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PILBARA PORT ASSETS (DISPOSAL) BILL 2015 
Second Reading 

Resumed from 16 March. 

HON KATE DOUST (South Metropolitan — Deputy Leader of the Opposition) [2.24 pm]: Yesterday 
afternoon I started to outline some of the concerns that Labor has with the Pilbara Port Assets (Disposal) Bill 2015. 
We oppose the policy behind the bill because we do not support the government’s privatisation program that it 
has put in place to resolve its debt crisis. The government has an ever-moving list of assets for privatisation 
because it has talked about a range of different assets that it intends to put out in the marketplace. Depending on 
which minister is speaking, we are not too sure which ones are up for sale and which ones are not. I refer to 
Western Power’s poles and wires in that more recent example when the Treasurer came out talking about selling 
it and the Premier said that maybe the government will put a hold on it for a while. We have seen constant 
examples of situations in which this government is not consolidated and the right hand does not know what the 
left hand is doing. 

As I said yesterday, we have some concerns about the bill that we are dealing with now. The scope of what it 
could do through the divestment of the Pilbara port facility is very broad. There is extensive reference to the 
disposal of the Utah Point facility in the second reading speech but the only reference to Utah Point in the bill is 
a definition. There is no other reference to what will happen to it. It is all about the broader general Pilbara port 
authority area. The government needs to be a lot clearer if it intends to divest itself of the Pilbara port only via 
a lease arrangement, via a sale or by putting other arrangements in place through another body. I think the 
government needed to clarify that in the legislation. 

That leads to the other concerns that I canvassed briefly yesterday. Four berths were put in place to 
predominantly assist the junior miners. A number of those players are operating out of that facility. In fact, some 
of the notes I have been given refer to how those contracts will be held. When we go through the legislation, we 
see that there is no guarantee that at some point down the track either the minister could change the arrangements 
so that the junior miners would not necessarily have access to those berths or whoever has control over those 
berths may change the arrangements, either through a lease arrangement or through a sale, and decide that 
different types of operations could work through that facility. There is some concern from the junior miners 
about what would happen in that space. 

One of the other concerns that I talked about yesterday is the lack of transparency. We have been advised that 
this bill is about getting a 50-year lease for the Utah Point facility. If those circumstances were to change and if 
the government decided that it did not want to just lease it but wanted to sell it, once this legislation is passed, it 
does not have to come back to Parliament. Either the minister or the Treasurer will make that decision. If we go 
through the bill, we can see that it will not necessarily be the Minister for Transport because he will have to defer 
to the Treasurer. That is the only check and balance I could find in the legislation but it does not have to come 
back into this place. That is a concern. We will probably go through those matters in more detail during the 
committee stage. I think it will be useful to go through the clauses relating to those issues. Given the significance 
of this type of facility and any other asset sales, not only the expenditure of the state at the time of construction 
of this port facility, but also the ongoing dividend that has been returned to the state, the cost and benefit to the 
state has been quite significant. I think that needs to be taken into account. That relates to one of the first 
questions I raised when I started talking about this bill yesterday: What is the genuine benefit to the people of 
this state if the government enters into this 50-year arrangement or if at some point it decides to offload the 
ownership of this port facility to a new owner? What will the Western Australian taxpayer get out of it? I have 
not heard the government talk about the real benefit and I have not heard it talk about getting new hospitals, 
schools or roads or additional police. According to the second reading speech, this is all about assisting the 
government to work through its financial management issues, and that is code for assisting it to dig itself out of 
its debt problem. Until the government can dig itself out of that debt problem, there really will be no other 
benefit to the community, because it will not get all those other things that Western Australian taxpayers need. 
They will not have improved health services or additional schools in the newer suburbs and they will not see an 
increase in the number of police, which the government keeps talking about. This bill is about flogging off 
whatever assets it has to pay its debt now. 

We will probably get more information on this piece of legislation during the committee stage when we go 
through the relevant clauses that we want to pick apart. I make it very clear that our party’s consistent position is 
that we certainly do not support the privatisation of government assets and we are vehemently opposed to the 
policy behind this bill, but we want the government to clarify some of the details of the clauses in the legislation. 
It is a concern that the government has already had to amend this bill at least once in the other place to insert an 
image to clarify the area that it is talking about. 
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The fact of the matter is—again, I referred to this last night—that although we have been told that this bill has 
been modelled on the Perth Market (Disposal) Bill, it is substantially different, because it is being worked 
through Parliament at a different stage of the process. I will be interested to see whether this is how the 
government is going to manage other asset sales into the future. 
I will not drag out my end of the debate, because the more important phase today is for us to have the minister at 
the table to go through each element of this legislation to get better clarity for the Western Australian taxpayer 
about what the government is doing with publicly owned assets. I again remind the government that every time it 
sells one of these assets or, in this case, provides for a long-term lease—a lease arrangement is slightly better, 
but it is not guaranteed—it will never get it back. We have to ask ourselves: what will we do in the future when 
we have divested ourselves of every single public asset? I was thinking about this at home late last night. The 
only public asset I have not heard the government talk about divesting itself of—maybe it will get to this point as 
it works its way down the list and tries to work out how it will finally pay off the debt—is Dumas House. I also 
have not seen the For Sale sign go up in front of Parliament House. Who is to say that at some point the 
government is not desperate enough to — 
Hon Ken Travers: Sell the palace! 
Hon KATE DOUST: — sell the Premier’s palace? Who is to say that it will not stick up a sign and put 
Parliament House on the market so that we have to go into a leaseback arrangement for our own Parliament? 
This government’s financial management is so abysmal that nothing would come as a surprise down the track in 
how desperate it will be to pull those dollars back in. We have already seen the Perth Market Authority go. We 
now have the Pilbara port matter in front of us. In due course, we will have to deal with Fremantle port. 
I imagine that at some point between now and the election, the government will bring on the sale of Western 
Power’s poles and wires because it will not be able to help itself. We know how the Premier flip-flops and is not 
consistent in focusing on those things, so at some point he will come back and want to do it. 
Hon Ken Travers: Was it flip-flopping or was he just hiding the truth when he said before the last election that 
he would not sell it? 
Hon KATE DOUST: Hon Ken Travers is right; he did. In fact, in 2013, the Premier specifically listed a number 
of assets and said that the government would not sell them. At least he is consistent in that, because he does 
break election commitments. We know that there were more than 50 of those in the first few months of this 
government, and he has certainly broken this one about selling assets. If he was Catholic, I would say that he 
would need to spend a bit of time in confession, and I could recommend a couple of good priests for a Saturday 
afternoon! He is consistent in deceiving the people of Western Australia about his actual intent and how he will 
manage the finances. Hon Ken Travers is right; it is just another example of where that deceit has occurred. 
It is very disappointing that again we have in front of us legislation for the sale of a publicly owned asset and 
that the government has been forced into a position in which it has to divest itself of this asset simply to patch 
over its own mistakes and its poor financial management. 
HON ROBIN CHAPPLE (Mining and Pastoral) [2.35 pm]: I also have quite a large number of questions 
about the Pilbara Port Assets (Disposal) Bill 2015 that I will try to put to the minister at this time and hopefully 
I will get some response by the time we go into committee. 
Firstly, I recognise the Kariyarra people, the traditional owners of the area, who have been, for all intents and 
purposes, virtually wiped out from the area over time. I do so because I spent quite a bit of time studying the 
rock art and culture of the area. The area is referred to as Marapikurrinya, which means a hand-like formation. 
“Mara” means hand, “pikurri” means pointing and “nya” means a place marker. 
In July and August 1958, Frederick McCarthy, the then curator of anthropology at the Australian Museum, spent 
seven weeks recording a remarkable series of rock engravings in Port Hedland, most of which, unfortunately, no 
longer exist. Just for Parliament’s edification, most of these carvings were on limestone ridges that run, in 
essence, all the way up to Barrow Island and the Montebello Islands, which was the original coastline and the 
cliff system about 10 000 years ago. When McCarthy visited the Port Hedland township, he found that there had 
been significant destruction of the unrecorded sections of engravings that had been referred to previously by 
Father Worms and Daisy Bates, both of whom had visited the area and recorded its significance. The main ridge 
is where Nelson Point currently sits. That ridge then crossed over what we now refer to as Stingray Creek, which 
is Marapikurrinya, and was on the coastal area opposite where Goldsworthy mining was but is now part of the 
BHP Billiton Ltd system. It then extended to Finucane Island, further on to Downes Island and Weerdee Island 
and eventually all the way down the coast. 
I knew some of the old fellas, who, unfortunately, have now passed away. During one interchange with a couple 
of these old fellas—I will not use their first names—a Lockyer and a Whalebone indicated that there was still 
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a very significant site in the region, but they did not quite know where it was. They had been out there as boys 
but had never been there in their adult life. I and a gentleman called Jim Ahearn, who was then working in the 
heritage department at BHP, spent some time wandering around looking for these but we never found them. On 
another occasion we were working with the then Department of Conservation and Land Management to try to 
locate a crocodile that had been seen in the vicinity, and found ourselves trying to paddle a couple of canoes 
against the current and could not achieve any — 

