
Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL - Wednesday, 20 June 2007] 

 p3366c-3380a 
Hon Barry House; Hon Anthony Fels 

 [1] 

ESTIMATES OF REVENUE AND EXPENDITURE 
Consideration of Tabled Paper 

Resumed from 19 June on the following motion moved by Hon Kate Doust (Parliamentary Secretary) -  

That pursuant to standing order 49(1)(c), the Legislative Council take note of tabled paper 2699A-H 
(2007-08 budget papers), laid upon the table of the house on 10 May 2007. 

HON BARRY HOUSE (South West) [7.30 pm]:  I will use this debate to look at the Western Australian 
government’s attitude towards and performance in my shadow portfolio area of science, innovation and 
biotechnology.  To assist my knowledge in those areas, I recently attended the 2007 BIO International 
Convention in Boston in the United States.  This huge event is held annually in a major American city.  Last 
year, it was held in Chicago and next year it will be held in San Diego.  This event provided an excellent 
benchmark that I can use to judge the performance of this sector in Western Australia.  It is a bit difficult to 
make that kind of judgement about this portfolio, because no clear-cut government department deals with 
science, innovation and biotechnology.  The portfolio for which I have shadow responsibility is spread across 
several different areas of government and it relates to many different Western Australian communities, industries 
and interests.   
The 2007 BIO International Convention was an amazing event.  It showcased all sorts of industry research and 
development from around the world.  It also showcased opportunities and enormous challenges.  At the same 
time, it was a huge marketplace because it allowed operators a chance to display their wares and to literally 
inform the world about progress in their particular areas.  It also allowed operators to learn about what is 
happening in other parts of the world.  In that sense, it provided an opportunity for many individual operators to 
attract the capital they need to take their research and discoveries to the commercialisation stage.  The 
convention involved a vast number of presentations, seminars, forums and displays.  It was impossible to see 
them all.  To give members a rough idea of the scale of the convention, it was attended by 22 366  people - 
which is a 15 per cent increase from the previous year - with representatives from 48 American states and 
64 countries.  To give members an idea of the money involved in this sector, during the convention, the 
Governor of Massachusetts, Deval Patrick, announced that his state would invest $1.25 billion in biotechnology, 
a move that will challenge California’s $3 billion commitment for stem cell research.  The governor promised 
the money in a speech before the international convention.  He said that his Massachusetts Life Sciences 
Initiative would create a stem cell bank to house all new lines created in laboratories in the state, offering a type 
of lending library to all scientists.   
In terms of the challenges posed by the convention, one of the keynote speakers was actor Michael J. Fox, who 
suffers from Parkinson’s disease.  I did not attend his session, but I am aware that some Western Australians did.  
Michael J. Fox and others with severe diseases lobbied for quicker access to cures.  Missouri Governor, Matt 
Blunt, also emphasised the importance of focusing on patients.  He told the convention that the benefits for 
mankind from this type of technology are tremendous and something of which we should never lose sight.  He 
also stated that helping patients is what it is really all about.   
The 2007 BIO International Convention was a global event.  We often attend so-called global events in America; 
however, this convention was not only an American event - it was a genuine world event.  One Malaysian 
official who attended the convention said that biotechnology is the future.  Malaysia’s Deputy Prime Minister, 
Datuk Seri Najib Tun Razak, emphasised the importance of biotechnology and said that it was about creating 
wealth for his country and lifting the quality of life for Malaysians.  He said that his country would work to 
bridge the gap between research and development and commercialisation, address ethical issues and create a 
work environment to attract foreign graduates.   
I was surprised by some of the countries that are pushing this technology in a major way.  Malaysia was 
represented by a large delegation.  The South African summary of the conference stated that a significant 
increase in funding could make biotech a conventional contributor to South Africa’s economy.  The audit 
director of Ernst and Young stated that South Africa has the components to create a thriving biotech industry that 
could potentially contribute to the strength and robust growth of the industry in other parts of the world.   

Australia received a mention.  Researchers praised biotechnology for agricultural uses.  American, New Zealand 
and Australian researchers who attended the convention said that biotechnology can help the world achieve a 
sustainable bioeconomy.  The convergence of information technology and molecular biology dramatically 
increases agriculture’s potential to supply fuel and animal feed as well as more nutritious food.   

The conference covered an enormous range of topics, issues and areas.  They included agriculture, food, 
medicine, health and disease treatment, energy, water, the environment, aquaculture and a range of other issues 
and subjects. 
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In terms of its growth over the years, I suggest that biotechnology was not even a word when most members 
were at school.  In recent years it has grown in leaps and bounds.  Biotechnology has made rapid strides since the 
BIO International Convention was last held in Boston seven years ago.  Since 2000 the number of biotech drugs 
on the market has increased from 125 to 254, many more cancer therapies have been approved and the human 
genome project has been essentially completed.  That gives members a rough idea of the scale of what I am 
talking about. 

The points I noted from the convention were that, first, Western Australia was well represented at the 
convention.  There were about 35 delegates.  The responsible minister, Hon Fran Logan, was in attendance, and 
so were several members of the Department of Industry and Resources.  They did an excellent job coordinating 
local delegates, working on the Australian displays and assisting Australian, particularly Western Australian, 
delegates.  The convention was attended by Western Australia’s relatively newly appointed Chief Scientist, Lyn 
Beazley.  Lyn Beazley is a tremendously enthusiastic and capable lady who will make a wonderful contribution 
in this area.  The Western Australian Trade and Investment Office in the United States, which is based in Los 
Angeles, was represented by David Doepel.  He is it; his office does not have a huge number of staff. 

[Quorum formed.] 

Hon BARRY HOUSE:  Western Australia was also well represented at the convention by people from the 
universities in Western Australia.  The University of Western Australia’s school of surgery and pathology and 
the administration from Murdoch University were represented, as well as Steve Halls from Murdoch 
Environment, who has a particular interest in biofuels.  Curtin University of Technology was extremely well 
represented by, among others, representatives of the Australian Biosecurity and Cooperative Research Centre.  
Edith Cowan University was represented by people involved in the Joondalup family health study.  The 
University of Notre Dame Australia also had an interest.  It was particularly pleasing to see five Western 
Australian science teachers at the convention on a science educators scholarship.  They were there to observe a 
program operated throughout the United States of America called the BioGENEius Challenge.  I understand that 
that program will be brought to Western Australia next year.  This will be the first time it has been taken outside 
the United States of America.  That is a very worthwhile outcome in science education. 

Lots of very innovative companies are achieving amazing things, and I will mention just a few of them from 
Western Australia.  There is a company called AusGene and its business is functional genomics and drug target 
validation.  In essence, it prepares mice for research trials.  I understand that it has developed a technique to 
inject mice with particular disease genes that can then be used by scientists in controlled experiments.  CollTech 
Australia Ltd is a Western Australian company operating out of Collie that extracts collagen from sheep.  Other 
companies in the business of seeking cures for Alzheimer’s disease and many other diseases were seeking 
venture capital, which of course many of these companies need to progress their discoveries and science to the 
next level. 

There were a lot of other gatherings.  I was invited to some of them and was not informed of others.  I was 
invited to a round-table forum on biofuels, which I found very productive.  It was organised by David Doepel, 
the Western Australian trade and investment officer in the United States.  The forum brought Western Australian 
people and United States regulators and investors together in a round-table discussion.  Hopefully, that will have 
some very positive results for Western Australia in the short term, but it is bound to bring positive results in the 
longer term as well. 

To their credit, Western Australian people chaired two very important conference sessions.  Steve Halls from 
Murdoch University chaired a conference session called “Fuel for the Future:  Biodiesel Facts and Fiction”.  One 
of the presenters at this session was from Chevron Corporation, one of the major corporates.  It was very 
interesting to hear the executive from Chevron explain that he firmly believed that there was a positive place in 
the future for biofuels to meet up to 25 per cent of the world’s energy needs.  It was a very interesting and 
productive session.  On global health, Professor Lyle Palmer from the Western Australian Institute for Medical 
Research chaired a session called “Biobanks:  Building Capacity, Building Understanding, Building Business”.  
This session outlined population health databanks, with a particular emphasis on the emerging Joondalup family 
health study in Western Australia.  For a long time I have known a bit about the Busselton health study, which 
was started back in the early 1970s by Dr Cullen and others.  We learnt that these people are acknowledged on 
the world stage for their work and their expertise, and that gives Western Australia a lot of credibility. 

