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CO-OPERATIVES BILL 2009 
Second Reading 

Resumed from 13 May 2009. 

HON SALLY TALBOT (South West) [7.46 pm]: I am very pleased to be the lead speaker for the opposition 
on this important bill. As members would know, it has been around for a considerable amount of time. I am glad 
that it has come on for debate tonight. I draw the attention of honourable members to the fact that the annual 
general meeting of Co-operatives WA will be held tomorrow, 10 September. I know that there was a lot of 
enthusiasm amongst the cooperative movement to perhaps be able to report some progress on the bill, if not the 
complete adoption of the bill by this place, by that stage. Having talked to some of my colleagues on this side of 
the house, I am optimistic that we can move through this bill fairly swiftly. 

Hon Ken Travers: Cooperatively. 
Hon SALLY TALBOT: And highly cooperatively, as my colleague Hon Ken Travers said. I know that a couple 
of opposition members want to make a contribution so I will keep my comments reasonably brief.  

It appears that Western Australia is the last state to reform. This is well and truly a timely piece of legislation for 
us to be considering. As we heard in the second reading speech, which was given at the time by the now 
President when he was the Parliamentary Secretary to the Minister for Commerce, we are looking at a modern 
act that will replace the two current acts with something that is far more accessible to people involved in the 
cooperative movement. This is obviously a sign of the times and one that we on this side of the house welcome. 
There is a bit of confusion about how many co-ops we have in Western Australia. I have a list here and it makes 
fascinating reading. At lunchtime on 18 March this year, it was stated in the other house that there were 72 co-
ops in WA and by teatime it had gone up to 73. The number of co-ops in Western Australia is around the mid-
70s. As many honourable members would know, co-ops range from very small enterprises, particularly in 
Western Australia in the agricultural sector, to quite big operations like credit unions. There are also taxi co-ops, 
which is well known to most of us. On the national and international scene, there are very large companies such 
as Fonterra, which is not exactly the flavour of the month in Western Australia at the moment having decimated 
our iconic Peters ice-cream. I make that point by way of bringing to the attention of honourable members the fact 
that cooperatives cover a range of activities.  

On page 9 of the bill is a table of cooperative principles. Those principles are worth drawing to the attention of 
members. They are, in order � 

1. Voluntary and open membership  
A co-operative is a voluntary organisation, open to all persons able to use its services and 
willing to accept the responsibilities of membership, without gender, social, racial, political or 
religious discrimination.  

The second principle is democratic member control. At the risk of asking for the slight indulgence of the house 
to refer obliquely to a debate in the other place, it is well worth looking at the contribution made to the debate by 
my colleague Bill Johnston, who took this debate into places where many members had not expected it to go. 
Members will see, if they read that debate, that he awakened a lot of interest, particularly among members on our 
side of the house, into what he calls democratic capitalism. Members can see those principles of democratic 
capitalism reflected in this table of cooperative principles. The first principle is voluntary and open membership. 
The second is democratic member control. The third is member economic participation, which is about the fact 
that members contribute equitably to the co-op. They are democratically controlled and the benefits are mutually 
divided amongst the members of the co-op. The fourth principle is autonomy and independence. The fifth 
principle is education, training and information. The sixth is cooperation among cooperatives. The seventh 
principle is concern for the community, which is worth reading into the record � 

Co-operatives, while focusing on member needs, work for the sustainable development of their 
communities through policies accepted by their members.  

I have referred to the fact that this bill has been around for a long time. I draw the attention of members for 
whom, perhaps, this is a new subject to the excellent report brought into this place by the Standing Committee on 
Uniform Legislation and Statutes Review, of which I think Mr Deputy President (Hon Matt Benson-Lidholm) 
was a member. As members would know, the previous incarnation of this bill went through the other place, came 
into this place and was referred to the uniform legislation committee. We now have that report and we start the 
new process with the incoming government. This bill is virtually identical to the legislation brought in by the 
previous government. I commend this report to honourable members and I would like to draw members� 
attention specifically to a couple of interesting points. The background to the bill, on page 2, section 4, refers to a 
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1998 report, so we are now going back 11 years when the Legislative Assembly Standing Committee on 
Uniform Legislation and Intergovernmental Agreements brought down a report on this matter. As I say, it has 
been around for many years. That report contains an excellent definition of a cooperative, which if it is read 
alongside those seven defining principles, will give members in this house a very good idea of the sort of 
enterprise that we are talking about. The report reads � 

A co-operative is an autonomous association of persons united voluntarily to meet their common 
economic, social and cultural needs and aspirations through a jointly-owned and democratically 
controlled enterprise.  

