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LOANS (CO-OPERATIVE COMPANIES) BILL 2004 
Second Reading 

Resumed from an earlier stage of the sitting. 

HON DEE MARGETTS (Agricultural) [3.33 pm]:  I can understand the reasons that this Bill has been put 
forward.  The minister acknowledges in his second reading speech that the Western Australian agricultural sector 
is facing pressure from globalisation in the food industry.  He mentioned also that with the emergence of a 
smaller number of mega participants, such as retailers, manufacturers, financial institutions and transport 
companies, in the supply chain, global purchasing is becoming a reality.  The minister went on to talk about the 
necessity to rationalise activities to deal with the reliability of supply demanded by large participants in the 
market.   
The Greens (WA) do not have any objections to this Bill.  However, we believe that we should take advantage of 
the benefit of hindsight and that there should be a systematic assessment of the impact of the changes that have 
occurred as a result of economic globalisation.  If we are talking about cooperatives in the grains industry, the 
dairy industry or the fishing industry, which have been around for decades in many instances - for commonsense 
reasons in many cases - the pressure that has been placed on them has been of a very distinct nature.  The 
assumption is often made that cooperatives are anti competitive.  That is not my assumption.  That is the 
assumption of the National Competition Council.  Unfortunately, although people like Graeme Samuel argued 
otherwise, the assumption was that they are anti competitive unless they could prove otherwise.  That meant that 
every agricultural cooperative in Western Australia was forced to argue why it should continue to exist.  It was 
not only forced to argue why it should continue to exist on public interest grounds.  It was also forced to argue, if 
any regulatory mechanisms or special legislation was required, why that could not be achieved by some other 
market means.  A lot of the assumptions that were made have never been proved.  One of those assumptions was 
that if we were to remove cooperatives and make the market more competitive by pitting individual growers and 
producers against the large supermarket chains or buying groups, it would somehow or other be a more efficient 
and fair market arrangement.  Anyone with the tiniest grain of commonsense would know that to pit an 
individual farmer against Coles or against National Foods, or to pit an individual fishing business against 
whatever, is not an equal bargaining arrangement.  Therefore, what appeared to be more efficient has proved to 
be disastrous for many people.   

Therefore, although I can understand the reason for this kind of legislation, I and the Greens (WA) would much 
prefer that there was a systematic review and a social impact assessment before any of these changes take effect.  
Also, if in the end industries are forced to make these changes, in many cases after the National Competition 
Council has put a gun to their head, then there should be a systematic assessment of the impact of those changes 
on those industries, because in many cases they have had a detrimental impact.  Despite the assumption that we 
will end up with more efficient industries and lower prices for consumers, if what we end up with is industries 
that are struggling, and in some instances higher prices to consumers and less convenience, and in effect less 
competition, then at some stage Governments at all levels should be required to systematically review the effect 
of these changes.  I for one do not trust the Productivity Commission to conduct such reviews, because it has a 
specific view of what the world should be.  Therefore, the role of State Government should be to conduct a 
systematic review in those areas in which there have been a range of deregulatory mechanisms.   

The minister would be very aware of the impact of the many changes in the western rock lobster industry.  Not 
only have there been changes in international demand and pricing, but at the same time there have been changes 
to the processing arrangements and to the 150 pot rule.  In the end, the market and seasonal changes have made 
that very valuable industry a lot more risky.  I do not believe this is the kind of thing for which we should be 
legislating.  I know that what I am saying is slightly off the point.  As I have said, the Greens (WA) do not object 
to this legislation.  We understand why it is believed to be necessary.  However, I wonder whether the minister 
can advise us whether there is any intention to systematically review some of the more recent changes to the 
cooperative marketing arrangements, and also whether there is any intention to systematically review the various 
changes that have occurred as a result of the policies of both the World Trade Organisation and the National 
Competition Council, to assess whether the outcome has been a more efficient and effective industry or whether 
it has had a totally different and disastrous effect. 

Hon Kim Chance:  Indeed there is, and you make a very good and valid point.  In respect of the grain industry, 
the State’s biggest agricultural industry, that review is being carried out at the moment by RSM Bird Cameron in 
exactly the manner you discussed.   

Hon DEE MARGETTS:  If that is happening, that would be very useful.  At some stage it would be good to 
include a range of other changes.  There may well have been changes for the better, but considering the kinds of 
debates we have had expressing concern about employment in the timber industry in Western Australia, it is 
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surprising how quickly we make major changes to the governance and the existing cooperative arrangements in 
other parts of the agricultural industry.  That has an enormous impact on communities and industries throughout 
Western Australia, and it eventually impacts on employment.  As Governments and parliamentarians, we have a 
responsibility to find out whether we are acting responsibly in making many of these changes.   

HON BILL STRETCH (South West) [3.41 pm]:  I will not take up very much time because I would like to hear 
the minister’s response, but I doubt whether we will get to that stage.  I express deep concerns about this Bill 
because of my long history in this place.  In about 1984, we were confronted with some very simple little Bills 
involving Northern Mining Corporation, Ashton Exploration Joint Venture and a couple of other companies.  
Those Bills led to WA Inc, which left the Labor Burke Government circa 1989 and Western Australia with an 
enormous stain on their characters.  The Bills started out very simply, as Hon Norman Moore would remember; I 
think he is the only member in the Chamber who was here at that time.  Hon George Cash was a member in the 
other House and is only too aware of what happened back then.  The key phrases that were left out of those little 
Bills were “government guarantees to approved borrowers”, “no limitation to the State” and others stating 
whether the legislation should be limited by all sorts of other things.  I am afraid my alarm bells have started to 
ring with regard to this legislation, and I need a little more time to get my head around it and some pretty good 
assurances from the minister.  I recognise that the federal Income Tax Assessment Act limits very much by 
definition what can be done, but we were given the same sort of warranties with these earlier Bills that they 
would not affect the State of Western Australia.  Sadly, or coincidentally, the current Cabinet contains two 
ministers from that unfortunate time in Western Australia’s history.  That fills one with suspicion about whether 
we are letting ourselves into something that can be distorted by this Government or any other Government that 
might follow and take advantage of any loopholes in this Bill.   

I appreciate deeply, as does Hon Bruce Donaldson, the detailed briefing we received on the Bill.  It was 
interesting that we had asked questions that had not been asked before.  I think that the fellow briefing us was 
going to inform the minister of some of those things.   
It would be appear that even under the Income Tax Assessment Act, some very interesting cooperatives could be 
formed in primary industries, bearing in mind that primary industries cover a wide range of products.  Some very 
interesting people could form some very interesting cooperatives, participate in them and, thereby, access a 
government guarantee for their loans.   
I was also intrigued by the comment that no amount of borrowing could affect the State’s AAA credit rating.  I 
would have thought that any borrowing, whoever the guarantor, in which the guarantee comes back to the State 
Government would affect the State’s AAA credit rating or -   
Hon Kim Chance:  Guarantees actually go the other way, and that is the difference.   

Hon BILL STRETCH:  I would like an explanation.  When Governments are involved in either side of these 
matters, it gets the antenna twitching as well the red lights flashing and the bells ringing.  I would like some 
double assurances on that.  Some cooperatives among indigenous communities have got going with a lot of 
government money, and they have gone belly up.  I gather that that would have some effect on the State’s AAA 
credit rating.  I need some assurance of how much comfort that gives to the State.  The same would apply to the 
Midland abattoirs if it were bought by a cooperative.   

Debate interrupted, pursuant to sessional orders. 
 