What did I learn at the convention, and what did I observe and deduce to help me make comparisons between 
Western Australia and elsewhere?  In summary form, first, there is enormous global potential to address many - 
in fact, some might say most - of the world’s problems with food, agriculture, climate change, emissions, energy, 
water, health, disease, obesity and so on.  Secondly, most of the technology for many of these things already 
exists, and it works.  In many instances, it can be adapted to scale; that is, it can be adapted to small applications 
from a household or an individual town right through to large networks.  Thirdly, one cannot come away from an 
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event like that without recognising that Western Australia has enormous potential.  Our vast biodiversity in flora 
and fauna and our relative isolation are big advantages.  Solutions to many problems are bound up in these 
resources.  They require the science to unlock the mysteries and, together with governments and capital, make 
them universally available so that they can address many of the needs we will have in the future. 

Fourthly, government’s role in this whole area is to provide the correct regulatory and ethical framework for this 
science so that research can be conducted and innovation can flourish.  Government also has a role in helping 
these discoveries to get to the next stage through capitalisation and commercialisation of their products.  Overall, 
the government’s role is to help or facilitate a pathway to market.  Different forms of government involvement 
need to be taken into account.  Firstly, in terms of direct funding, this will involve government in finding the 
right level of support to promote the process from a proven technology to a commercially competitive market; 
that is, through some funding to provide a catalyst in some cases and in others simply to encourage innovation.  
Government has to do that without going too far in providing subsidies or regulation, which provides artificial 
barriers that then protect inefficient, even unethical, operators to compete unfairly against better technologies. 

In terms of regulation, the government’s role may involve setting mandatory or minimum levels.  For example, 
in the biofuels area, Brazil, through the impositions of mandatory levels, now services 90 per cent of its domestic 
transport market with biofuels.  The United States has also taken big steps in that direction in the past year or so.  
In Australia we have seen the beginnings of it with E10 in our bowsers. 

[Quorum formed.] 

Hon BARRY HOUSE:  Of course, governments also have a responsibility to put in place a legislative and 
policy framework that will encourage research and commercialisation, and that can be done on a win-win basis 
whereby the public benefit is clearly taken into account, as well as allowing sometimes the research 
organisations, innovative companies and perhaps the universities to take the product through to a commercial 
stage.  Sometimes government involvement might simply mean that the government has to get out of the way 
and let the market get on with its business.  That may be a legitimate role for government in some cases. 

The other observation I came back with was that Western Australia is saying some of the right things.  Some of 
the people in government and the community are working very hard with good intentions, but there is much 
room for improvement.  If we compare WA with other states, Victoria and Queensland appear to be clearly 
leading the way in this area.  For instance, the Queensland delegation was, I believe, the biggest from the 
Australian states.  Queensland has a legislative framework in place and it has a very strong emphasis on 
marketing.  Premier Beattie has been to the last 10 of these conferences, heading delegations and doing business 
on behalf of the state.  The Victorian Premier, Mr Bracks, and the Treasurer were there, along with a large 
delegation, and I understand Victoria’s investment in this area is also substantial.  New South Wales also had 
quite a large contingent, but the general observation about New South Wales was that it was a little complacent 
about this area.  It has a lot of natural advantages with venture capitalists around the world because when people 
look at Australia, they see the Sydney Harbour Bridge and the Opera House and think that is Australia.  Sydney 
as the financial capital did not have to go out and market itself as aggressively as is the case in other parts of 
Australia. 

The summation of all of that is Western Australia cannot be all things to all people.  The pace of change and 
developments in science and biotechnology worldwide are simply too fast and too complex, and too many 
people, organisations and issues are involved.  We do not have a large enough financial base.  We have to look 
to our areas of strength and promote them.  In Western Australia, those areas of strength clearly lie in mining and 
resources, agriculture and food, health, marine science and perhaps one or two others in which we can hold our 
heads very high. 

With that background I want to take a closer look at what is happening in Western Australia and make some 
comparisons.  There are many gaps and deficiencies in our processes, leaving a lot of room for improvement.  In 
many instances, it follows a familiar theme to that which we have heard often in other members’ speeches on the 
budget.  It can almost be summarised as “the can’t do government”.  There are many areas with enormous 
potential, which is simply not being delivered.  There is nothing wrong with Western Australia’s goals and 
rhetoric; there is plenty of that.  By way of background, I sourced some dated documents to get an idea of where 
the government thought this area was going and where it wanted it to go a few years ago.  I refer to a press 
release from February 2002 by the then Premier, Geoff Gallop.  This followed the first report from the Science 
Council, which he received on 6 February 2002.  It states -  

Key recommendations include:  

•  establishing a Government agency research forum, reporting to the Premier; 

•  establishing an evaluation framework for State Government research; 
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•  designating a senior public servant in each agency with responsibility and authority for 
research strategy; 

•  expanding research partnerships with the private sector, academe and the Commonwealth; 

•  improving career progression for scientists in the public sector; 

•  establishing a culture of career interchange between Government, universities and industry; 

•  continue to encourage the commercialisation of intellectual property generated by State 
Government agencies research; and 

•  quarantining funding for medical and health research within teaching hospitals and establish a 
mechanism to measure the outcomes of this research. 

They were very lofty and laudable claims.  However, analysis of the situation since then reveals that we have 
come up well short on many of those. 

There was a joint press release of Hon Alan Carpenter, as the Minister for Education and Training, and 
Hon Geoff Gallop, the Premier, on 10 May 2002.  It was a pre-budget news leak, obviously.  It is headed 
“Education, training and science to take Budget centre stage”.  On science, it says - 

Dr Gallop, who is also Science Minister, said 2002-03 would see a significant increase in science 
spending. 

Spending would increase by $16million to $32.6million next year and total $100million over four years.  

Key initiatives included a new Office of Science and Innovation, an expansion of the Centres of 
Excellence Program - 

Members should remember those couple of things - 

and a number of new programs developed by the Premier’s Science Council. 

All that is excellent.  Members will see, as I outline a few other matters, that that level of spending in 2002 is 
higher than the current level of spending.  The centres of excellence program, which was mooted to be expanded, 
has been left to languish. 

I turn to what is happening in this budget and in the current financial environment in Western Australia.  We 
know that our scrooge Premier is squirreling away hundreds of millions of dollars that perhaps could and should 
be used to better effect.  Unfortunately, this year’s budget does not provide any new initiatives for science or 
biotechnology.  There are plenty of references to plans, audits, reports and negotiations in the budget papers and 
elsewhere, but there are no major policy initiatives for science in WA.  There are lots of good words, but there is 
no action.  At the same time, the much-anticipated integrated agricultural institute for Murdoch University has 
been deferred for another year.  There is another new science council, which I believe was due to meet this week 
for the first time.  It is a re-formed Science Council.  I am pleased that it has been re-formed, because, in brief, 
the history of the Science Council is that it was formed principally by Dr Gallop back in 2001.  He appointed 
Dr Bruce Hobbs as the Chief Scientist.  Dr Bruce Hobbs resigned from that position, very disillusioned, just over 
a year ago.  The Science Council was mothballed.  Basically, it was left to languish.  It did not even meet for a 
year or so, and the people on the Science Council were treated quite shabbily.  They had put in a lot of work and 
produced reports which were not made public and which were not responded to.  They were then virtually 
ignored and left to languish. 

