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ESTIMATES OF REVENUE AND EXPENDITURE 
Consideration of Tabled Papers 

Resumed from an earlier stage of the sitting. 

HON ROBIN CHAPPLE (Mining and Pastoral) [3.50 pm]: There is an old saying about brickbats and roses. 
Unfortunately, I am going to talk about brickbats and brickbats, because there are no roses. 

Hon Matthew Swinbourn interjected. 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: I am just generally roaming around the chamber! 

Several members interjected. 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: Sorry; I apologise to the honourable “Mr Rose”. 

Seriously, though, we have a significant problem with the budget. We have to remember that in 2008, off the top 
of my head, debt was around $3.6 billion. At that time, the Under Treasurer, Mr Marney, sent an email to all 
members, which was unprecedented. It advised all members of Parliament of the potential fiscal problems that this 
state was going to get itself into. I will quote from The West Australian of Saturday, 10 May 2008, which referred 
to the Under Treasurer, Tim Marney, and stated — 

Under-Treasurer Tim Marney has warned that further expected rises in State debt beyond the latest 
Budget forecast could put the State’s AAA under greater pressure and force the State Government to 
review its spending programs. 

Unfortunately, it never did. We went on, at a pretty unusual exponential rate, to reach the level that we are now at. 
Notwithstanding where we are at, if we listen to what Treasury is saying—I am not talking about the Treasurer but 
Treasury—that debt will be in the region of $42 billion. If we compare that roughly with the debt in the federal 
arena, which has a much larger budget than we do, it is quite phenomenal. 

I listened very intently to what Hon Dr Steve Thomas had to say in his contribution and I found that many elements 
were insightful. We went through an unprecedented—I will not say boom because it never was—glitch in the 
system. Looking at what went on, I always refer to iron ore because it is the backbone and essence of our economy. 
It generates the largest income to the state. If we go back to 1980, the average price of iron ore bounced around at 
about $55 to $57 a tonne. By 1988, it had dropped down to $25 a tonne. Around 1990, it was back up to 
$40 a tonne. In 1996, it was again down to around $30 a tonne. From 2000 to 2004, it sat at around $25 a tonne. 
Then all hell suddenly broke loose. In 2008, iron ore went up to $100 a tonne. It dropped back a little bit after 
2008, but by 2012 we were looking at over $160 a tonne. Everybody and everything, including the graph I am 
talking about that was presented by Rio Tinto, said that this was an aberration. It was an oddity. It was not a boom; 
it was a glitch in the system due to China’s dramatic take-up of our iron ore. A lot of people—junior miners, 
including Atlas Iron—homed in on that process and said, “Wow; this is fantastic! We have these marginal mines 
and we can now get them up and running.” So they came on board as well. That lifted our royalty receipts to a large 
degree during that period. Iron ore is now back down, bouncing around $60 a tonne. If we look at the forward 
estimates from Treasury and the forward estimates from BHP and Rio Tinto, they are looking at $50 to $60 a tonne 
into the future. We are never going to get that windfall again. But, while we had the windfall—to use an expression 
from the north west—we did something against a wall with it. I think some members will understand what that is. 
We blew it. We were warned; Tim Marney warned both political parties about it. 

We are now set with a debt of around $42 billion, and there is not much we can do about it because our interest on 
it is so great that we are having to spend a lot of our money to just pay off the interest. It is like having a mortgage 
that we cannot afford. The problem is that it is not a debt that we might fix in this term or the next term of 
Parliament. This level of debt is intergenerational. It is not something that we can fix. It would not matter if we 
went down the Liberal Party path and privatised everything. That would be a few hundred million dollars, or 
maybe a billion dollars. The sale of Utah Point is a classic example. Utah Point generated an income to the state, 
but its sale was going to turn in only $500 million, and $500 million out of a $42 billion debt is absolutely nothing. 
Unfortunately, the biggest problem we have is that when parties go to an election, there is a bidding war. It does 
not matter who they are—the Greens, Labor, One Nation, Liberals or whatever—there is a bidding war. Sorry! 
I take Aaron Stonehouse’s point of view — 