That definition goes on for several paragraphs. I will not use up the time of the house by reading it all into 
Hansard, but pages 2 and 3 of that report are well worth reading.  

The states got together and decided on, dare I say, a cooperative approach to modernising and standardising this 
legislation. The objective is to bring co-ops into the twenty-first century. As things stand in Western Australia, 
there are various limitations on the activities of co-ops, importantly to do with raising funds, but there are several 
other aspects in which co-ops are at a disadvantage when they are compared, for example, to the standard 
company format. One of the important things that this bill does is to introduce the notion of cooperative capital 
units, which will enable co-ops to raise funds in a way that is much more similar to a way that a company raises 
funds. I will give members the example that was used to explain that concept to me. At the moment, a 
cooperative can raise funds only from people who are members of the cooperative. For example, if a cooperative 
in Harvey or somewhere down in the bush has three or four members and they want to club together to buy a 
tractor, the funds can be raised only from those four members of the cooperative. This legislation will enable the 
cooperative to go outside its membership to raise funds from the wider community, in exactly the same way that 
a company is able to. 

As I said, we are talking about enterprises that range from small local supermarkets right up to things like Co-
operative Bulk Handling Ltd. I have to declare an interest here. I have one share to my name�only one share, 
and it is declared every year in my declaration of member�s interests�and that is in the Denmark Cooperative. I 
went to the co-op the other day and found to my horror that it no longer sells groceries. It is all cookware and 
things like that. So I had to hike up the road to IGA after all. However, the Denmark Cooperative is certainly one 
of those enterprises that will benefit from this legislation. 

There is one more reference to this in the Standing Committee on Uniform Legislation and Statutes Review 
report. On page 4 there is a section that I think is worth reading into the record. This is a comment made by 
Mrs Karen McKeown, who was the legal policy officer from the then Department of Consumer and Employment 
Protection. Her advice to the committee on behalf of DOCEP was � 

[I]n Western Australia we are really characterised by the fact that there is a strong agricultural 
regional theme underlying a lot of our cooperatives. There are several different types. There are the 
small local supermarket-type cooperatives, which are referred to as service cooperatives. That is the 
situation in which, for example, you pay an annual fee and become a member of the cooperative, and, 
as a result, you get produce at a discounted rate.  

That is the sort of arrangement I was describing with the Denmark Cooperative � 

You then have the more marketing-type cooperatives, such as CBH�Co-operative Bulk Handling�
where the farmers provide grain to the cooperative, and the cooperative then proceeds to market that 
grain, obviously at a better rate. I guess the underlying theme for a lot of cooperative structures is the 
notion of economies of scale, so members take advantage of the economies of scale to drive better 
bargains in terms of selling and marketing their produce. 

That leads me to probably the central point I want to make, which is that often cooperatives are formed in 
response to failures of the classical capitalist market. At no time has this been more relevant in recent history 
than it is at the moment, when the whole of world capitalism is being seriously rocked by a series of events, 
including the most extraordinary unethical behaviour by people who should have known better and who have 
clearly abrogated their responsibilities. However, I put it to the house that at no time in recent history has this 
kind of legislation been more relevant in helping people who are prepared to put their capital, their energy, their 
investment and their professional pride into an organisation like a cooperative. 