The current Premier, Hon Alan Carpenter, has re-formed the Science Council, which is a good move.  The only 
observation I make about that is that the Chief Scientist, Lyn Beazley, who, as I said, is a very enthusiastic and 
very capable lady who was recently appointed, is to work only part time in that job.  In my conversations with 
her, she has said that her brief is that it will be about a two-day-a-week job.  However, she knows already that to 
do the job properly will require a lot more input than that, and she will have to combine that with her other busy 
career and obligations at the University of Western Australia.  The re-formed Science Council, by the way, 
contains some of the previous members and some new members.  I am not making any comment about the 
membership of the Science Council, but I certainly hope that the members get a better reception from 
government than has been the situation for the past year or so.  I have only one query.  Lyn Beazley, as the Chief 
Scientist, is the chairman of the council.  I am sure that she will be a very capable chairman.  However, her 
position as Chief Scientists begs the question: will she be compromised to some extent in that situation?  Will 
she, as the Chief Scientist, feel that her advice to government has to be sanctioned, firstly, by the Science 
Council, and will that take a bit of an edge off her role in providing clearly independent advice on science 
matters to the government?  I guess time will tell. 
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Some of our peak research bodies have been waiting on results of the centres of excellence program that ended 
in May 2005.  Candidates for the current funding round were expecting to hear about the success of their 
applications going back to December 2005, but they have not heard.  The funding for the centres of excellence 
program and the processing of that project were delayed by at least a year - a year and a half, in fact - and that is 
indicative perhaps of the priority it has been given.  Some of the other challenges are attracting human capital to 
the science industry.  There does not seem to be any new funding or any initiatives for this area in the budget.  In 
fact, there is no point in providing infrastructure to the industries of the state if there are no scientists to support 
the growth. 

In terms of medical research, there was the re-announcement of the Fiona Stanley Hospital, but that was re-
announced in the context that it was being put back again and delayed for yet another couple of years, with a cost 
blow-out of some hundreds of millions of dollars.  Another figure caught my eye; this was deduced from 
questions that I have asked in this house.  In March this year when I asked a question, I found that the 
government had spent only $2 million of the $72 million that it had trumpeted as its contribution to science in 
the budget last year.  It is very unclear whether any of that funding, firstly, will go to biotechnology.  The 
indications are that none of it will.  Members should not forget that that $72 million in last year’s budget was 
over a four-year period.  If members think back to the figure that I cited earlier from the previous Premier’s 
media release in 2002, with an expenditure of $32 million in one year, they will realise that that figure pales into 
insignificance also.  From the answer to another parliamentary question, I established recently that in the area of 
science innovation, promotion and support, the government has spent only $40 million of the $71 million 
allocated.  I will outline that situation in detail in a minute.  Once again we hear lots of good words, but follow-
up is a bit short. 

I will enlarge on a couple of points that I have made.  By way of comparison with other states in Australia, 
Queensland developed a bio-industry strategy back in 1999.  The Victorian government announced its Bio21 
strategy in July 2000, and New South Wales announced a $68 million BioFirst strategy in the following year, 
2001.  Also, John Brumby, the Victorian Minister for Innovation, and Treasurer, recently announced a 
$1.4 billion commitment to innovation, with a particular focus on biotechnology.  That was the situation in 
August last year, when the long-awaited biotechnology strategy in Western Australia was released.  In other 
words, it was released overdue - I guess better late than never, but overdue nonetheless. 

On 29 May this year - just a few weeks ago - I asked a question on this year’s budget.  My question to the Leader 
of the House representing the Minister for Science was as follows -  

I refer to page 236 of the budget papers, division 12, Department of Industry and Resources, service 5 
appropriation summary.  According to this summary, the government has spent only $40.215 million of 
a budget of $71.341 million for 2006-07.  

(1) How does the government account for the $31.126 million shortfall? 
(2) Which projects have been cut or delayed? 
(3) What is their cost? 
(4) When will these allocated funds be spent? 

The answer was very interesting.  It introduces some new terminology to the scheme of things.  The answer was 
as follows -  

(1) The funding shortfall represents a repositioning of funding for the affected programs as 
detailed below.   

Therefore, when the government does not deliver programs in the year in which it said it would be delivering 
those programs - in other words, when it delays programs - it calls that repositioning.  This is yet another 
example of what is not being done by this “can’t do” government.  The government set out its goals in the 
budget last year, and it set out its financial structure.  However, a year later, nothing has happened.  Those 
projects are still on the books, but they have been repositioned to another year.   

I will give members some examples of some of the programs that have been repositioned.  Innovate WA was 
supposed to deliver funding of $6.965 million.  However, that funding has been repositioned from the current 
year to 2007-08.  The science initiatives program was supposed to deliver funding of $16 million.  That funding 
still appears in the budget papers for 2007-08.  However, it has been put into the forward estimates and 
repositioned to 2010-11.  That is at least three years later than when the community thought that funding would 
be delivered.  The centres of excellence program was supposed to deliver funding of $5.318 million.  That 
funding has also been repositioned, with $2.058 million put forward to 2007-08, $2.510 million to 2008-09, and 
$750 000 to 2010-11.  It is convenient for the government to include those figures in the budget so that it appears 
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as though it is doing all sorts of marvellous things.  However, nothing is happening.  These programs are not 
being funded.  They are being pushed out for another year, or, in some cases, another three years. 
The next project is the radio astronomy project.  That is an interesting project.  That project was supposed to 
deliver funding of $4.010 million.  That funding has been repositioned to 2007-08.  The entrepreneurs in 
residence program was supposed to deliver funding of $75 000.  That funding has been repositioned to 2007-08.   
The answer provides some reasoning for the repositioning of those programs.  It is very interesting.  The 
government needs to blame someone, I suppose.  The answer states in part -  

For the Centres of Excellence and Innovate WA funding, there has been a repositioning due to some 
delay in approvals for projects to proceed and operating projects being delayed, often by recruitment 
difficulties in the current market, which in turn delayed milestone payments of grant moneys.   

The other day, the Treasurer used recruitment difficulties as the reason that the surplus has increased over the 
past couple of months by $200 million.  Recruitment difficulties seem to have become the scapegoat for the 
government; they are being blamed for everything. 
The answer states also -   

There have been approvals of nearly $18 million from the science initiative funding.  However 
$16 million has been repositioned as those approvals could not be translated into payable grants until 
the out years. 

In other words, the government has not progressed that project and delivered the funds that have been allocated.  
The answer continues -  

The Entrepreneurs in Residence repositioning is a consequence of the reporting requirement not 
aligning with the financial year and delaying payment. 

The $72 million over four years that the government trumpeted in last year’s budget has been translated into only 
$2 million on the ground.  We are now being asked to forget about the four-year time scale and start talking 
about a six or seven-year time scale for that funding.  The answer states also -  

The Radio Astronomy $4 million has been moved into next financial year because planned 
infrastructure acquisitions were not able to proceed as yet.   

The government has made a terrible hash in trying to attract to Western Australia the largest square kilometre 
array radio telescope in the world.  That is potentially an extremely valuable project for Western Australia.  
Western Australia possesses all the natural advantages to win the bid for that radio telescope project.  However, 
Western Australia is now in a very competitive situation with South Africa for this project.  I do not have much 
time, but, in a nutshell, this project was earmarked some years ago for Mileura Station in the mid-west, near 
Geraldton.  Up to $4 million was spent on infrastructure acquisition and putting the bid together for this project.  
However, a haul road to take iron ore to the port of Oakajee was put straight through the middle of that area.  
That effectively compromised the bid, because it destroyed the possibility that that area could be being used for 
that radio telescope project.  That is another story.  However, it came about mainly as a result of the work of 
some well-known lobbyists who were working very closely with the then Minister for Industry and Resources, 
Hon John Bowler, who granted the approval for that road to go through that area.  That $4 million has effectively 
been squandered, and the bid compromised.   
About six months ago, the Premier announced that the bid was now back on track.  The Premier’s spin doctors 
said at the time that the bid would now be better than ever, because the site would now be Boolardy Station, 
which is closer to the coast in the mid-west.  I have discussed this matter with people, and there is no doubt that 
the project can work on that site.  However, a railway line will need to be rerouted around that area so that it will 
not disturb the radio telescope.  I understand that an international professor who will have a large input into the 
decision about where the world’s largest radio telescope will be placed will be visiting Western Australia in the 
next couple of weeks.  I am informed that there is absolutely no infrastructure on the ground at Boolardy 
Station - not even a little shed, or a toilet.  Worse than that, neither approvals nor clearances have been obtained 
from the Land and Sea Council to allow access to that area.  This international expert, who could make a 
difference to the overall bid, will turn up and the gates will probably be shut; therefore, he will not have access to 
the place.  That will not go down very well.   
We have heard from members about deferred projects, such as Cervantes road.  It is interesting that work on the 
Department of Agriculture and Food headquarters, which includes scientific research facilities through the 
Integrated Agricultural Research Institute and involves expenditure of $45 million plus $23 million, has been 
delayed.   
I hope I have given members an overview of what is happening in a broad area of Western Australia.  I will 
concentrate on the agriculture and environment areas that attract a lot of the biotechnology research, funding and 
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expertise, because the story is quite disappointing.  Other members have spoken about genetically modified 
technology, but I will reiterate that one of Western Australia’s strengths in this area is agriculture and food, 
together with our boom industries - mining and resources.  Western Australia is also at the forefront in marine 
science.   