Hon Ken Travers: What creek was that? 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: Stingray Creek. 

Point of Order 

Hon MICHAEL MISCHIN: This is all very interesting, but I am not sure what it has to do with the Pilbara Port 
Assets (Disposal) Bill 2015. 

Debate Resumed 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: I will get there in a minute. 

Having put ashore very close to where the Utah development is, because we could not make headway, we found 
ourselves standing on an incredible amount of carvings—what we refer to as petroglyphs. Subsequently, most of 
those were destroyed in the development of that area along with most of the carvings that were on 
Finucane Island and indeed the carvings that were underneath the Nelson Point facility. As we know, wide 
occupation began in that area in 1864, and in 1965 through to 1968 a smallpox epidemic basically wiped out 
what were the Kariyarra people. Father Worms and a number of others identified that most of the people living 
in Hedland after that were Ngarla and Ngaluma people; they are now referred to as the Ngaluma Njamal 
Aboriginal group. One of the issues that has cropped up in recent times is the court case over the Yintha. The 
Yintha is the description of the spirit that represents Marapikurrinya. The Indigenous people of the area have 
a great relationship with the creek systems that form part of this area of sale. Having previously been involved in 
discussions with the port authority over its expansion plans, it leads me to raise the same sorts of concerns in 
a way that were raised by the Deputy Leader of the Opposition when talking about future developments owned 
by the state. I will come to the Utah-specific development. Although what we refer to as the outer harbour 
developments are currently on hold, we have to remember that, I think it was only about five years ago, there 
were plans to dredge new channels out of the harbour and BHP Billiton’s Quantum—then a new projected 
outcome going out into the ocean, a project which we supported—would put in four new berths on a jetty system 
to take a further 200 million tonnes per annum out of the harbour. There was also then going to be a parallel 
development by the Port Hedland Port Authority for a further eight berth multi-user facility on the jetty or 
a parallel jetty system out into the second channel associated with the development. This would have meant quite 
a bit of further reclamation of the area and a possible fill associated approximately where the old liquefied 
natural gas hub was, which was what we referred to as the HBI plant—the hot briquetted iron plant—that has 
now being pulled down. The idea was that this would enable some relinquishment of the problems of 
overcrowding in the harbour. 

Hon Ken Travers interjected. 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: Sorry? 

Hon Ken Travers: I was just pointing out to the Attorney General that under the bill they could sell all of this 
off. 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: That is exactly what I will get to in a minute. Do not worry; that is where I am going. 

Hon Ken Travers: He was looking lost again. 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: Okay. 

The ACTING PRESIDENT: Order! I have been listening for quite a long time now to this contribution and 
now to interjections to the contribution and I am hoping that very shortly we will get onto the Pilbara Port Assets 
(Disposal) Bill in front of us. It is very interesting what the member is saying, but it does not really have much 
relevance to the bill. 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: I would hope, Madam Acting President, that it is actually very relevant to this 
legislation, because we are talking about an asset sale. This is still on the cards as a proposed asset to be 
developed by the Port Hedland Port Authority. 
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This was the outer harbour berth project. Although the BHP outer development was going to be its standalone 
development, the parallel unit was going to be the port authority’s. I refer to the document I have, and if it needs 
to be tabled, I can table it. 

Point of Order 

Hon MICHAEL MISCHIN: I am reluctant to do this, but we have moved from somewhere near the asset, to an 
asset that has not been built yet. We have not actually touched on the subject matter of the bill, which is 
a disposal of the asset. I have a problem with the relevance of any of this up to date. 

The ACTING PRESIDENT (Hon Liz Behjat): Thank you, Attorney General. I have drawn the member’s 
attention to the fact that we do need to get to the subject at hand and I am sure that quite shortly the member will 
be getting there. 

Debate Resumed 
Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: Thank you. The bill refers to assets and this is a proposed asset. 

Hon Michael Mischin: A proposed asset isn’t an asset yet. 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: But it would be impacted by the passage of this legislation. 

Hon Ken Travers interjected. 

The ACTING PRESIDENT: Order! This is not a general discussion on what is and what is not being sold 
under the terms of this bill. If members need to raise specific questions, they can do that in their contribution to 
the second reading debate and the minister responding will deal with that in summing up. At this point 
Hon Robin Chapple is the one with the call and I draw to his attention that he will be speaking to the bill. 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: Thank you. There is still a proposal to expand the port considerably. Despite the 
current value of the iron ore price having levelled, we know that throughput is going up at both Dampier and 
Port Hedland. As throughput increases, notwithstanding that this facility at Utah is a small cape birth, for 
capesize ships and not for larger ships, if the port authority were to consider continuing with its plan, or what it 
refers to as phase 1 of building an outer harbour, it is my belief that the Utah Point facility would be caught by 
this legislation. In the minister’s response, I would like some clarity about further investment of public moneys 
by the port authority, or with the port authority money, into the private sector. As a private investor, would those 
facilities be caught by this legislation? Quite clearly I can see nothing within this legislation other than some 
assertions in the other place that that is not the intent. But the law is the law and a bill is a bill and an act is an 
act, and one has to follow what is within the context of the legislation. As we say, the bill is the Pilbara Port 
Assets (Disposal) Bill 2015. I will just go on a little bit further. The Pilbara Port Assets (Disposal) Bill that we 
are debating at the moment is associated with those ports covered by the Pilbara Port Authority. Recently in the 
south west, the Pilbara and the Kimberley we have seen changes in the definition of which ports are covered by 
which authority. 