I have referred to the cooperative capital units, and I have explained my understanding of what they do. I 
welcome that on behalf of the opposition. There are also new provisions relating to the responsibilities of 
directors. I believe that is very important. Again, it is a very timely move. Given that we have been working 
towards this for 11 years, it turns out to be a very timely move in 2009, and certainly members on this side of the 
house will do nothing to slow down the progress of this bill through the house. 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL - Wednesday, 9 September 2009] 

 p6570b-6576a 
Hon Dr Sally Talbot; Hon Lynn MacLaren; Hon Philip Gardiner 

 [3] 

On behalf of the opposition, I report to the house that we see no need to go into committee. I have a couple of 
questions. 

Hon Norman Moore: There are a couple of amendments, so we need to go into committee. 

Hon SALLY TALBOT: I thank Hon Norman Moore, who has pointed out that there are a couple of 
amendments to be considered. Perhaps to save time, I will raise a couple of queries in the hope that the 
parliamentary secretary, or whoever has carriage of this � 

Hon Norman Moore: If they are not too hard, I might be able to handle them. 

Hon SALLY TALBOT: Is it Hon Norman Moore? 

Hon Norman Moore: I am playing it a bit by ear at the moment. 

Hon SALLY TALBOT: Okay. I do not think they are particularly complicated, but it would be nice to have a 
clarification on the record. The Standing Committee on Uniform Legislation and Statutes Review report to 
which I have referred refers to an intergovernmental agreement that Western Australia decided not to sign. I 
gather that we decided not to adopt the template legislation but to go it alone. I do not doubt that we have come 
up with a good result, but I wonder what the status of the intergovernmental agreement is. Is it still waiting to be 
signed, or have we bypassed it by bringing in our own legislation? It is not clear to me from reading about the 
background of the bill why Western Australia decided to implement �alternate consistent� legislation rather than 
adopting the national template. It is not entirely clear to me what the local requirements were that led to that. 
Some clarification of that would probably be worth placing on the record. 

I also note that, although there is clearly very broad support throughout the cooperative movement for this bill, 
only about 15 of the 75-odd co-ops were represented at the workshops held after the release of the green bill in 
2006. It seems to me that the logical explanation for that is perhaps that members of co-ops are extremely busy 
people who do not have time to go to workshops. I wonder whether the minister or the parliamentary secretary�
whoever has carriage of this bill�could give us a bit of an update on the level of support in the cooperative 
community. 

My third question is about whether there are any excluded activities, meaning that certain enterprises would be 
precluded from becoming eligible for cooperative status. Are cooperatives eligible for Lotterywest funding, for 
example? It would be very useful to have that clarified. On that note I will finish my contribution and listen with 
interest to what people in other parties and my colleagues on this side of the house have to say in the hope that 
we can progress this bill expeditiously. 

HON LYNN MacLAREN (South Metropolitan) [8.03 pm]: In speaking on the Co-operatives Bill 2009, I 
make my first substantive contribution to debate on a bill since being elected for my first term. I may depend on 
my notes a bit more than other more experienced members might, and I hope I can beg their indulgence. Like 
me, this bill is back in the chamber, as Hon Sally Talbot mentioned, more or less in the same form as before. It is 
a recycled bill, and that means that we Greens are positively inclined towards it. We recognise that, apart from 
some minor administrative amendments, this bill was passed in the Legislative Assembly and endorsed by the 
Standing Committee on Uniform Legislation and Statutes Review.  

Hon Simon O�Brien: A fine committee it was, too. 

Hon LYNN MacLAREN: Does the honourable member remember it well? 

At the time of the last state election, the bill was yet to be debated, so here we go with it again, and I understand 
it is looked forward to by the sector. However, the bill has had a longer gestation period than that. Recently a 
meeting took place between my office and the Federation of Housing Collectives�also known as FOHCOL�
which I must add was not amongst the cooperatives directly consulted about this bill. It represents an important 
group of potential cooperatives, which I will speak about today. At that meeting, it was pointed out that this 
reform has been on the cards since 2001. We are therefore delighted to be progressing it this evening. This 
legislation has been anticipated by not only the identified current cooperatives industry but also those industries 
that might expand into this cooperative model. I will say a bit more about the importance of the reform from the 
viewpoint of potential cooperatives. I respectfully suggest that the needs of the current industry and the future 
industry will be much better served by what the bill will provide. It is quite a bulky collection of reforms. The 
bill seeks to replace the current outdated Companies (Co-operative) Act 1943 and the Co-operative and 
Provident Societies Act 1903 with laws that we believe comfortably sit in the twenty-first century. In broad 
terms, we are very comfortable that the legislation belongs in 2009 and we have no intention of holding up the 
passage of the bill with a detailed debate. However, I have a series of questions that arose from the briefing that 
we had. I will give a copy of those questions either to the parliamentary secretary or the minister who is dealing 
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with this bill to help us interpret some of the less specific points in the bill, which Hon Sally Talbot has 
mentioned. 