Agriculture generates $8 billion for the Western Australian economy each year.  WA is Australia’s biggest grain 
producer, with 43 per cent to 50 per cent of the annual crop.  On our doorstep we have growing populations in 
India and China, as well as growing populations globally, that are putting increased pressure on the food market 
and the WA agriculture sector.  Fuel prices are rising, which means that the potential for ethanol production and 
alternative fuels, through canola and biofuels, is increasing.  By way of example, the United States is setting 
aside 30 per cent of its maize for ethanol.  Environmental factors also come into play with scientific advances in 
salt-tolerant wheat, which the industry welcomes.  National investment in this area has been 11.5 per cent.  The 
current WA commitment is seven per cent; therefore we are lagging in that area.   

I have raised the issue of Grain Biotech Australia in this house previously.  Grain Biotech is a company that has, 
through fuel trials, produced some very encouraging results.  It is growing salt and frost-tolerant wheat with 
higher yields that is literally dying on the vine because of lack of funding and support.  There is a real chance 
that the research into genetically modified commercial varieties of wheat will be lost to WA.  It gives WA 
farmers a potential increase of $23 per tonne for their product.  However, I know that because of the 
disappointments that company has suffered, its chief scientist has left for Queensland where the pastures are 
greener.  He can negotiate a better deal in Queensland than in Western Australia.  An organisation that I spoke to 
last week is developing medical solutions from native plants and animals.  It replicates medical cures from 
natural products and uses the knowledge and material gained in that exercise to produce the serums and 
medicines to treat an array of illnesses.  It was working with the Department of Conservation and Land 
Management, now the Department of Environment and Conservation, for years to gain access to certain plants to 
enable it to conduct its research and take this innovation to another level.  After four or five years the 
organisation had reached the end of its tether.  It could not get any cooperation to do what it wanted.  It was told 
as it was about to walk out the door in frustration that it could not use plants, but it could use insects or animals.  
It received approval to work with centipedes and spiders.  Do not ask me what they do with them.  I understand 
they extract the poisons from them and work up cures and serums to treat diseases.   

We often hear members in this house say that Western Australia has a marvellous biodiversity.  We have one of 
the best retained biodiversity populations of plants and animals in the world.  We have an enormous advantage, 
but that is where it stops.  This company has already attracted interest from major worldwide companies, but it 
has been stopped in its tracks because it cannot go the extra step without government approval and, at least, 
government cooperation.  This company needs to reach an agreement and understanding with government to 
develop these technologies.  That could be a win-win situation whereby the government collects royalties.  
However, the company was told that there is no policy, protocol, process or enabling legislation to allow these 
things to happen.  The company is frustrated to the point of despair.  Recently a representative from that 
company spoke to somebody in the Northern Territory, and within days the company was sent copies of the 
Northern Territory legislation with an open invitation to do business there.  Queensland has the enabling 
legislation for the company to operate out of Queensland.  The company is Western Australian and it wants to, 
by choice, operate in this state if it is possible.  However, the company is frustrated to the point of being driven 
mad.   

I have two articles, one of which is a newspaper article from last Saturday’s The West Australian which is 
headed, “GM crop ban hits farmers: biologists”.  I urge members to read that article because it is a cry of despair 
from this sector.  It reads - 

Leading WA plant biologists have backed renewed calls to lift the State’s moratorium on genetically 
modified crops, claiming struggling farmers could raise yields and profits if existing weed-resistant 
drought-tolerant varieties moved off the shelf and into the ground.   

The article refers to University of Western Australia Institute of Agriculture Professor Kadambot Siddique and 
reads - 

Professor Siddique warned that the moratorium threatened research and innovation, which had the 
potential to pioneer plant varieties that could better cope with the challenges of climate change.   

“The laboratory is like a ghost town” . . . “Investors are not going to pump millions of dollars in if they 
don’t see a pathway way to market.”   

The article continues in that vein and sums up the situation that is faced by a lot of people.  

Earlier this evening I was sent a summary by Dr Ian Edwards, who attended a very lively GMO reference group 
meeting this morning.  He sent a summary to me and several other people of the despair that he felt at the 
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response from government through the minister, Hon Kim Chance, to the proposals put forward and pleas for 
some understanding and assistance.  I will leave that point there. 

The last point I want to mention very briefly is science education.  If we are to be serious about science, 
biotechnology and innovation, we must look at where it all starts - with the education of our students.  
Unfortunately, that is reading very poorly at the moment.  We all know that there is a shortage of teachers 
around Western Australia, and the critically important areas of shortage are science and mathematics.  Large 
numbers of students, particularly of science, are doing their studies by correspondence in places such as Port 
Hedland, Carnarvon and Karratha, where they should enjoy the advantage of a teacher.  There is a very critical 
shortage of science teachers in Western Australia, which is perhaps reflected in the next statistic.  The number of 
students studying science in year 12 has dropped since 1993 from 19.1 per cent to 15.4 per cent.  That figure was 
quoted in The West Australian in 2006.  These problems are also reflected in the difficulty of retaining science 
teachers and science knowledge within our schools as well as the prospect of an ageing science teacher 
workforce.  The government must address this situation in a positive way. 

I notice that the Victorian government recently conducted a forum to encourage retired or resigned science 
teachers to get back into the classroom and help out.  That is one solution.  We must get out into the marketplace 
and attract people with science teaching skills, and that can be done in a variety of ways.  It is a very competitive 
market in terms of dollars; we know that it is hard to attract very good people who are not paid a relatively high 
salary.  I have seen proposals for differentiated wage scales, but perhaps a better solution is to provide more 
support and incentive at the base level for particular areas of teaching, such as science and mathematics.  That is 
why I was very pleased to see the five science teachers from Western Australia in Boston being awarded these 
scholarships and following through to bring back the very innovative BioGenius science program that we will be 
seeing more of in Western Australia in the years to come.  The tenor of my whole presentation is that there is an 
enormous potential in this area.  Western Australia has some huge natural advantages.  We are making some 
progress, but there are huge holes to fill, and we need to get on our bikes and start being genuine about our 
commitments. 

HON ANTHONY FELS (Agricultural) [8.34 pm]:  I wish I were able to stand today and say that a lot of the 
matters I have raised in previous years had been addressed, but the same theme keeps recurring - this 
government is hopelessly unable to manage a booming economy and good times.  Fortunately for the voters of 
Western Australia, we are in good times, because it would be a very sad situation if we were not.  A number of 
the things that were done in the state by the Richard Court government in the eight years up to 2001 were done at 
a time when the economy was nowhere near as strong, yet a great deal was still done.  The Narrows Bridge was 
widened, the freeway was put through to Mandurah and the Graham Farmer Freeway was constructed.  They 
were all criticised at the time, but they have proved to be very useful infrastructure facilities in the city.  Those 
projects have been replaced by a railway line running down the middle of our freeway system to Mandurah, 
which has rendered the freeway system an embarrassment to the state, particularly when traffic comes into the 
city in the morning or tries to leave the city in the evening.  At five or six o’clock at night it is chaotic getting out 
of the city and across the Narrows Bridge.  I do not know how much worse it will be when we are competing 
with the trains running along the freeway. 

Hon Graham Giffard:  That they do not actually run along the freeway.  They have tracks of their own.  