Hon Ken Travers: It’s actually an act of Parliament that would change that. 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: That is right. However, what we do not know is whether at some stage in the future 
the Pilbara Ports Authority would be merged with the Kimberley Ports Authority and become a much larger 
authority. 

Hon Ken Travers: No, but some of the other ports are not currently covered by the Pilbara Ports Authority in 
the Pilbara; it’s simply the government’s intention to include those. 

The ACTING PRESIDENT (Hon Brian Ellis): Order! Hon Robin Chapple has the call, and he can ask his 
questions during the committee stage. 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: In my view it really is in the public’s interest to know whether the full extent to 
which the Pilbara Port Assets (Disposal) Bill 2015 will be used at some stage in the future to offload assets both 
within the Pilbara and/or other places. At the moment a port is being developed at Balla Balla. Will the 
proponents of that be in the public domain? Some port facilities are being developed at Onslow, which are in the 
public–private sector. Are they caught? I need to be very clear in my mind what the limitations of this fire sale 
will be. 

I worked for BHP and helped in the progress of the tunnel that now goes under Utah Point. It was not anticipated 
at the time that tunnel was built that the Utah Point facility would be built. The building of that facility has had 
its problems and constraints because it has that tunnel going underneath it—that is, it limits the size of the 
vessels that can tie up against Utah Point to capesize vessels. Although capesize vessels were the norm many 
years ago and inner harbours were developed because capesize vessels did not handle cyclones particularly well, 
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since the development of the panamax ships and boats like that, we now see many operations via jetty because 
those ships can operate outside an enclosed harbour environment. In this regard, we are going to see further 
development at Anketell, which was a port facility originally proposed by Aussie Steel, and it may or may not be 
developed because it was being brought on to a large degree by the boom, but that would be a new asset. 
I understand that that asset will be jointly owned between a proponent and the government, so we need to look at 
that and whether there will be a potential impact. I was intimately involved with the survey work around 
Anketell, and with not a great degree of effort we managed to change the port design from one that used 
Dickson Island, which has some rather unique features in terms of impacts from tsunamis and those things on it, 
to the original Aussie Steel design whereby the port would be via a jetty system to the west of the island. We did 
not have to go to the government or the Environmental Protection Authority; we merely negotiated with the 
corporation and came up with a better design. I have to think that the eventual design that was put to the EPA 
was a reflection of the survey work we had done on Dickson Island. That, again, is another asset that may or may 
not be affected by the passage of this legislation. 

The Deputy Leader of the Opposition said quite a bit in her contribution, but I come down to one of the 
fundamentals, and that is that the investment in this port, from my reading of Hansard and going back awhile, 
was originally proposed by the Minister for Transport at the time, Hon Alannah MacTiernan, and has progressed 
over time to be the asset that it is. It will be interesting to see, given that capesize ships are now not the norm and 
are not particularly valued, what the asset could be sold for. As I say, everybody is moving to larger and larger 
ships and eventually we will have to go to an outer harbour at Port Hedland, so the asset may not be as valuable 
to the magnetite or the iron ore industry as it was or indeed currently is. 

The issue then comes down to what we are paid to develop the asset, how much debt on the asset we have paid 
off, how much longer we have to go to pay off the final asset and what the profit margin to the state after we 
have paid off that asset would be. In my estimation that would leave us about four or five years to pay off the 
final debt and then we would be making a profit. My advice is that so far we have paid off about $170 million of 
the debt, but I would like that information directly from the minister when he responds to the second reading or 
during the committee stage. Are we getting rid of an asset that, although it is not returning an interest to the state 
at this time, was designed to return an interest to the state after the capital expenditure had been repaid? What 
would be the future asset return beyond the finalisation — 

Hon Ken Travers: On what basis do you say it does not make a return to the state currently? 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: It does in its broadest sense, but we are still paying the development costs. I believe 
we had a $17 million loan from BHP Billiton to get the project up and running. We have paid most of that back. 
Because we had to invest capital to build the thing, we have not, as far as I am aware, received enough income 
yet. 

Hon Ken Travers: No, but even allowing for all of that on the books, it still makes a profit and pays a dividend. 
The money returns to the state, don’t worry about that. They are sound financial principles. Hon Nigel Hallett 
would love a little business like this. 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: Yes, but what I really want to know is what the amount would be after we have paid 
down our capital expenditure, because then the asset becomes really, really valuable. Those are some of the 
concerns I have on this matter at the moment. 

The other point I would make is that the development of the port where it is located was a significant change on 
the behalf of the state to dust-related problems. The original magnetite stockpiles used to be on the other side of 
the harbour up against Pier Street. Magnetite, as members know, is a very dusty commodity and the west end of 
Port Hedland was suffering. It is my recollection that the amount of magnetite dust over the town due to the 
movement of the magnetite to Utah Point was reduced by some 20 per cent, which is a significant improvement. 
One of the reasons Hon Alannah MacTiernan moved to develop Utah Point was as a dust abatement measure for 
the town of Port Hedland. If this project becomes much more privately operated, will any constraints or 
conditions be placed on the use of the facility to ensure that magnetite, nickel and some of the more contentious 
minerals do not drift over onto the other side of the harbour? We know that the prevailing winds and wind 
speeds that cause the dust over Port Hedland come from the east or south east. The dust-related problem at 
Port Hedland has improved over the years, but someone travelling into Port Hedland and looking over their 
shoulder on the left-hand side will see the massive Nelson Point facility. Interestingly, all studies to date have 
shown that, even with the proximity of that massive development on the left-hand side of the road, it is not 
actually the primary dust generator. The primary dust generators are in the harbour area to the south east of the 
town and the developments on Finucane Island were the predominant dust generators. 
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To provide members with a bit of information about this, the erosivity of iron ore dust is affected by wind speed 
and not by wind direction. To get dust to lift off a stockpile or a roadway where it has formed an oxidised crust 
or surface requires a wind speed of around about 29 kilometres an hour or more. The idea is that the larger 
particles roll along the surface and break up the oxidisation, releasing the finer particles. I am sure that 
Hon Mark Lewis would understand this, because the agricultural sector has exactly the same problems with the 
loss of topsoil. We did a lot of studies when I was chair of the dust abatement committee at Port Hedland, 
looking into how the dust was established and where it came from. I am concerned that, should Utah Point be 
sold, we make sure that the commodities that have historically been the origins of the dust problems in 
Port Hedland are retained in that area. 

I would also like to thank Lisa di Paolo, Richard Mann, Felicity Gregory, John Tasovac and Ryan Eldred from 
the Treasurer’s office and the State Solicitor’s Office for some fairly extensive briefings. I have asked some 
further questions, for which I have some results. Turning to the capital cost, the stockyard, earthworks and civils 
was $78.6 million; the wharf was $56.9 million; the shiploader was some $20 million; the mobile feed hopper 
trains were $14.5 million; the access road was $14.4 million; the piling at Utah Point was $12.8 million; the 
Cavotec mooring units were $10.8 million; the capital dredging at Utah Point was $8 million; and other facility 
capital costs came to $89 million, giving a total of $305 million in capital costs. The interesting thing is that, 
notwithstanding the fact that it was a relatively new facility, the control of dust was not done by negative 
displacement, which uses a lower pressure coefficient in transfer stations, shiploaders and conveyor belts. 

