, before setting the ministerial policy principles, guidelines and 
codes of practice, the ministerial council will seek advice from three professional technical and environmental 
committees.  The member for Wagin was concerned about the advice that will be provided to the ministerial 
council.  The council will be provided with advice via the Gene Technology Technical Advisory Committee, the 
Gene Technology Community Consultative Committee and the Gene Technology Ethics Committee.  All areas 
of community concern will be addressed by the directions issued by the ministerial council.   

Thirdly, the Bill introduces the office of the commonwealth gene technology regulator of Western Australia.  
This body is the key to the regulation of any technical dealings with GMOs.  Fourthly, this Bill outlaws any 
person or organisation that deals with GMOs without a licence.  Fifthly, to grant a licence to deal or manipulate 
GMO materials, the regulator must be satisfied that the applicant and his or her facilities or proposals meet the 
ministerial policy principles, guidelines, codes of practice and conditions that the regulator may place on the 
licence.  The regulator may be required to consult or be provided with any information it deems fit in order to 
make a determination on the issuing of the licence.  With these checks and balances, we believe that the 
regulation of agricultural GMO material manipulation or its use in Western Australia will become effective and 
secure.   

The members for Southern River, Wagin and Vasse raised a number of the positive aspects of this Bill.  The 
member for Vasse is correct when he calls the rapid advances in biotechnology the fourth revolution in 
production and human advancement.  The member referred to the agricultural revolution all the way back to the 
Assyrian empire, the industrial revolution, the electronic revolution and now the biotechnological revolution, 
which is the fourth revolution.  He is correct.  Computer technicians considering the next generation of 
computers are considering not only more advanced microchips, but also the production of biochips to replicate 
brain movement so that microchips can process information at the same speed as humans.  They are considering 
using biotechnology to speed up the processing information of computers.  That is just one area of the 
biotechnology revolution to which the member for Vasse referred.   

Recently, I visited the state agricultural biotechnology centre at Murdoch University and saw the processes of 
manipulation of DNA that take place there.  The literal, technical process of manipulating DNA to splice genes 
and recreate genes is very simple.  Now that the scientists and technicians understand how to do it, the process is 
quite straightforward.  I had some reservations but also admired what the scientists and technicians advised me 
they could do by manipulating DNA material.  Earlier, the member for Southern River provided a number of 
examples of what could be done.   

Two examples that I will give have questionable commercial uses.  Cotton is a hollow fibre.  It is possible to 
manipulate the DNA of cotton to introduce insulation into the hollow part of it and to grow cotton that has its 
own insulation.  The genetic material of cotton could be crossed with the genetic material of indigo to grow blue 
cotton for Levis and the jeans market.  That is a practical example of DNA manipulation.  Another practical 
example is the manipulation of potato DNA so that potatoes will contain insulin.   

An amazing number of things can be done with biotechnology, some of which have been outlined by the 
member for Southern River.  However, there are threats from GMO manipulation.  The member for Vasse raised 
some of those issues.  There are threats whether or not we become involved with the process of genetic 
manipulation.  If we do not become involved, the country’s technology for GMO manipulation may be left 
behind.  There is another international threat.  Today, we have introduced legislation that provides security for 
the community based on ethical and environmental control.  However, other countries, including China, have no 
controls place whatsoever.  China is making major advances in GMO technology but has no regulations or 
ethical or environmental controls.  It certainly does not consult with the community about what it does.  

Mr Waldron:  Are they having any problems?  

Mr LOGAN:  The member for Wagin asked whether the Chinese were having any problems.  I would hate to 
think they were, and I would hate to ever experience those problems; if we did experience them, it would be a 
major blight for Australian agriculture and the Australian population, depending on what the Chinese were 
doing.  Other countries are making major advances in GMO manipulation technology without any controls in 
place.  However, that does not mean that Australia should follow that free-market approach.  A secure approach 
to GMO technology is crucial to the economy, the environment and the community of Western Australia.   
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This Bill allows the scientists and technicians in Western Australia to proceed with the development of the GMO 
study applications with strict guidelines and extreme caution.  This is the most appropriate approach, bearing in 
mind the national and state interests and the concerns raised by the community about the threats to the health of 
the community, the environment and the economy.  I commend the Bill to the House.  

Question put and passed. 

Bill read a second time. 

House adjourned at 4.50 pm 
__________ 

 