Hon Alison Xamon: Honourable. 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: Hon Aaron Stonehouse, sorry. I take his point of view because we do not go into 
elections saying, “Hang on, electorate; we really are in a fiscal mess and we have to cut our cloth accordingly.”. 
Obviously, we like Metronet, the same as the government does. There are things we like, but if we are running 
a household, the things we like are the first things we have to not do. It is painful and horrible. But I wish that 
governments of all ilk would give some reality to the voters who put them there and say, “Sorry, fellas. We really 
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are in a pickle and we’re going to have to do something about it.” I take on board what the Labor Party is doing. 
I think it is doing a fairly good job. It has outlined some of its programs and processes. However, I take on board 
Hon Dr Steve Thomas’s comment that when iron ore gets to over $80 a tonne, we will have some sort of future 
fund. That is, unfortunately, pie in the sky. It ain’t going to happen; it ain’t going to happen in a long while. 
Industry will tell us that. I would love to know where Treasury got that idea from.  
Hon Darren West: I will remind you of that one day soon, member. 
Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: Okay; that is not a problem. I have been around for a fairly long time and I will explain 
some of the things that have been said in this chamber over the last little while that my corporate memory enables 
me to have some fun with. 
We have heard a lot from the National Party about its opposition to the gold royalty and that it would never support 
a gold royalty. Actually, it did. In 1997, the National Party was part of the government that introduced it. Three 
National Party members in this chamber voted for it. 
Hon Aaron Stonehouse: What did we have before that? 
Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: There was no gold royalty prior to 1997. Gold was exempt. The Liberal and National 
Parties introduced the gold royalty, and Labor opposed it. It got through only because Giz Watson, my colleague 
at that time — 
Hon Alison Xamon: Hon Giz Watson. 
Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: Hon Giz Watson. I apologise, Chair; I am being corrected by my honourable colleague. 
The ACTING PRESIDENT: Excellent work! 
Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: At that time, we negotiated the 2 500-ounce cap, which protected junior miners and, 
indeed, prospectors. I am very pleased that that protection will remain. A slight adjustment has been made to it, 
but it will not affect prospectors, because there is not a prospector who gets anywhere near 2 500 ounces. 
Let us turn to the passage of that piece of legislation. In this chamber, we had Hon Eric Charlton, 
Hon Murray Criddle and Hon Murray Montgomery. In fact, Hon Eric Charlton, a National Party member, took 
part in the deliberations of the cabinet that came up with the idea, so it is fictitious for National Party members to 
stand in this place and say that they have never, ever supported a gold royalty. I know that there are new members 
who maybe do not know the history of this place, but it is a bit of a history lesson. The gold royalty part of the 
budget is interesting, and I might talk about that later. 
I want to go back to what Tim Marney had to say. The Liberal Party had not got into government at that point in 
2008. Alan Carpenter called an early election in 2008 for some reason and then did not barrack for his party. If anyone 
remembers, Colin Barnett was in retirement at that time and had moved to the country and given up on the idea of 
ever standing in Parliament again. He was called back by the Liberal Party because it was having a hell of a problem 
in that every time it put up a Liberal Party member to be its leader, they were caught doing something that they should 
not have been doing, but I will leave it at that. So, Colin Barnett was called back in from the wilds of Toodyay. 
Hon Darren West: It’s in my electorate; it’s a refined place. 
Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: I apologise to the honourable member. I will direct my comments to the Chair. 
Several members interjected. 
The ACTING PRESIDENT: Members! 
Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: In the middle of 2008, Tim Marney put out a warning to everybody—to Eric Ripper, 
who was the then Treasurer, and also to the incoming government, whichever government that might be—that the 
2008–09 state budget handed down by Treasurer Eric Ripper revealed that state debt was expected to increase to 
a record $11.4 billion by 2011–12, as the government was being forced to increase its borrowing to help pay for 
its $26.1 billion capital works program. We had a problem, and everybody realised we had a problem, but again 
everybody went into the election with the idea of spending. Hon Colin Barnett got elected and that is when the rot 
set in, because the National Party had the balance of power in the other chamber. The National Party wrote to the 
then leader of the government, Hon Alan Carpenter, and the then Leader of the Opposition, Colin Barnett, and 
there was a trading war. Members can read the correspondence—it is in the Parliamentary Library—and see what 
was offered by whom. It was a bidding war; how far could the National Party compromise whichever government 
came into power? I support royalties for regions. I initiated an idea for that in 2003, but in all my advertising 
throughout the region, it was called royalties to regions and, by the way, it was not green and yellow. 
Unfortunately, the National Party captured a government by offering its support to that government. There was 
quite a lot of conjecture at that time that the National Party would go with the Labor Party, but the old guard of 
the National Party in the Geraldton area basically told Brendon that he had to go with the Libs. Having said that, 
it would have been a problem for everybody, instead of just saying that it was not going to work. 
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Again, I support royalties for regions, but the point has been made by the government in the debate so far that in 
the early days of royalties for regions, it was used for bells and trinkets. All sorts of things were funded through 