Not included in this list, and what I am concerned about, is significant roadworks associated with this 
development along the Finucane Island road. My understanding, from the preliminary response I received to 
questions I asked, is that the Great Northern Highway Port Hedland upgrade, which was reported on page 819 of 
the 2015–16 budget paper No 2, cost approximately $260 million. We cannot glean how much of that was 
specifically moneys spent on developing the roadway to Utah Point. Given the nature of the old road, the 
crossings and the length of the road, one would anticipate that there was a significant expenditure on that. There 
was the dualling of the road at the northern end, a new bridge facility at the crossing to Finucane Island, and 
some relocation, associated with all this development, of overland conveyor belts. Although not included as part 
of the asset, those were significant costs associated with the development of this proposal, and I think it is really 
important that, when debating this and making a decision on the sale, we understand what other costs we, 
through Parliament and the taxpayer, have contributed to the development of Utah Point. I am hoping that when 
we get to the committee stage, or indeed in the minister’s second reading response, we can find out what those 
road costs were. 

We received a list of property, plant and equipment extracted from the annual reports of the port authorities 
owned within the state. I will focus just on the Pilbara Ports Authority. The Pilbara Ports Authority has the 
channels and breakwater, with an estimated value of $33 million; land valued at $17 million; building 
improvements valued at $42 million; plant and equipment worth $101 million; berths, jetties and infrastructure 
valued at $272 million; and works in progress worth $2 million. One would assume that they are classified as 
assets. As such, are they, or any component of them, available for sale as a result of the passage of this 
legislation? Obviously, we have similar figures for different authorities. We do not have a bill before us for the 
Kimberley Ports Authority, the Southern Ports Authority or the Fremantle Port Authority. Is this a model that we 
will eventually see entering into this chamber in the future, when more finance is required to fix the $36 billion, 
going on $39 billion, of debt that we now have in this state? 

I touched briefly on projected growth in the area. We are currently sitting at an annual volume of around 
350 million to 400 million tonnes. The projections for 2017, which are still on track, will most probably be in 
excess of 500 million tonnes per annum. I am mindful of the presentation I was given by BHP Billiton about its 
proposed expansion. When we looked at the outer harbour, a further 360 million tonnes per annum would come 
out of that. We know that is not on the drawing board; it has been put off for 10 to 12 years. If that development 
had gone ahead, it would have been paralleled by the port authority. One can see there is still the potential for 
a massive expansion rate in Port Hedland harbour. 

I understand that the largest shipment to date from the common user berth at Utah Point has been the 
MV Eridge, with 120 000 tonnes. The record month was October 2011 at 1 123 397 tonnes. Because these 
shipments are mainly loaded by truck, the roads are taking a fairly heavy pounding. The average truck movement 
per day is 360; that is, 360 trucks per day hauling to the facility during peak times. That is why the state spent 
a considerable amount of money increasing the road capacity. I am trying to find out the cost of that. One only 
has to look at many of the roads around the Pilbara to see that it does not take long for them to degrade and 
become rutted and require continual work. Once this asset is in the private domain, there will be a considerable 
cost to the state to maintain the roads leading to it, taking into account that 360 trucks a day haul into that area. It 
is all well and good for the government to say it will sell something and it will make some money out of it, but 
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there are always attendant costs. There are development plans and we need to know how this asset sale will be 
effected or how it will affect the state budget in the long term. 

Many people have commented on the proposed sale. As a former Port Hedland town councillor, one of the 
problems the council always had was that the port of Port Hedland’s throughput generated little or nothing to 
local government. The state may or may not get a return from its investment, but one would assume that the asset 
sale would potentially rule out the state in the future providing grants to the local government in lieu of rates 
because these facilities are not rateable. 

That is about it. I am checking a couple of my notes. The current lead is $140 million outstanding in debt that 
will have to be paid off first. I would really love to know from the minister the current usage and return; how 
long will it take the state to pay off its outstanding debt of $145 million, should it be retained within the state? 
That was the point I was making when Hon Ken Travers interjected. 

It is stated that the Premier sees this asset sale as a unique investment and innovation opportunity through private 
sector ownership and that it will help to reduce state debt. I am mindful of some of the behind-the-scenes 
attempts by government when it comes to energy-related matters when it looks at selling some of its assets in 
that area. If the private investment into this area is akin to the sorts of private investment figures I am hearing in 
the energy market, the state will not get a particularly good return for this investment at this time. Obviously that 
will be subject to commercial-in-confidence—we will not know about it—but given the size of the ships using it, 
which are cape size, that harbour cannot be dredged any further because there is a tunnel underneath it. The 
potential of that area is being limited to only cape-size ships—a dying breed in the modern era. Any investor 
looking at that facility would look at those issues; therefore, I think that there might be a lack of interest, or at 
least if there is any interest, it will not be at the sort of sale price that would recoup to a large degree the total 
capital investment that the government has spent on this asset over time. I would urge the government to keep 
the asset, pay down the debt over the next few years, and use it as a cash cow into the future, not a piggy bank 
for today. 
HON MARTIN PRITCHARD (North Metropolitan) [3.17 pm]: I rise to oppose the Pilbara Port Assets 
(Disposal) Bill 2015. If I can, I want to break my contribution into two parts. I have specific concerns about not 
only the bill as presented, but also why this bill is necessary in the first place. The first general concern I have is 
that bills of this type are coming before us because the fiscal management of the state’s finances has led the 
government to take the option of selling assets to try to balance the books. When selling assets, we have to look 
at more than just what we can get for them. It was advertised that the government has gone down the path of 
suggesting that heritage assets would be available for sale so long as anybody who puts forward a proposal to 
purchase it can demonstrate that they will use it for a good purpose. Money is not the only reason it would be 
sold. This seems like quite a reasonable thing to do. My last place of employment was on Barrack Street, near 
St Georges Terrace. I think it was the old Treasury building. It stood empty for many years, which seemed to be 
quite a waste. Irrespective of whatever the sale price was, I think the move to sell it and find tenants and to keep 
it as a living building seemed to be a good thing.  
My concern is that in selling state assets, the government should not look just at trying to balance the books, 
because that leads to the view that the government has been fiscally irresponsible. I believe that this bill has 
come before us only to balance the books. In 2009 the government took control of the state’s finances, with 
a debt of $3.6 billion. State debt is now moving towards $40 billion. That is obviously of major concern. 
However, I do not think it should necessarily lead to just selling the farm. I know members have heard this 
before, but it is worth repeating. During that time, there were extremely high prices and record quantity sales of 
iron ore. The fact that there has been a dip in those high prices and high quantity sales since that time is also 
relevant to the sale of this asset. 
I turn now to a report from the Minerals Council of Australia dated July 2015. I have referred to this report 
previously. The report highlights at page 9, under the heading “The past decade: as good as it gets”, that the fact 
that the price of iron ore and the quantity sold would come off the boil should have been evident to anybody. The 
report states also — 

The facts bear repeating. From 2000 to 2104, Australia’s annual iron ore production rose from 
170 million tonnes to around 660 million tonnes—a compound annual growth rate of 10 per cent. 