I acknowledge the important role that the cooperative business structure has thus far played in Western Australia, 
particularly in regional Western Australia. The use of co-ops to date has been predominantly a regional 
phenomenon. City people probably have not had much contact with co-ops, with the notable exception of 
organisations such as Liquor Barons and perhaps the University Co-operative Bookshop Ltd. 

The government says that there is a greater scope for the use of the cooperative model in Western Australia, and 
we absolutely agree with that. As the small business spokesperson for the Greens (WA), I acknowledge the 
importance of having this model for that sector and the potential that it introduces. I agree also that there is 
untapped potential for the increased use of co-ops regarding the environment, water, transport and housing. I 
would appreciate it if the parliamentary secretary could expand on the sorts of things the government has in mind 
when it talks about the potential to expand the use of cooperatives in those areas. Because this is an expansion 
into a new industry, some funding might be needed to promote it. I wonder whether the parliamentary secretary 
could outline the funding in this year�s budget and in the forward estimates for the promotion of this new 
cooperative model, because it will be expanded from its traditional areas into these new areas. 

For the time being, I will outline some of my thoughts about the potential growth for this industry and the 
parliamentary secretary can let me know if I am in the right ballpark. From the point of view of environmental 
protection, I understand that some people in the community, particularly in Darlington, are looking to work 
cooperatively to get discounts on the purchase of solar panels. I am not sure whether that is what the government 
had in mind when it referred to the environmental protection of co-ops. Perhaps the parliamentary secretary 
could enlighten us about that. That certainly would be very exciting for us. 

Housing affordability also warrants some attention. I am also the housing spokesperson for the Greens. The 
Greens have strongly supported community housing for many years. We have made the case for stronger 
investment in this vital sector. Housing cooperatives are a form of community housing that provide secure tenure 
and affordable and quality housing. They can assist not only in housing affordability, but also in building more 
vibrant, cohesive and, we would say, even safer communities. I am advised that there are no official housing co-
ops in Western Australia because they fall under a different structure. Most of them are registered under the 
Associations Incorporation Act. However, we do have housing collectives. The co-ops that I have spoken to are 
very keen to adopt this new model because they will be legally entitled to call themselves cooperatives, whereas 
they are currently called collectives. We hope that this bill will change that and that Western Australians will be 
able to exploit that model. Housing collectives provide a much needed additional type of tenure option in 
Western Australia. In Western Australia, the two dominant models of tenure are private ownership and private 
rental. These options are not affordable for, or attractive to, a growing number of people. I often wonder how we 
managed to get to the stage where one of our most fundamental urges as humans�to design and build a place in 
which to live�has become so expensive, so bureaucratically onerous and so removed from our cultural life that 
very few people now do it. 

The Co-operatives Bill will go some way towards ensuring that people who want to build a house collectively 
and affordably, and want to start a business collectively and affordably, can do so. As I mentioned earlier, 
housing collectives were left off the table when it came to consultation and drafting of the bill. There are 10 
housing collectives known to the Federation of Housing Collectives�four in the south west, one in Broome, and 
five in the metropolitan area. I seek leave to table a list of the housing cooperatives in Western Australia. 

Leave granted. [See paper 1129.] 