royalties for regions, including copper palm trees along streets in the south west. In my view, the idea of royalties 
for regions is, in essence, to bring services to the community—the services that most communities in regional and 
remote areas do not have, including an expanded police force, a better hospital service and a better education 
service. These are the things that people out there actually want. They do not necessarily want skate parks all 
around the place. That is not the role of government, but that is what we ended up with, to a large degree. 
Tim Marney warned us all and we now have a significant problem. When I was asked on, I think, ABC radio in 
Kalgoorlie during the lead-up to the election what I would do should I get elected and how I would resolve the 
debt, I said, “I haven’t got a bloody clue.” Excuse my language. 
The ACTING PRESIDENT: Honourable member, I will ask you to refrain from using that colourful language 
in future! 
Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: I will withdraw my comment, Mr Acting President! 
That was the problem. It really was a dire state of affairs. I did not think any party that got into government would 
have it easy, whether it be the Liberals, the Nationals, One Nation, ourselves—we will get there one day—or the 
Labor Party. It is a poisoned chalice. We have to be realistic when we criticise each other across the chamber, 
because the Labor Party has the poisoned chalice and it will be very hard for these guys to work through this. It 
will come out of the next four years with roughly the same problem, and that has been articulated by the current 
Treasury. Notwithstanding what the government might try to do, we have got ourselves into quite a level of debt. 
The Liberal–National government was all for selling everything, but governments should not do that to a large 
degree because they will end up with nothing. A lot of what the former government was thinking of selling 
generates income for the state, so it would have been a short-term gain. It is a bit like a person selling the kitchen 
in their house; they would get a bit of money for it, which could be spent down at the pub or whatever, but they 
would never get their kitchen back. That is the problem with asset sales. 
Hon Michael Mischin. It’s not like selling the kitchen at all. It’s like selling something that you’re not using or is 
of no value to your household. 
Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: I am sure my kitchen is of value to my household. I am sure that Utah Point, for 
example, is of value to the budget because it has a continual income. With a one-off sale, a lot of money would be 
generated, but then the government would blow it. That is the problem with the former government; it got a lot of 
money and it blew it. 
Let us look at some of that money. We can look at the income that was generated before the boom and the net 
debt. Again, this is from Treasury documents. The deficits the previous government has run in repeated budgets 
have led to the necessity for additional borrowings, with the majority of net debt now held by the non–income 
producing general government sector. In about 2000 and 2008 the general government sector had no debt. In fact, 
it was an asset line; whereas the total public sector was there, but it was not a major problem. But in about 2011, 
we saw the crossover when general government sector debt started moving into the red at quite a dramatic rate. In 
about 2011, what we call public sector debt was significant and there was virtually no debt in the government 
sector. With the forecast in 2017–18, the actual government sector debt, although both have grown, will be larger 
than the total public sector debt. 
As I have just touched on, the issue of royalties is interesting because the Chamber of Minerals and Energy ran 
a beautiful ad in 2017 “High gold royalties will be lost by GST and destroy WA jobs”. That made me think about 
the GST. I have argued in this place about the GST in the past. Until 2011, the GST was a net benefit to this state. 
We benefited from the GST. The Leader of the National Party in the federal government was on radio in 2011 
saying, “At last, in 2012, we will get some of our money back from WA.” There seems to be an issue that everyone 
keeps throwing up in the air about the GST being our problem. I agree that we do not have a very good GST return 
at the moment. But from talking to Treasury, when we look at the GST forecast—we have a 34 per cent return on 
the GST at the moment—in four years, we will sit on about 62 per cent. That is because of the bizarre fluctuation 
that occurs with the Commonwealth Grants Commission assessment. It takes three years for the federal 
government to work out what we have earned and how it needs to adjust the GST. It does that through the 
Grants Commission process. Because our mineral prices go through an up-and-down cycle, which, unfortunately, 
happens to be about every three years, the converse curve from GST returns hits in at the same peaks and highs. 
At the moment, we have a very bad GST return because a few years ago, iron ore was fetching $123 a tonne. The 
receipts from iron ore are now at about $60 a tonne and that will be factored into the GST, so in three to four years, 
we will get a fair amount of GST. That is encouraging for the Labor Party because at about the end of its term, it 
will get a bucket load of money out of GST and, with a bit of luck, iron ore or mineral prices will have picked up 
so there will be an increase from there and we will have some decent income. One of the things I have always 
argued is that there should be a process within the federal arena to smooth out the Sino waves and do something 
about that. Forward projections should be done by the Commonwealth Grants Commission on the GST that works 
out, to a large degree, where the economies are going. There can be minor adjustments to make sure everyone 
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across the nation is on an equal footing. That is what the GST is about—to ensure that everyone in the nation gets 
the same net income, depending on the size of the state, roads and the rest of it. That is a really important issue in 
terms of the GST. We should never really dump on it because, as I say, for many years, until 2011, the other states 
were really annoyed with us. 

Sitting suspended from 4.15 to 4.30 pm 
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