I wish I could have invested in that! It continues — 
Over the same period, prices rose to a peak of more than US$190 per tonne in 2011, before declining to 
levels in mid-2015 closer to US$54 per tonne. 

The report states at page 11 — 
It is naïve to expect that the market conditions that brought great rewards for iron ore miners, their 
suppliers and Australia over the past decade would be persistent. 
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I think that is right. 
I want to raise another issue that has led the government to want to sell assets. In the government’s words, there 
are problems with the GST. I agree that there are problems with the GST. However, again, those problems were 
probably foreseeable. What I believe has led to the current situation is that this state now has a Aa2 credit rating. 
In 2009, this state had a AAA credit rating. This has, of course, a compounding effect, because it affects the 
price at which this state can borrow money. However, what is more concerning to me is that the reason the rating 
agencies have lowered this state’s credit rating is because they believe the state government does not have a plan 
to bring the budget back into the black. Unfortunately, during this period the government did not listen to the 
advice that has come from many quarters. Therefore, it has now reached this final stage at which it is starting to 
sell the farm. I do not think selling the farm makes good economic sense. In my presentations I often talk about 
my personal life. In my personal circumstances, if I got into financial trouble but I had an income stream from an 
investment property, the last thing I would do is sell that investment property. I would look at things that are 
more within my control, such as what I spend my money on, as a way of bringing my personal budget back into 
the black. 

My concern about bills such as the Pilbara Port Assets (Disposal) Bill is that they bring private enterprise into 
areas in which previous governments have determined government should have a role. Private enterprise has an 
obligation to make a profit. Any company that purchases this facility will have a legal obligation to its 
shareholders to make a profit, irrespective of the conditions that its suppliers and customers may face. The chief 
executive officers of companies are often incentivised to increase profits, in some cases to obscene levels. The 
trend these days is that CEOs do not hang around. They come into a company for a short time and try to grow 
the profits, and usually before things go south they move on to the next company. 

I come from a retail background, and I know the actions that are taken by some of the major retailers to make 
a profit. I will not go into the details, because it is in the papers for everyone to read. I once had some 
negotiations with a company that was doing business with a major retailer. In those negotiations, it was very 
difficult to get reasonable wage increases for the workers in that company, because the retailer said to its 
suppliers that they were not going to get an increase in the business that they did with that retailer that year and 
would have to take a five per cent cut, and they would have to take a five per cent cut the next year and the year 
after that, and if the supplier would not concede, it would move on to another supplier; and the retailer was big 
enough to be able to do that. 

I also have a concern that what is motivating these asset sale bills is that the government needs to pull back state 
debt, which has blown out because of this government’s spending habits. In my view, the divestment of state 
assets needs to stand up to scrutiny in its own right. That is why I made those comments about the heritage 
buildings. It is improper for the government to bring into this place a bill for the sale of a state asset when it has 
not demonstrated a sound business case for that sale. The purpose of this bill is just to put money into the 
government’s coffers. The government is in a quandary. Because of the government’s spending habits in the 
past, it is burdening future generations with a mountain of debt, and it does not have much time—possibly—to 
repair the finances of the state. 

I will again bring this debate back to a personal level. When I was aged 19, I got a Bankcard. I might have 
mentioned this before. Bankcard was the precursor to Mastercard and Visa as we have now. I had a lovely time 
for about a year and a half, spending money on things I wanted to spend my money on. However, at the end of 
that year and a half, the amount of debt got to such a level that although I was able to pay the interest every 
month, I could not pay anything off the principal. It worries me that we may be in that situation at a state level. 

According to the chief executive officer of the Chamber of Commerce and Industry of Western Australia, 
Deidre Willmott, the task to regain the AAA credit rating also needs to focus on controlling government 
spending, which according to her analysis has grown by 8.8 per cent over the past six years. If she is right, this is 
far greater than even the population growth of the state or inflation, so I worry that we are in a black hole, and 
I understand why the government is bringing these bills before us. But I think if the government expects us to 
support these bills, it needs at least to curb the spending at the other end. In my view, it is no good that we are 
called upon to support these bills if the money just runs straight through and goes out the other end in spending. 

We have just dealt with a similar bill enabling the sale of a government asset—as opposed to a lease. The sale of 
Market City was to me an example of everything a government should not do when it wants to sell an asset. For 
instance, everybody talks about a fire sale, and a doorbuster sale is another example from my retail experience, 
but a government should not forecast that it is going to try to sell as many of its assets as possible, because that 
just drives the market to the point of people thinking they are going to pick up a bargain. It just does not make 
good sense for a government to forecast that it is going to sell lots and lots of assets prior to putting them on the 
market. It is akin to people rushing through the doors of Myer because they think they are going to get a bargain 
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or people going to a swap meet with dollar coins in their pockets because they never believe they are going to 
have to pull out a banknote. It is similar also to people having garage sales at home. They do not expect to make 
money; they are pretty much giving stuff away, and that is one of the concerns I have with bills of this nature. 
I am just using Market City as an example because I think the state did not get a good outcome. I think it was 
actually $15 million more than we eventually expected to get. It was probably about $60 million less than we 
initially expected, but about $15 million more than expected at the end of the process. As I understand it, there 
was about $5 million worth of fees and about $40 million worth of debt that did not go with the asset, and the 
government picked up that debt in selling the asset. So, my calculations suggest that the government sold a state 
asset worth about $160 million and got about $90 million for it. Even if we look at it a little more simplistically, 
the consortium paid $135 million for an asset that was worth $160 million. What probably makes that sale even 
worse is that the predictions were that the property itself within the next seven to 10 years was going to be worth 
in the vicinity of about $700 million. If I had bought that asset for $135 million knowing that I could sell it, if 
I chose to, in 20 years—I could not sell it in 10 years because, of course, there is a 20-year limit—and I got 
$700 million for it, I would think that would be a good investment. It is an investment that the government 
missed out on, because it sold the asset. The move to try to improve the state’s finances really did not work in 
that instance. Again, I keep saying that I understand the government has a problem, but I would be more 
sympathetic to the problem if the spending was curbed at the other end. 