Hon LYNN MacLAREN: I feel it will be worthwhile if I take this opportunity to fill in the obvious gaps with a 
brief lesson in housing collectives 101. I will then describe a recent tour that I have done. It will be very brief. In 
fact, I may leave it for the subject of an adjournment debate at another time. The basic theme is that the 
Federation of Housing Collectives defines �housing collectives� as �Not-for-profit, member managed 
incorporated associations which aim to provide secure, affordable, quality housing which is designed and 
managed by collective members�. Most of the housing collectives in Western Australia are non-equity 
collectives; that is, they are funded by the Western Australian Department of Housing under the community 
housing program. Housing collective tenants or members are usually on low incomes. Having said that, not all 
housing collectives are like that. There are models that allow people to acquire equity. At the housing collective 
that I visited in Fremantle�Pinakarri Community in Hamilton Hill�there are some houses that are owned 
outright by members of the collective. The remainder of the houses are owned jointly and are managed in 
conjunction with the Department of Housing.  

Cooperative housing provides benefits for not only individual members but also the broader community. One of 
the benefits for the community is the ability to build communities that are safer and more inclusive. The benefits 
for individuals include long-term security of tenure in quality housing; affordable housing; the opportunity to be 
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part of a supportive and friendly community; the opportunity to choose where to live; and the opportunity to 
contribute to innovative design and construction in the building of the home. At Pinakarri, they have been able to 
install a greywater system, with the assistance of some grant funding, and there are also some houses that are 
designed to take advantage of passive solar energy. Another benefit is the opportunity to benefit from education 
and training. That education and training is aimed at helping members to gain confidence and to develop the 
skills that they need to run the cooperative�skills that they may not have had the opportunity to develop in the 
past�because they effectively have to learn how to manage what is really a business. Another benefit is that it 
frees members from having to be dependent on others, because they are able to run things for themselves. It also 
allows them to be part of a democratic and consensus-based organisation that values all members and their 
contributions. We see there the theme that the member for Cannington, Bill Johnston, has spoken about in the 
other place. The democratic ability to determine how we live our lives is very empowering for people, 
particularly if they are struggling financially. For many people, cooperatives provide all the benefits of owning a 
home, without the financial burden. They are usually not-for-profit organisations, and they are managed by the 
members, who also live in the property. In this sense, the members take on the responsibility of being both the 
tenant and the manager of the housing.  

Cooperatives can also be of benefit to the wider community. They provide community resources through 
community education, events and facilities. In many ways, they contribute to a sense of community and a 
balanced social mix in the areas in which they are located. Many co-op members are also involved in other 
activities, such as community theatre and environmental groups. There are generally three types of ownership 
models�equity, shared equity and common equity. In Western Australia, the majority of collectives fall under 
the common equity model. This means that the collective receives 100 per cent of its funding from Homeswest 
to construct or purchase the housing, and it enters into a legal arrangement with Homeswest, which secures the 
government�s interest in the property. The title to the property is held by the collective, but individual members 
do not own their dwelling. Instead, members pay to Homeswest a rent set at a maximum of 25 per cent of their 
gross household income, up to a maximum cost rent. Under this scenario, housing collectives fall into the 
category of public housing, and they are forced to compete for a tiny pool of Department of Housing resources 
allocated to the entire community housing sector. This is where we see the theme winding back to the new 
cooperatives bill and the capital that may be gained by developing that model. 

Being dependent on the Homeswest pool of money has stifled the growth of housing collectives and hindered a 
great opportunity for Western Australians to build and live in co-op houses. This bill could provide a great 
opportunity to allow the housing collective sector to grow independently of Homeswest resources and instead be 
recognised as a valid model for other ownership and funding options, as happens in other states. 

I ask the parliamentary secretary, who is also the parliamentary secretary to the Minister for Housing and Works, 
to address a series of questions about the government�s intentions for future support of the housing collective 
model. I should note that I will provide the parliamentary secretary with my speech notes. Will this bill allow 
more scope to provide social housing under the cooperative model; and, if so, how? How many of the hurdles 
facing the formation of housing cooperatives will remain after this bill is enacted? Will we be able to jump those 
hurdles? How does the government intend to change the structure of this bill so that cooperatives can function 
effectively? Does this bill and/or government policy reflect a move away from housing collectives and 
cooperatives being 100 per cent dependent on Homeswest funding under the common equity model? How will 
this bill assist other businesses that currently provide services to housing collectives, such as bookkeepers, to 
also become cooperatives?  
I mentioned earlier that FOHCOL�the Federation of Housing Collectives�was not consulted during the 
development of this bill, and it is clearly a potential area for this model. Is there any way that it could be 
involved in the drafting of regulations that fall from this bill, if there are any? If so, how will FOHCOL be 
involved in rolling out the government�s plans to promote the co-op model? That is key to expanding this 
exciting opportunity in housing across all housing sectors, private and community, once the bill becomes law. 