Hon ANTHONY FELS:  There is no freeway left; the trains have taken up half of the freeway.  It will be very 
interesting to see what happens there and why they could not have gone somewhere else.  
The education system has been the highlight of the problems facing this government.  It is amazing how serious 
the problem is.  The government continues to have a surplus of something like $200 million every month, or 
more than $2 billion a year, yet it cannot afford, for whatever reason, to employ teachers in areas where they are 
needed.  It cannot find the teachers.  There has been no proper foresight in planning and training teachers for the 
future needs of Western Australia.  This is no more evident than in country areas.  I visited Carnarvon recently 
and met a schoolteacher at the racetrack during the afternoon.  She told me she was temporarily transferred to 
Carnarvon to fill a short-term vacancy for the Department of Education and Training.  She was not really 
properly qualified for the job she was doing, and was being accommodated at a local motel for something like 
six weeks.  She was probably doing it more out of consideration for the students than the desire to have a job in 
Carnarvon.  That highlights the problems facing a lot of regional towns around the state, and the whole education 
system.  Country students should have the same opportunity to access higher education as those who reside in 
the metropolitan area.  The situation that has been allowed to develop is disgraceful, particularly given that the 
current shortage of teachers has been discussed and predicted for many years.  There seems to be a similar 
shortage of strategies to deal with the issue. 
Education is not the only area suffering in rural Western Australia.  People living in the wheatbelt and other rural 
regions of Western Australia continually face outages and disruptions to their power supply.  Residents near 
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Moora are forced to change light bulbs on a weekly basis, as the outages and power fluctuations wreak havoc on 
their electrical appliances.  Although I appreciate that the government has finally agreed to commit funds to the 
most necessary upgrades to the rural electricity network, a question still needs to be asked about why people in 
rural communities were forced to put up with power shortages for so long before the government acted.  This 
government seems to expect congratulatory slaps on the back for its recent announcement of upgrades to 
Western Australia’s electricity network, when it really should be apologising for the delay in committing to these 
improvements and the unnecessary inconvenience caused by the unreliable supply of electricity.  The state’s 
economy has been booming since the Labor Party took government in 2001.  It is not because of that but in spite 
of it, but it has taken a virtual collapse of the network to bring the government to this commitment.  There is no 
excuse for the neglect while this government is awash with money.  Despite the state government’s huge budget 
surpluses, the state’s electricity network is crumbling.  Power supplies remain unreliable, particularly for rural 
customers, with the average duration of blackouts exceeding eight and a half hours.  Statewide, rural residents 
are forced to live with faulty power lines and repeated blackouts.  Western Power linesmen are forced to use 
unconventional methods and bush engineering, using whatever resource or methods they have available to them 
to fix problems to patch up quite often makeshift repairs.  This is also occurring in the metropolitan area.  Local 
governments in the metropolitan region and in rural areas are united in their criticism of Western Power’s 
performance in the restoration of power following outages.  Street lights have remained either off or out in 
streets up to months in some areas, which have created safety issues.  I know that has occurred in the Town of 
Cambridge following accidents where power poles have fallen over.  I have noticed also when I travel to the 
airport along Great Eastern Highway that a power pole has been lying at the lights at the corner of Hardey Road 
in Belmont since late last year, obviously ready to replace a deteriorating power pole there.  I am surprised that it 
has not created some sort of accident or certainly some sort of hazard to traffic there. 

Hon Graham Giffard:  Is it on the road? 

Hon ANTHONY FELS:  It is on the road verge. 

Hon Graham Giffard:  That would be why it hasn’t created a traffic hazard. 

Hon ANTHONY FELS:  It would certainly block the view or restrict the view of some people, but it is also 
right on the - 
Hon Graham Giffard:  They would be very in low sports cars. 
Hon ANTHONY FELS:  I hope they are not driving on the verge, but I would hate to think that something like 
that might create an accident, given that it should not be where it is.  However, the fact is that it has been there 
for well over six months.  I do not know how long it had been there before I saw it last year, but I notice it every 
time I travel out that way.  It is just amazing that it is just sitting there with a plastic safety strip protecting it, the 
grass overgrown all around it and no-one has been out there to replace the pole.  Luckily the white ants or 
whatever has deteriorated the existing pole have not deteriorated that before now. 
Another issue, of course, is that lives and property have been lost through fires and through what can only be 
regarded as negligence by Western Power in its maintenance of lines throughout Western Australia.  It is not just 
the lack of maintenance either; it is the lack of planning and the lack of people to go out and carry out these 
repairs.  This occurred with the Tenterden fire about five years ago and an inquiry was carried out into that fire.  
The EnergySafety legislation was to allow for the proper funding of the office of EnergySafety to prevent such 
things occurring.  In this transition there was another unfortunate and tragic incident over the summer period 
with lines clashing in Toodyay.  Last summer there was a government advertising campaign in the media to 
encourage people not to use too much air conditioning in the peak period of the day.  It reinforced the state’s 
inability to guarantee uninterrupted power supplies to the community.  These are basic services that have always 
been provided and that industry and residents expect and need.  With an economy growing as quickly as Western 
Australia’s and the amount of revenue coming into the state government, it is just amazing that an entity like 
Western Power has had to rely on debt funding to provide for all of its maintenance and capital expenditure 
while the rest of the government sector is awash with money and has a very healthy credit account.  It is really a 
reflection of poor planning by the government, not as a result of pressure being placed on the infrastructure and 
services by the economic boom. 
If the government can convince the people of Western Australia to reduce their power consumption, it will 
remove the need to invest in increased capacity, credits, spare power and a spare buffer to prevent something like 
another black Wednesday.  I would not wish to raise the daylight saving issue at this point, but whether our 
power supplies were going to be able to cope with that was clearly raised in the debate last year.  It is a shame 
that the government had to spend so much money on an advertising campaign to warn people to reduce their 
power over the summer months, particularly their air conditioners, when those sorts of issues were raised during 
the debate on daylight saving.   
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The cost of energy and electricity in Western Australia has been an issue.  In part of the restructure of Western 
Power we were provided a guarantee by Alan Carpenter that there would be no increase to residential customers 
for energy during this term of government.  The Economic Regulation Authority has signalled that Western 
Power networks will significantly increase access charges by up to 12 per cent after the next state election and 
will be allowed to charge third party users between seven per cent and 12 per cent extra for access to its 
electricity transmission system until June 2009.  Those third party users include Verve and Synergy, our state-
owned, independent companies.  Splitting Western Power was supposed to create better efficiencies and reduce 
overall electricity prices.  It should have done this, and this is one of the best indications of the poor performance 
of the Carpenter government that it has not been able to manage - 

[Quorum formed.] 

Hon ANTHONY FELS:  I was commenting on the deregulation of Western Power and how we were assured it 
would provide us with a more efficient overall power supply and generation in the state.  We were guaranteed 
there would be no price increases during the term of the government, but that was regardless of whether Western 
Power would make a profit.  As it has turned out, Western Power is not making a profit and the forecast savings 
of tens of millions of dollars, if not hundreds of millions of dollars just are not there; in fact, Western Power is 
losing money.  While Alan Carpenter has so far refused to accept reduced profit forecasts for the four 
independent entities, it appears that he will be forced to acknowledge them as the warnings gradually materialise 
into facts. 

On 20 February this year, Councillor Janet Savage, President of the Shire of Gnowangerup, wrote a letter to the 
editor of The West Australian in which, according to my notes, she said - 

Last week about 40 pole top fires in the Great Southern Region caused chaos, with mass power cuts.  It 
was inevitable.  It was a direct result of the failure to upgrade an aging network and carry out routine 
maintenance in a timely way. 

At Easter this year the communities of Walpole and Denmark were blighted by power outages suffering from up 
to 30 blackouts lasting up to 20 hours.  Businesses suffered substantial financial losses both in their inability to 
provide products and services and also through the loss of perishable feedstocks and medicines.  Minister Logan 
has since announced an upgrade to their lines.  This is just another indication of too little too late.  Had such 
investment been made earlier, as it ought to have been, there would not have been a massive disruption brought 
about by power outages of that nature.   

The Agricultural Region is constantly and consistently adversely affected by power outages.  The government 
has taken far too long to address the problem.  The lack of investment in maintenance and upgrades has led to 
the near collapse of the electricity network.  The level of discontent being demonstrated by the community has 
never been so callously disregarded as it is by the current Labor government.  While Mr Ripper hides behind his 
$2 billion surplus, the regions are experiencing power supplies that resemble those of emerging nations, with 
those living there independently supplying commodities that these days are considered indispensably necessary 
for the support of life.  This government does not care enough about the regions to guarantee an uninterrupted 
power supply.  It is subjecting the people of the Agricultural Region to unnecessary hardship.  On the issue of 
home ownership, the aspirations of those citizens who would like the opportunity to own their own home and, 
failing that, the opportunity to rent one, are seemingly out of reach.  Many will never realise the dream but those 
who do would expect, at the very least, the power to be on and to stay on. 