Another thing with this particular asset is looking at when is the best time to sell. Currently the price of iron ore 
is down, so this does not seem to be the best time to sell an asset that mainly will be used by junior iron ore 
miners. I would think a seller would expect to get the lowest price it could at this stage, compared with if it had 
sold it five years ago, but that is in hindsight, of course, or when the iron ore market picks up. It is known that 
the government is inclined to sell, because it sold Market City. I do not think the government got a particularly 
good deal with Market City—in the current situation I should say with the lease of the premises—and I do not 
think that people who bid for the port facility will think the government expects to get very much for it, and 
I think again that the case of Market City proves that. 
Another thing I will get to later is if somebody makes a very good offer and the government takes it. I get back 
to my previous point that the buyer would expect to make a profit and that profit will depend on how much they 
pay for the asset. If the potential buyer gives the government a good offer for the asset, they will expect to make 
more money, and if they expect to make more money, they will make that money out of the junior miners that 
use the asset. It is a bit of a catch 22 situation when that is considered, particularly—I will get onto this later—
when the junior miners will be in the process, I think sometime later this year after the lease is let, of negotiating 
the sorts of prices they have to pay. Those are some of the concerns I have about this type of bill, and 
particularly the one before us today. 
I now turn my mind to more specific problems I see with the bill. The major concern I have is that all the 
discussions seem to be about Utah Point, but of course the bill is broader than that. In the second reading speech 
the minister talks about Utah Point no less than eight times—it is not a particularly long speech, but Utah Point is 
what it focuses on. The speech mentions the Pilbara Ports Authority once, and that really is just describing the 
intent of one clause. If that had not been brought to my attention, I would have thought that speech referred to 
Utah Point. I will read a small portion of the second reading speech. It states — 

The government firmly believes that a rigorous assessment process is a precursor to any divestment 
decision. 

That is a very good idea. It continues — 
In accordance with this philosophy, the Department of Treasury, supported by the lead financial 
adviser, Rothschild Australia Ltd–Deloitte Australia, has undertaken a detailed due diligence process 
for the divestment of Utah Point. 

The concern I have is if Utah Point is the only asset that has to be leased, why are we then talking about the other 
assets of the Pilbara Ports Authority being able to be sold? There was some suggestion that other assets of the 
Pilbara Ports Authority might be included, but I understand that the main thrust of this bill is to release 
Utah Point. If, as mentioned in the second reading speech, it is fundamental to do this analysis, why would we do 
it only for Utah Point and not the rest of the Pilbara Ports Authority assets? Indeed, if, as indicated, this bill 
relates only to Utah Point, why does it go further? 
Hon Michael Mischin: Where does it go further? 
Hon MARTIN PRITCHARD: I could be corrected—maybe we will do that in committee—but I believe that 
the bill deals with any asset owned by the Pilbara Ports Authority. If that is incorrect, I am more than happy to 
take that on board. Maybe we will explore it later in committee. If the bill relates to other assets of the 
Pilbara Ports Authority, it makes it very difficult to assess because I believe that all the questions that have been 
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asked today have been about Utah Point. After my initial reading of the second reading speech, that is what 
I believed the bill was about. 
It is very important to understand what is being leased, what is not being leased and what could possibly be 
included. I believe that the Premier has indicated that if he does not receive an appropriate offer—I am not sure 
what “appropriate” is—the utility will not be leased or sold. I think that is a good position. That would help in 
a negotiation. It is a good position to take to any negotiating table. 
Hon Ken Travers: It will mean $8 million being blown. 
Hon MARTIN PRITCHARD: It will, but, as I said, we do not want to throw more money after bad money. 
It seems to me that we are talking about a bigger issue than Utah Point. Again, if I am incorrect in saying that, 
I am happy to take that on board. It certainly gives me a little more confidence in the process that there has been 
an analysis and whoever is at the table on behalf of the government knows what the analysis has thrown out and 
understands the minimum level acceptable and the best price to try to get. If that is the case, I would be pleased 
about that. 
Hon Michael Mischin: The starting point is clause 9(1), which refers to a port asset owned or managed by the 
authority, and “port asset” is specifically defined. 
Hon MARTIN PRITCHARD: If the minister is correct and he says that the bill deals only with Utah Point, 
I take him at his word and I am happy to accept that. 

Hon Ken Travers: It is not as clear as the minister makes out, though. 
Hon MARTIN PRITCHARD: I am sure we will deal with that in committee. That will give me an 
opportunity — 
Hon Michael Mischin: It is a matter of reading the bill. 
Hon MARTIN PRITCHARD: I will be more than happy to re-read the bill, and we can deal with that in 
committee. 
The final point I will make is that I am concerned that this asset was built to try to keep competition in play—
one that junior miners could use. It worries me that the negotiations over the prices that they pay will expire at 
the middle of this year, I think, and they will be expected to negotiate with a new owner that may have, as 
I mentioned before, different priorities than the government in owning those premises. 

Quorum 
Hon SAMANTHA ROWE: Madam Acting President, I draw your attention to the state of the house. 
The ACTING PRESIDENT (Hon Liz Behjat): A quorum is present. I have counted. 

Debate Resumed 
Hon MARTIN PRITCHARD: I return to the concern I have. If the government is the owner of the asset, it 
takes into account broader issues than just the recovery of money. Although I understand that this asset delivers 
money back into the state coffers, the government can make decisions on broader issues than just cost recovery 
or making a profit. If private enterprise is brought in, it will be significantly more difficult for the current users 
of the port to negotiate on the backdrop of a new owner having just paid either a very good price, which is what 
the government would want and that would put more pressure on the negotiations with the users of the port to 
pay more, or a very poor price, which is what we do not want but that would alleviate the pressure to try to get 
the best it can out of the junior miners. I think I mentioned before that it is a bit of a catch 22 situation. I am not 
sure what side the government will fall on or whether it will want to accept a lower price so that the junior 
miners are not put under pressure and maybe driven out of business or into mothballing their facility or whether 
the government will want to get the best price. As I said, it is just a catch 22 situation. 
I have further concerns with the bill itself but those can be dealt with in committee through asking questions and 
receiving answers. At that point, I will be more able to understand the answers that are given. I have concerns 
with the bill but I am sure they can be dealt with. I have some real concerns with the reasoning behind this 
facility being leased. It seems to me that it will be the precursor for the sale or lease of other assets. My concerns 
with other assets will be just as valid as they are with this asset. The government needs to take a holistic 
approach to the situation it finds itself in. That means looking at the spending side of things, as indicated by the 
Chamber of Commerce and Industry of Western Australia. If there are reasons for selling assets, as I mentioned 
with the heritage buildings, that is good in its own right. If the sale provides money to the state to balance its 
books as well, that is a good outcome, but we are also looking at there being a good business case in its own 
right to maybe revitalise some of those old buildings that are currently not being used. If they can become living 
heritage buildings that are used for useful purposes and provide a dividend to the government, I think it is a win–
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win for all concerned. If we continue to sell off assets that previous governments have determined it is wise to be 
involved in, we lose control of those assets—I know we may be able to pull some levers to ensure that we look 
after some of the concerns of those junior miners—and that has a devastating impact upon the people that the 
government developed that asset for in the first place, I think we are going in the wrong direction. 
I ask the government to think about those comments and, as we have discussed, hopefully change its mind, as it 
has done in the past. The leasing aspect of this asset leaves the government open to change its mind and retain 
the asset. It has not gone so far down the path yet that it cannot reverse its decision. As Hon Ken Travers 
indicated by way of interjection, we might lose some money in the process. If the government finally determines 
that this is not an appropriate direction in which to go, I do not think it is a consideration; I do not think we 
should throw more money after bad money. I hope the government reconsiders this decision and maybe takes 
into account some of my comments about future asset sales that look likely to come before us over the next little 
while.  
HON KEN TRAVERS (North Metropolitan) [3.49 pm]: I rise to oppose the Pilbara Port Assets (Disposal) 
Bill 2015. Quite simply, the government has not made a case for why we should sell this asset or why its sale is 
in the long-term interests of the state. If we put aside for a moment any ideological differences about whether 
these sorts of assets should be owned by the state, I would have thought that, at the very least, we would want to 
make sure that if such an asset is to be sold, it would result in a net improvement in the state’s finances, not 
a deterioration. I put it to the house this afternoon that this sale will result in a deterioration in the state’s finances 
at a time when we can least afford it because of the mess that the current government has made of the state’s 
finances. Apart from not making a case, this government has actively sought to withhold from Parliament and its 
committees information about the sale process and the financial situation of the Utah Point bulk handling 
facility. It has deliberately tried to withhold from the public’s gaze information about the sale of this port. 