The last three questions provide a segue for the broader issue of consultation thus far, and the government�s 
plans for future consultation. Government documents on this issue make much play of the involvement of the 
cooperatives industry, and we have no reason to doubt those claims. However, notwithstanding the importance 
placed on encouraging the co-ops�or more specifically, encouraging the uptake of the cooperative model in a 
broader range of areas, which we brought up during the briefing with the department�we were told that there is 
a list of other potentials, and we would like the government to expand on that. It seems at this point that not 
enough has been done to take into account these new potential markets, and we would really love to hear about 
that. 
How were cooperatives that are not members of Co-operatives WA�which, as Hon Sally Talbot mentioned, is 
the peak non-government organisation for the sector�brought into the consultation process? How were the 
interests and views of potential cooperatives elicited and considered during the consultation process that led to 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL - Wednesday, 9 September 2009] 

 p6570b-6576a 
Hon Dr Sally Talbot; Hon Lynn MacLaren; Hon Philip Gardiner 

 [6] 

the bill? It may just be that there were the workshops that were broadly advertised for a wide group of people; 
we are asking if any attempt was made to identify those potential future markets. I ask the parliamentary 
secretary whether cooperatives that were not members of Co-operatives WA will be involved in drafting the 
regulations, if any, that will be necessary once the bill becomes law; and, if so, how? I also ask whether the 
interests and views of potential cooperatives will be factored into rolling out the government�s plans to promote 
the co-op model once the bill becomes law; and if so, how? 

Like Hon Sally Talbot, I acknowledge the importance of the co-operative�s ability to raise capital, and the 
importance of the bill�s proposed new cooperative capital unit, which we will call CCU. These CCUs expand the 
capacity of co-ops to raise capital beyond the pool of its existing members. The bill and the associated 
government documents provide some information about how these CCU provisions will allow that new capital to 
be accessed in a way that will also protect the interests of members. I received some additional information in 
the briefing the Greens received and subsequently by email, but I would like to put those questions on the record 
and I invite the parliamentary secretary to put the responses on the record. I therefore call on the parliamentary 
secretary to outline how the CCU provisions will offer cooperatives the opportunity to expand their capital base 
while safeguarding the rights of members. Please also explain how the CCU provisions will be regulated, and at 
what levels that regulatory role will be funded during the budget estimates and forward estimates years. 

It is my understanding that the comparative start-up costs for cooperatives are relatively more affordable than 
that for companies, but not for incorporated associations. The registration fees, for example, depending on 
whether it is an association, a cooperative or a company, are $126, $274 and up to $400 respectively. If the 
organisation intends to lodge a prospectus, then under the existing cooperatives legislation the lodgement fee for 
a disclosure statement is $1 238.30; whereas the cost is $2 010 for a company under the Corporations Act. 
Members can see that there may be an economic imperative to stay as one structure or the other and we may 
miss the opportunity to develop into this new model.  

I also note that I have been assured from briefings with the Department of Commerce that other measures are 
included in this bill that promote cooperatives as an affordable business model. For example no registration fee 
will be payable for existing cooperatives transferring to the new legislation; it is anticipated that organisations 
that apply to register as a cooperative under the new act will pay registration fees commensurate with existing 
fees; and other measures have also been taken to mitigate the costs of the new legislation to cooperatives. In 
particular, small cooperatives will be exempt from some of the financial reporting requirements, and the 
regulations to the new act will contain model rules for cooperatives, which should mitigate some of the costs 
incurred in preparing rules to comply with the new legislation. 
Wrapping up, the Greens (WA) strongly support the affordability provisions in the bill and will monitor the 
degree to which cooperatives remain an affordable option for current and future cooperative business owners. In 
conclusion, the Greens support the long overdue package of reforms and I look forward to the parliamentary 
secretary�s answers and to keeping this issue of housing cooperatives on the agenda in future. Thank you, 
Mr Chair. 