I turn now to the lead contamination issue and the Esperance Port Authority.  The people of Esperance really 
deserve a better explanation of what has been going on than what has been given to date.  This issue is still 
before a parliamentary committee of the Legislative Assembly.  I wish to comment on what has been going on 
down there.  It is just outrageous that in this day and age and with all the laws, regulations, rules, authorities and 
departments that look after all these sorts of things, such a situation happened in a community such as Esperance.  
The lead levels are risking the health of people in that area, and that is really damning of this government.  How 
is it possible that serious breaches of environmental and health controls in the transport of lead by rail to the port 
of Esperance for export occurred under the watchful eye of the Department of Environment and Conservation, 
the Department of Health and the Department for Planning and Infrastructure?  Why did it take so long for the 
government to act on community concerns following the unexplained deaths of thousands of birds?  Who is 
responsible for these things?  The Esperance Port Authority board was looking after its operations.  I know that it 
has been well regarded in the community for many years and has generally been made up of a mix of local 
business and community people who had in mind at all times the interests of developing the port and increasing 
exports through the port as well as the safety, tidiness and clean environment of the town.  Someone has to take 
responsibility.   
We have seen the publicity surrounding the inquiry.  I get very disappointed when I hear the health department 
saying that it should have been given the role to supervise what was going on when what happened was as a 
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result of a failure of government agencies and government departments to monitor what was going on in the first 
place.  We hear reports of government employees not wanting to go into sheds because they are not provided 
with proper protective clothing.  Whether they are with the environment department or the health department 
really does not matter.  There seems to be a lot of buck passing already between departments and agencies, and 
we do not know who is really responsible.  Whether it was a health department or the environment department, I 
think we will find that the same problem would have occurred.  Someone turned a blind eye to what was 
originally on the permit to export a commodity out of the town, a commodity that was not high volume 
compared with the rest of the product that goes out through the port.  The community of Esperance probably 
would not have even noticed if lead was not allowed to go out through that port. 

Another issue I want to touch on relates to roads, particularly local roads and country roads, which are creating 
enormous pressures for local government authorities in the regions.  Because of the lack of proper rail 
infrastructure in the mid-west region, there has been a great escalation in the amount of iron ore traffic through 
to the port of Geraldton and throughout the rest of the wheatbelt areas, and even in the south west region with 
woodchips and grain cartage.  Enormous pressure is being put on local roads and very little funding is going to 
the local government authorities to cover that.  The minister may well boast about increasing the allocation that 
is given to local roads from shared vehicle registration fees.  On closer inspection, no large bucket is being 
handed out.  This year $4.9 million has been allocated to the mid-west region.  That is not a lot when we divide it 
amongst the shires within the mid-west, particularly when they are all in drought.   

Another issue that I wish to raise relates to the dog fence between the pastoral regions and the Agricultural 
Region.  Dogs are devastating sheep flocks and the Minister for Agriculture and Food has washed his hands of 
the responsibility of this and passed it on to the federal government to come to the party.  Not enough is being 
done to keep dog numbers under control.  The minister has been blaming the dogs’ breeding for this, saying that 
they are mainly hybrid dogs from the local towns and therefore cannot be kept out by a fence.  There is mounting 
evidence of dingoes increasingly encroaching into the wheatbelt area.  There are increasing numbers of tales of 
farmers and pastoralists who have established regular baiting programs and who have killed large numbers of 
dogs but are still being plagued by more.  One pastoralist recently lost more than 70 per cent of his livestock to 
the ravages of dogs.  A feasibility study would identify a pattern of movement of these dogs and enable effective 
controls to be put in place regardless of whether a fence was ultimately needed as a barrier. 

With new truck and trailer configurations and changes to Co-operative Bulk Handling Ltd grain receival points, 
emerging new industries relying on truck transport are placing pressure on a local road network that is not 
designed to carry its current load.  Local governments, which are expected to build new roads, are denied access 
to adequate funding by the state government, and fees and charges currently applied to heavy vehicle transport as 
a road user charge are not returned to local government.  While the trucks pay to use the roads, the majority of 
the fees are syphoned into the state and federal government coffers, with only a small percentage returned to 
local government for the construction and maintenance of local roads. 

Indian Ocean Drive is another issue that I have raised three years in a row in my budget reply speech.  Its 
completion was promised by the last Liberal government in the 2000-01 election campaign.  It would have been 
under construction in 2001.  We are now told that it will not be completed before 2011.  The local member in 
Geraldton has been left red-faced and blindsided.  He has had to defend the indefensible delay amid claims it 
illustrates the government’s lack of commitment to the economic growth of the mid-west.  It is estimated that the 
completion of Indian Ocean Drive between Cervantes and Lancelin will bring approximately $700 million in 
employment, tourism and land development to the coastal communities of the region as well as facilitating the 
growth and development of the fishing industry.  The Minister for Planning and Infrastructure, Hon Alannah 
MacTiernan, continues to put the project into the forward estimates, but there has been no real firm commitment 
of when it will be completed. 
The agricultural sector still makes a significant contribution to the economy of Western Australia.  Its export 
income is second only to the export generated by our booming resource sector.  However, it is increasingly 
marginalised by state government policy and practice.  This year’s budget allocation for the agriculture sector in 
less than two per cent.  It is so insignificant that the Treasurer failed to mention it in his speech.  His failure to 
recognise agriculture’s economic contribution speaks loudly about the disregard that the state government has 
for farmers, the associated industries that support them and the important contribution that they make to not only 
the state and the communities in which they operate, but also the nation as a whole.  It is a disgrace that the mill 
owned by C.J. Ord River Sugar was closed partly because of the government’s decision to delay development of 
Ord stage 2.  It is a great shame that the government cannot find any money to put into the development of the 
sugar industry in the Ord.  I make these comments without having ever been to Kununurra.  Perhaps I would 
have a different view after visiting the region.  As an outsider looking in, it is amazing that a small amount of 
money cannot be allocated from the government’s surplus to save this year’s sugar harvest and to develop the 
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sugar industry in the long term.  If Ord stage 2 had been developed over the past few years, there would have 
been sufficient sugar production to maintain that industry in the long term.   
We are very lucky in Western Australia to be witnessing a run-away economy.  We are experiencing a boom that 
has never been equalled in Western Australia’s history.  The health system is broken because our hospital 
emergency wards are operating over capacity.  The large waiting lists for surgery are putting people’s lives at 
risk.  Doctors and nurses are disgruntled with the failed health system and are leaving their profession in droves 
to work in the private health industry or to leave the sector completely.  The Minister for Health completely 
rejects the fact that there are problems in health under his watch.  He claims that the stories we hear are beat-ups 
and lies perpetrated by dishonest doctors and a dishonest press.   

We have a broken education system.  Some schools do not have specialty teachers; some operate without a full 
complement of staff.  Graduate teachers are choosing not to enter the school system on completion of their 
training, because their hands-on experience during their training has made them think that it is not worth it.  
They are pursuing careers in different fields.  Teachers who have dedicated between 20 and 30 years of their 
working lives to teaching students are now throwing their hands in the air and saying that enough is enough.  We 
have had a number of Ministers for Education and Training, all of whom have refused to accept responsibility 
for our crumbling education system.  I have tried to understand outcomes-based education, but I do not know 
whether I have fully grasped its concepts.  I do not know whether we are getting it or not.  It is a dreadful mess.   

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  How do you know that if you don’t understand it?  By your own admission you don’t 
understand it.   

Hon ANTHONY FELS:  I do not think the former Minister for Education and Training understood it either.  If 
she did, she did not convey it.   

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich:  The problem is that people like you couldn’t understand it.   

Hon ANTHONY FELS:  I had hoped that the former Minister for Education and Training would have taken a 
leadership role with the teaching fraternity.  The OBE issue is a dreadful mess that has cost more than 
$3 million.  It is amazing that we cannot attract enough teachers to teach our growing number of students.   