When we were briefed on the bill by the government advisers, we were provided with a list of the project 
objectives that the government was seeking to achieve from this sale. The very first project objective that was 
outlined to us was to maximise transaction proceeds and the financial return to the state. The question I have to 
ask is: against what is the government seeking to maximise the financial return to the state? Surely the base case 
must be: what would we get if it were kept in state government hands? 
I have asked questions over a number of months to try to establish the profit that was made by Utah Point last 
financial year. The government has continually sought to frustrate my getting that information. As part of the 
2014–15 annual report hearings, prior to those hearings I asked a series of questions that were similar to 
questions I had asked the previous year. I asked about the income for the Utah Point bulk handling facility in 
2014–15, the expenditure in 2014–15 and the operating profit before tax for various elements of the Pilbara port, 
including a breakdown for Utah Point, Port Hedland and Dampier, as we know that those figures are broken up 
along those lines. I asked a range of questions about the current users and the contracts or rights that those 
operators have to access the facility. I asked a very simple question about the number of tonnes of iron ore that 
were exported through the facility in 2013–14 and 2014–15. The answer I was provided with through that 
process states — 

The Utah Point Bulk Handling Facility is part of the State Government’s Asset Sales Program. 
Government is currently undertaking due diligence on the asset to prepare it for divestment by 
long-term lease. The release of financial information at this time may prejudice the divestment. 

It is complete and utter nonsense that that information can or should be withheld from the people of 
Western Australia. It is simple information that any purchaser of this asset will want; in fact, they will want a lot 
more detail than that in the information provided in the answer to that question. 
When the Department of Treasury came before the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations, 
I asked whether it could provide information on Utah Point’s income and expenses and the operating profit in 
2014–15; and, if not, why not. The answer that I was given to that question states — 

Details of Utah Point’s income and expenses (and operating profit) in 2014–15 remain confidential at 
this time as due diligence on the associated financial analysis has not yet been completed and the 
provisional amounts prepared by Pilbara Ports Authority … are on the basis of allocations which are 
unlikely to be an accurate reflection of revenue and expenses that could be expected in the hands of 
a private operator. Providing unqualified financial information out of context may lead to false 
perceptions in the market, which has the potential to adversely impact on the transaction process. 
Noting the above, on a strictly confidential basis, the PPA’s provisional income and expense details for 
Utah Point are provided at Attachment 4. 

If members look at the committee’s website, they will find that there is no attachment 4 on the website, so 
members can make the reasonable assumption that the committee has continued to keep that information 
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confidential at this stage. It clearly has not been published on the committee’s website. The simple fact of the 
matter is that providing information about what happened in 2014–15 will not lead to any confusion for the 
people who are going to purchase this asset, as they will go through a due diligence process. However, not 
providing that information deprives the people of Western Australia of any understanding of what is going on 
with this asset and what profits the state might be receiving from it. 
An interesting article by Nick Evans in The Weekend West of 6 February 2016 states — 

Lead financial advisers Deloitte and Rothschild began testing the market this week, offering a 50-year 
lease over the 22 million-tonne-a-year bulk commodity terminal. 
Utah Point remained extraordinarily profitable last financial year. It is believed to have booked revenue 
of about $146 million on a 19.5 million tonne throughput, with an operating profit in line with its 
$65.8 million result in 2013–14. But this year’s figures will not look so rosy. 

And so it refers to the future year. Despite the government saying that it cannot keep the asset, this article 
suggests to me that the government is telling somebody those figures. I do not know how else The Weekend West 
would have got those figures; the government must be telling somebody or somebody from government is 
leaking the figures. Before anyone jumps to a conclusion, I make the point that attachment 4 was not provided to 
the committee until 17 February 2016, but this article was written on 6 February, just in case anyone thought the 
committee had anything to do with providing that information. The simple fact of the matter is that we now have 
a fairly good idea, and I challenge the minister to tell us whether the information in that article is correct. In 
recent years, this facility has been making a profit of around $60 million to $70 million per annum for the state 
of Western Australia. It will become very interesting as we proceed through the debate to learn what price the 
government expects to sell this facility for if it is put up for sale. 
When I asked about the number of tonnes of iron ore exported through the facility in 2013–14 and 2014–15, 
I was told that providing that information would somehow damage the sale of the port. If that is the case, maybe 
the Treasurer’s representative in this place can explain to me why the Department of Treasury’s website has 
a comment under the heading “Utah Point scoping study well underway” on the asset sales page that states — 

In 2014–15 a record 19.4 million tonnes went through Utah Point. 

The government told the Parliament it could not give us that, but there it is on its own website. What a disgrace! 
Government members should hang their heads in shame. The government cannot tell Parliament, but it is on its 
website. “It is going to damage the sale”, the government told Parliament; but it is on the government’s website. 
What kind of joke are you as an outfit? Government members cannot even get their lines straight! There is no 
doubt in my mind that we need to change this government and change it quickly. 

I already have the 2013–14 tonnage at 18.7 million tonnes, which is contained in the statement of corporate 
intent for the Pilbara Ports Authority tabled in this Parliament. That is the sort of secrecy and deceit that this 
government has undertaken to deny telling the people of WA the facts about this asset sale—this fire sale—that 
will be not only selling off the assets of WA but also selling out the state of WA by giving away assets at below 
their value and not providing a good return to the people of Western Australia. 

Before I look at what this asset provides to the state of Western Australia, I want to turn to an article by 
Peter Kennedy in the Business News Western Australia on 26 February, which states — 

The Utah Point loading facility at Port Hedland could be next. Record volumes of ore exports have to 
a degree offset the slump in iron ore prices. A price of up to $600 million has been touted, although the 
sale could be dropped if the offers are too low. 

I think we have heard mention of that figure of $600 million a number of times before. If $600 million is the sort 
of price the government is looking for, that will mean in the order of $15 million per annum will be lost to the 
state in revenue, based on what was in the strategic development plan of the Pilbara Ports Authority for 2014–15. 
That strategic development plan indicated that it expected that the component of the dividend from the 
Port Hedland Port Authority, which is already written into the budget papers today, excluding the port 
improvement rate—which is a levy on top of the dividends paid for users of Port Hedland port—and the 
contribution to the dividend from Utah Point, would be $12.6 million in 2014–15, $22.5 million in 2015–16, 
$26.6 million in 2016–17 and $28.4 million in 2017–18; and in 2018–19 it  expects to get $32 million in revenue 
from Utah Point. Again, I turn to that very good article by Nick Evans, which states — 

It is understood the State Government needs $170 million to cover debts remaining from the 
$300 million cost of building Utah Point in 2010, along with at least $8 million in advisory fees … 

In fact, I have the figures on what the advisory fees will be, and we will be going through the very expensive 
process of a fire sale of an asset and it will cost the state money in the long run. 
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I ask members sitting on the back bench of the other side of this house, who we know are good fans of the 
Treasurer, whether they are going to tolerate the Treasurer flogging off an asset for about $600 million. The first 
thing he will have to do is pay off that $170 million in debt. We will be left with about a $430 million net return 
to the state. We all know about the fantastic future fund that this government engages in, whereby it borrows 
money which it lends to itself to make a profit. Could anyone explain to me how that is supposed to be good 
financial management? This government is currently borrowing money and lending it to itself. 