HON PHILIP GARDINER (Agricultural) [8.23 pm]: Clearly, I am in this chamber representing the Nationals 
tonight. I am very happy to speak on this Co-operatives Bill 2009. It is a harmonisation and modernisation bill, 
as has already been made clear by earlier speakers. It is interesting to note that the harmonisation bill for the 
cooperative structure is taking place in the year 2009. Harmonisation for the main alternate structure, a 
corporation, occurred somewhere back around the late 1970s to the early 1980s. It is interesting to note how the 
Melbourne-Sydney-Canberra axis is focused on corporations almost as if that is the only model when, as we 
have already heard, the cooperative model is a well tried and tested model that currently represents the biggest 
bank�or close to it�of the world�Rabobank. Therefore, it is not just building the critical mass of small 
operators when there is a service orientation required and when there is a particular product focus associated 
with it. That is the element that drives the development of most cooperatives�building the critical mass to give 
the countervailing power to the next stage in the value chain with whom they deal. Otherwise, small business has 
little hope of competing in the long run.  

I am very proud to speak to this bill because it is not just close to my own philosophy; it is also at the heart of the 
Nationals� philosophy of looking after the interests of small business and giving them the opportunities to grow, 
and to allow that to happen largely in the regional areas where many cooperatives develop because that is 
mostly�not only, but mostly�the home of small business.  

I was involved with the Australian Wheat Board back in the late 1980s and early 1990s. At that time the 
Australian Wheat Board was operating with a government guarantee for its overseas funding. It was operating as 
a cooperative, and all the surpluses were distributed back to those members, or those grain growers, who were 
selling grain to the wheat board. All the surpluses went back to those �quasi� members. But with the removal of 
the government�s guarantee of borrowing, that organisation had to develop a corporate structure. At the time 
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there were two options�the cooperative option and the corporate option. Do members know what held it back? 
The cooperative option. It was claimed that it could not be done because there was no harmonised legislation for 
cooperatives across the country, and, to be a cooperative, the members had to be a part of the cooperative. But 
the rights across the states, with the different cooperatives laws, disallowed that common property to occur. I 
said, �Change the law. Get it harmonised.� Of course in those days demutualisation into corporations was very 
easy money for investment bankers. They said, �Let�s go the corporate model.� That situation was the first step 
in the demise of organisations such as the Australian Wheat Board, the properties of which had a lot of benefits, 
in my view, for Australian wheat growers, but the conflict of interest in the corporate model failed it. Whereas if 
it had been a cooperative model, and if it had had good management and astute management, it could well have 
prevailed and continued. That just shows the importance of what we are dealing with tonight in terms of getting 
Western Australia�s cooperative law harmonised with the rest of the country.  

I do not think there is much more that I can add to what has already been said. The various points of the 
improvements have been raised�the registration, commonality, the facts about cooperative capital units have 
been noted, and the benefits they have for capital raising. People do not fully understand the economic power 
that cooperatives can build. We should remind ourselves that Co-operative Bulk Handling Ltd�probably the 
biggest cooperative in this state�at the height of the economic uncertainty in November or December 2008, 
went out and borrowed $2 billion; and it is a cooperative. It is claimed that cooperatives do not have the 
commercial clout; but, in actual fact, during the unprecedented difficulties we were facing with the world 
financial crisis, cooperatives came through better than corporates. That was evident not just with CBH but 
evident also with an organisation such as Rabobank. This bill is a very important step for Western Australia now 
and in the future. The changes have been thoroughly endorsed by the existing cooperatives. I could go through 
the cooperatives we have contacted, but none of them has any concern about what is in this bill. We are in a 
happy situation of having a bill that the industry believes is right and, from what I hear, members believe is right. 
I am very happy to endorse this bill. 

Debate adjourned, on motion by Hon Norman Moore (Leader of the House).  
 