Western Australia’s power distribution network is no longer able to provide uninterrupted power supply, nor can 
it meet consumer demand.  Housing affordability - whether one wants to buy or rent - is an issue.  Today’s 
The West Australian ran a front-page story - I do not know how accurate it is - that stated that renting a house in 
Perth could increase by $100 a week over the next year.  However, it is fairly unanimous that there will be a 
significant increase in the median price of rentals.  People who are trying to buy their first home or who are 
trying to find a home to rent are facing a terrible crisis.  Those who are buying their first home get first home 
owner relief and do not have to pay stamp duty on homes up to $500 000.  It is tragic that a first home buyer has 
to borrow up to $500 000 to buy a home.  The majority of people buying their first home are not in a position to 
borrow $500 000.  Therefore, the stamp duty rebate on houses up to $500 000 will not benefit those people.   

Tax reform is another issue; indeed, the Treasurer has made much mention about tax reform in recent years.  The 
Treasurer insulted the task force he set up when he disregarded its proposals for significant tax reform.  The way 
things are going in this state at the moment, the Treasurer could probably abolish most taxes.  Payroll tax is a tax 
on the employers of this state.  We are trying to develop industries for the long term and not only while there is a 
bit of mining activity.  We must develop ongoing secondary industries for the future.  The best incentive is a 
low-cost base for major employers.   

I refer to the mid-west iron ore development.  The former Liberal government was committed to developing 
Oakajee.  The Minister for Planning and Infrastructure poured cold water on that project for the first four or five 
years of this government.  She is now having to face the reality that it is needed.  It will now cost three or four 
times more than it would have cost if it had been developed when it was planned, which will make it difficult for 
players in that region to get that started.  This week Mitsubishi announced that it wanted a stake in the mid-west 
Murchison iron ore.  However, it has not been given a great deal of support to develop a rail network or port at 
Oakajee.  

Royalty payments and the surplus that is being generated by revenue, which largely comes from the distribution 
of the goods and services tax income from the commonwealth, should be enough to encourage the Treasurer to 
make drastic reductions to stamp duty and payroll taxes.  Values have increased rapidly and the level of stamp 
duty take has increased.  There should be a reduction in those thresholds and in the rate of stamp duty.  Rather 
than focusing on the take, the government should be focused on reducing the bracket creep that is resulting from 
a rising property market.   

It is inconceivable that the Treasurer cannot bring himself to bring about a change to assist people when they 
move house.  We must match housing need with housing stock.  I will outline the stamp duty and transfer costs 
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involved in buying and selling homes in recent years.  The stamp duty on a median priced house in Perth in 1996 
was $4 000.  In December 2006 it was $18 000, which made the average cost of moving house, including 
moving costs and stamp duty, about $23 000, which is an effective increase of 364 per cent in 10 years.   

I want to make some mention of the late start to the season following last year’s drought, particularly in the 
northern part of the wheatbelt.  It is continuing to ravage the mid-west and northern agricultural areas again this 
year.  It has been very frustrating for farmers and rural communities to look at the weather maps week after week 
and see some indication that a cold front might come through, only to see every one of them get pushed out by a 
big high.  All they end up with is a bit of drizzle along the south coast and the south west of the state.  The 
northern wheatbelt is in crisis.  There is a possibility of some rain over the weekend, but if it is not significant, it 
will be too late after this week for a lot of the areas to put in a crop and expect a half-reasonable result.   

There has been a big increase in cost pressures on the transportation of feed, particularly with fuel prices but also 
due to the general competition for labour costs and transport costs.  As well as a shortage of feed, it is very 
expensive to obtain feed and transport it.  Farmers hoping to salvage some value from their stock have been 
sending them to the Midland saleyards.  They hope to get a return from that.  They have to get rid of stock from 
their farms.  It has got to the point at which livestock have been sent to Midland but cannot move from there 
because they are not fit to travel.  They are blocking up the system at the other end because, in some cases, the 
stock are not commercially saleable and are not attracting bids at auctions.  They have to be destroyed.  Some 
urgent assistance needs to be put in place through the Department of Agriculture and Food.  It may be similar to 
that provided for livestock destruction in the early 1990s when there was a collapse in the wool reserve price 
scheme because there was a big surplus of sheep and no market for it.  It has reached a critical point.  Another 
area that the minister and the department might like to consider is a website that acts as a livestock exchange for 
livestock that have no commercial value but which farmers have to get rid of.  The stock could be offered free of 
charge or the government could provide some freight subsidy to move the stock from the worst-affected areas to 
areas where there is some feed.  There could be some movement of the animals without animal welfare issues.  
The costs of getting rid of animals could be subsidised if they cannot be sold. 

There has also been a problem with the lack of space available in beef and sheep abattoirs.  It is very difficult for 
new abattoirs to get established in Western Australia.  A number of potential new abattoirs could have started, 
but they were faced with enormous issues, aside from the fact that there is a shortage of available labour to man 
those facilities.  There are environmental restrictions and local government restrictions.  There are also planning 
issues.  Those factors make it very difficult to set up new abattoirs in Western Australia. 

The other issue I will comment on concerns the Animal Welfare Act and the fact that it lies within the 
jurisdiction of the Minister for Local Government.  It would be far better for the farming community if animal 
welfare issues in the livestock industry were dealt with by the Minister for Agriculture and Food and not the 
Minister for Local Government.  There is ongoing court action, and a judgement is yet to be handed down 
involving two directors of Emanuel Exports Pty Ltd.  The government has indicated that it will not make a 
decision until the case has been dealt with.  Regardless of how the case goes, I hope that the government is 
inclined to transfer the management of animal welfare issues as they relate to farm livestock to the Department 
of Agriculture and Food and not leave them with the Department of Local Government and Regional 
Development.   

I want to say a little more on the Ord sugar refinery.  I will raise the topic of alternative opportunities, 
particularly with ethanol and research and development into that industry.  Countries such as the United States 
spend hundreds of millions of dollars on research and development in those sorts of industries.  I found it 
striking that a price tag of $6 million on a sugar refinery is not really a great amount of money if the government 
wants to invest in new government enterprises.  I am not saying that the government should go into small 
business.  As a research and development activity, I am sure the government could have found some flexibility 
and opportunity with the current crisis that is facing the Ord sugar farmers.  The sugar mill could have been used 
to process this year’s harvest and develop an alternative biofuels industry in the region.  I am disappointed that, 
for whatever reason, talks broke down between the farmers and the mill operators and that the government was 
not able to get involved in a way that facilitated some means by which that business could continue this year. 

Located just outside Geraldton, in the Agricultural Region, is the Greenough Regional Prison.  It is another 
example of a government department in crisis.  It is making a lot of short-term decisions when planning should 
have been put in place two or three years ago to alleviate the pressure that has now been put on the system.  
There is a severe shortage of qualified staff for the Greenough Regional Prison.  The prison is fairly full.  In fact, 
the whole prison system in Western Australia is full.  That is great if the government has been catching 
criminals, which is what the government has been saying.  I do not necessarily take that to be the reason prisons 
are under so much pressure at the moment.  There are cases of prison workers in Greenough Regional Prison 
working extraordinary overtime.  They do so to the point at which they will not be able to cope with such hours 
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in the long term.  A problem is looming, particularly if the government cannot find additional trained staff to go 
into the Greenough prison and other prisons to take the pressure off the existing staff. 

The growing public sector is something I am very bothered by.  I read in the budget papers that the government 
has spent an additional $450 million this year on payroll costs for public servants compared with the previous 
12 months.  An additional 4 000 public servants were employed in the March quarter.  This is important if we are 
to provide more nurses, police and teachers to man essential services.  The problem for Western Australia is that 
most of the additional staff are going into administrative, bureaucratic, research and advisory positions, and are 
not providing better services, essential services or a normal service to the public.  I believe that the public sector 
now employs more than 100 000 people.  In some ways I expect that that is creating more competition for 
employees in Western Australia than the mining industry, which is being blamed for the high cost of wages and 
the shortage of staff around the state.  If the government sector was not competing for staff and employing 
people in a lot of areas that are not providing any additional services to the state, there would be more qualified 
people available for the private sector.  That would lead to efficiencies.  Police numbers are not keeping up with 
the needs of the community.  Small police stations are being closed.  Officers are not being provided in regional 
areas.  A question was asked today about the Menzies Police Station.  I understand that when the two officers at 
that police station go on holidays, there is no-one to man the police station.  That is a terrible predicament that 
this government has got this state into.  We are experiencing good times, yet the government cannot employ 
enough people to provide those basic essential services in regional areas. 