Let us look at this case: we sell off Utah Point and get $600 million. We pay off the debt and get 
$430-odd million for the state of Western Australia. What would be the reduction on an annual basis if we used 
that $430 million to pay off debt? 

Hon Paul Brown: What did you say on that piece of paper? 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: I was doing something else actually! I have the figure written down here. 

If we pay off the debt, on the interest rates on what we are currently borrowing and buying and borrowing and 
paying back to ourselves, over the forward estimates it is between 3.5 per cent and four per cent, so on an annual 
basis we would reduce our interest bill by around $15 million a year, yet we are expecting, according to the 
strategic development plan, a dividend return to the state of around $32 million—at least $15 million a year. 
Even if we sell it for $600 million, we will be going backwards. We will be $15 million a year worse off. 

Hon Paul Brown: A bird in the hand. 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: A bird in the hand. I am happy to go through a debate about that and to listen to 
Hon Paul Brown talk about this a bit later on when I hope he contributes during the committee stage of the bill, 
because this is a fundamental issue about what we are going to do with the sale of this asset—that is, working 
out what we should be getting for this asset. The reality is that Hon Paul Brown should think about what will 
happen even if at $171 million the asset sits there for a couple of years without making a profit, which it clearly 
will. I am happy to go through it. There have clearly been reductions and those profits will reduce. But 
ultimately, when this asset is working at its full capacity, which we hope will happen—no-one is going to buy it 
unless they think it will return to operating at full capacity—even if it is below capacity over the next couple of 
years, its dividend has to be halved. I have not even started talking about the payments to the state in lieu of 
income tax. On top of the dividend, the port authority will be paying us income tax equivalents. Who is going to 
replace that money? When it goes into the hands of the private sector, it will pay its taxes to everyone else bar 
the state of Western Australia. 

Hon Paul Brown: What if the economy tanks and goes the other way? 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: If Hon Paul Brown is confident that his government is going to destroy the economy 
that badly, we will be facing a sad state of affairs. The point is that we then have to look what the cost of 
maintaining that asset at $171 million will be because that is the real debt that is sitting in there at the moment. 

Hon Paul Brown: There’s risk, is what I am saying. 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: Yes, but show me the risk analysis that the government has undertaken that 
demonstrates the long-term benefit to this state of the sale of this asset. If it returns $32 million a year in 
dividends—remembering that is the dividend component, so that is 65 per cent of the profit—the government 
will still have to retain earnings of 35 per cent sitting in the port authority, which would be more than enough to 
cover the $171 million in debt still held against this asset and cover the interest payments and the repayments on 
that debt. So it is not as though that $32 million has to help cover the cost of the debt: that will be already picked 
up. This is after all of that. We would need to sell this asset for $1 billion. Will the government give us the 
commitment today that it will not sell off that asset for less than $1 billion? We have already seen, as members 
have mentioned this afternoon, the asset fire sale out at Perth Market Authority, which produced a net return to 
the state of $90 million on an asset for which the land value alone, before we even worry about the 
improvements on that land, was $102 million in the last annual report of the Perth Market Authority. The 
government has sold an asset for $12 million less than the land value alone. On top of that, there were about 
$70 million worth of improvements on that land. It is a disgrace, and every government member should hang 
their head in shame. The government might think that it can flog off these assets and think that that is somehow 
improving the state’s finances, but it is actually making the situation even worse. That is why I get so angry. The 
government has made a complete mess of it already, and now it wants to make it worse, in trying to create 
a political exercise that somehow it can sell off these assets and the state of Western Australia will be better off 
for it. It is simply not true. Then we get the deceit from the government about the way in which it wants to 
somehow create the illusion that selling this asset will improve the state’s finances, when it will not. Not only is 
The government claiming that it can sell assets and use the money to pay down debt, it is also starting to say that 
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it can sell some of these assets, pay down debt and use the proceeds to build new assets—not assets that will 
create an income, like these ones, but assets that will require an ongoing operating subsidy. 

The government makes the Greens look like they are economic masters. The Greens, with their ideas of fairies at 
the bottom of the garden, had a better economic understanding than the government, as it turns out. The 
government has really changed it. I cannot believe that the National Party is sitting by and allowing this to go on. 
National Party members try to pretend that they are the opposition when the government is doing incredibly bad 
and stupid things, but on this one they do not seem to be. I saw the Treasurer the other day claiming that we can 
sell off assets, pay down debt, and use the money to build new assets, such as roads and railway lines, both of 
which require ongoing operating subsidies. 

Earlier this year, when Treasury came before the Standing Committee on Estimates and Financial Operations, 
I asked an additional question after the hearings. I referred to the proposed sale of government assets—not any 
particular asset, but the general fire sale that is going in. Three are listed in the department’s key performance 
indicators, and now we know that Western Power has been added to that list as well. I asked whether the money 
raised would be used to pay down debt or to undertake new capital projects. The answer provided to the 
committee—signed off by the Treasurer himself, I might add—said that sale proceeds would be used to pay 
down debt. 

Hon Sue Ellery interjected. 

Hon KEN TRAVERS: I thought I needed to make sure that I got it really clear, beyond any doubt. I knew that 
the Treasury officers would give the correct answer—the answer about what is actually in the best interests of 
the state. I knew that the Treasury officers would write the answer for the Treasurer that is actually the correct 
and truthful answer, rather than the politically expedient answer. I thought that, with a bit of luck, the Treasurer 
might just sign it off, and we might get the real views of the Treasury experts, not the voodoo economic masters 
who are now running the Economic and Expenditure Reform Committee processes of this government. I asked 
what the impact on state finances would be if money from the sale of income-producing assets was used to 
purchase assets that do not generate sufficient income to meet their ongoing operating costs. I thought it was 
pretty clear, but what did the Treasurer sign off on as his answer and provide to the committee through his 
representatives? The answer stated that, as indicated in the previous answer, sale proceeds would be used to pay 
down debt, rather than purchase new assets. I asked that question because I wanted to get it on the record at the 
start of this year, because I thought that the Treasurer, as the year progressed, would try to mount an argument 
that selling off assets like Utah Point and Fremantle port could somehow allow the government to both pay down 
debt and fund election promises, to try to create another hoax that somehow the government had a fully funded, 
fully costed set of election promises. I thought the government would try to do that, but I thought it would do it 
later in the year. 
Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders. 
[Continued on page 1352.] 

Sitting suspended from 4.15 to 4.30 pm 
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