The retail trading hours bill passed through Parliament more than 12 months ago, but I understand that the 
legislation is still sitting in the Governor’s office and has not been proclaimed. 

Hon Kate Doust:  It has been proclaimed. 

Hon ANTHONY FELS:  I thank the parliamentary secretary for that interjection. 

Hon Kate Doust:  Some time ago. 

Hon ANTHONY FELS:  I was not aware of that.  It has happened only in the past few weeks because the bill 
had been sitting around for about six months and nothing had been done.  I was disappointed that the one piece 
of legislation that the Liberal Party managed to make a significant amendment to - that is obviously quite 
difficult to do with the numbers in this house, but we did it and we acknowledge the support of the Greens (WA) 
for that - took an extraordinarily long time to be proclaimed, for whatever reason. 
I now refer to the agriculture budget.  I will make some comments on the Biosecurity and Agriculture 
Management Bill, which is still before the house.  I am very disappointed that, in the longer term, more and more 
funding for pest control and biosecurity control will be borne by industry through the levies and charges - 
effectively taxes - imposed on those industries when that funding should come out of the consolidated revenue of 
the state.  The government does not provide much financial support to the agriculture sector in Western 
Australia, which is regarded as one of the most efficient and low-cost agricultural industries in the world.  There 
is no reason that controlling a threat to biosecurity, which would not in normal cases be classified as a farm 
subsidy, could not be funded out of the consolidated revenue of the state. 
The development of the new Midland saleyards has been going on for the entire term of this government, but not 
much has happened.  I recently asked when it was likely to commence and I was told that the first earthworks at 
Muchea had occurred on that very day.  I will be very disappointed if I find that all that has happened is that a 
bulldozer has rocked up to the site and no further work has progressed.  However, I suspect that that might be the 
case.  This facility, which has probably been planned for more than 10 years, is needed.  Money from the 
potential sale of the Midland saleyards could be made available, and that would more than cover the cost of the 
new facility, yet it keeps being delayed.  On top of that, the pig-selling facility at Midland ceased operating in the 
past few months pretty much because of occupational health and safety issues.  I note that an asbestos roof was 
removed about six weeks ago, and nothing has happened since.  There were rumours that it would be replaced 
with some sort of canvas sail to stop the sun causing sunburn on pigs, which is the reason that the area needs to 
be covered.  It is a shame that this government has not been able to plan some sort of ongoing pig-selling facility 
either at Midland or at the new facility for sheep and cattle.  Money needs to be spent on upgrading the existing 
facility now. 
Exceptional circumstances funding is a federal support program for farmers and rural communities in times of 
crisis, particularly droughts.  It is generally triggered by a period of two out of three years of what are referred to 
as exceptional years or drought.  Members will know that last year was a disaster in the northern wheatbelt.  The 
areas of Nabawa, Chapman Valley, Walkaway, Mullewa, Morawa and Perenjori had a very late start.  They had 
very low rainfall all year and were drought declared.  Those areas have had no rain at all up to this time.  I have 
always been critical of the process of applying for exceptional circumstances funding.  It has always been too 
bureaucratic.  It takes too long for a decision to be made.  It takes a very long time for the commonwealth 
authorities to decide that a particular shire will be drought declared.  Aside from all those issues, this 
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government, the minister and the department should have prepared that application and it should be in the 
envelope ready to go.  If there is no rain in the next week, those areas will have very good credentials to make an 
application for funding straightaway.  I do not think exceptional circumstances funding is the best thing for 
farmers and rural communities.  Far better schemes could be made available and implemented a lot faster.  
However, with the current situation, everything should be ready to go so that any funding that can be provided 
can be implemented urgently. 
I now refer to genetically modified canola and genetically modified crops generally.  This is the sort of year 
when the advantages of genetically modified crops can be recognised, if the research and trialling has been done 
to ensure that they are safe.  For example, if a genetically modified variety of canola was available that could be 
treated with, and was resistant to, Roundup because it had been bred into it, a farmer would be able to plant his 
entire crop in the last month or two of the season, even when it had not rained, and when the rain did come, the 
crop would germinate and the farmer could spray it with a herbicide a week later.  In the case of GM canola, 
there is a low-cost and very safe herbicide known as glyphosate.  If that type of technology was allowed to be 
trialled in Western Australia and was available to farmers, in these sorts of years, there would be more 
flexibility, farmers would be able to grow a crop with a late start, there would be lower costs and less fuel usage, 
fewer greenhouse gases would be produced in putting in a crop, and there would be much less use of dangerous 
chemicals to control the weeds through the growth.  It is disappointing that the minister does not have a more 
open attitude to GM technology and the advances that it is making around the world, especially in the countries 
that are growing crops in competition with Western Australia.  I am talking about places such as Canada, which 
has adopted this technology in recent years.  Provided that there are proper safeguards and it is safe for human 
consumption, we should be a bit more proactive in supporting these sorts of technologies in agriculture. 

I now refer to the water issue this year.  I think the Premier overstressed the water problem in Western Australia.  
Of course, it is a critical issue and everyone likes to have water, but I am very sceptical about the need to build 
desalination or reverse osmosis plants to provide water for Western Australia when vast amounts of water are 
available in our aquifers.  Yarragadee is not in my electorate.  Although members in that region want to look 
after it, there is a great deal of water there, and the amount that would be taken out would be very well 
monitored.  It would be far cheaper and a better available source of water than water derived from reverse 
osmosis.  The costs of extracting water by that method are high.  

That leads me to another issue I want to talk about; namely, drainage of the salt areas in the state, particularly 
The Lakes district, Lake Grace, Lake King and Dumbleyung areas in the central-southern wheatbelt, as well as 
the saline creek systems throughout the south west.  The government should be putting more focus into longer-
term infrastructure projects such as developing significant drainage through the entire catchment regions to get 
the water out of those areas, particularly in years of flooding.  It could have been done early last year when 
floods occurred at Lake Grace.  It took three or four weeks for that town to be free of water surrounding it.  It is 
very flat country and it runs through a system that ultimately gets into the Avon and Swan Rivers.  It would 
show great foresight if deep drainage was developed throughout the region, so that when extensive flooding 
occurs, it will drain quickly, taking the water, including the salt that dissolves in that water, out of the wheatbelt 
and straight down those systems.  In 50 years or longer, we would end up with a much healthier Swan River 
system than there is now and a much healthier wheatbelt area.  The same could apply to areas such as Lake 
Dumbleyung and the Beaufort River flats, through to the Blackwood area.  There would be a healthier system 
there once that water was able to get out, particularly the saline water, which is killing many trees and rendering 
much of the agricultural land difficult to use.  

I have mentioned Oakajee, but I want to say again that the development of the Oakajee port should be fast-
tracked for the mid-west iron ore and other mineral industries up there, as well as agricultural exports.  We need 
to ensure that there is reasonable access to all potential users of the port and the rail system.  The government 
should be able to accommodate -  

Hon Bruce Donaldson:  The Liberal Party is a strong advocate of Oakajee.  

Hon ANTHONY FELS:  The Liberal Party would have built it five years ago.  

On the issue of state taxes, I know there is an election in two years’ time, and some of the tax changes will be 
implemented in time, I think, for January 2009, a month before the next election is due.  Governments have the 
luxury of being able to do that sort of thing.  It is good that it is doing it anyway; however, it should be making 
those changes much sooner.  Western Australian taxpayers and electors will be very sceptical when, in next 
year’s budget, we suddenly start getting a few tax reductions that have been long overdue and should have been 
brought in before this year.  It is a great shame they were not included in the budget again this year.  

On the issue of this government’s performance, it is very difficult to say that it has done a good job when we 
have such a booming economy.  Members opposite cannot claim that they are responsible for all the benefits 
enjoyed by industries in this state.  I remember when Brian Burke was Premier and had a popularity rating 
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throughout the state of 70 per cent.  He was the most popular Premier in Australia.  Bill Hassell and Barry 
McKinnon could not touch him.  All sorts of claims were being made.  History has not been written yet.  If this 
government does not do something about managing the economy in the good times, it will be a very difficult 
situation when things start to turn.  

Debate adjourned, on motion by Hon Bruce Donaldson. 
 


