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HOUSEHOLD BILLS 

Matter of Public Interest 

THE SPEAKER (Mr G.A. Woodhams): Members, today I received, within the prescribed time, a letter from 
the Leader of the Opposition in the following terms — 

I wish to raise the following as a matter of public interest today. 

Mrs M.H. Roberts interjected. 

The SPEAKER: Member for Midland! 

Mrs M.H. Roberts interjected. 

The SPEAKER: Member for Midland, I formally call you for the first time.  

Members, I have received, today, a letter from the Leader of the Opposition in the following terms — 

I wish to raise the following as a matter of public interest today. 

“This House calls on the Government to recognise the unbearable pressure placed on families by savage 
rises in their bills and the increase in that pressure when the government fails to offer fair wage 
increases or pay its bills on time.” 

The matter appears to me to be in order. If there are at least five members who will stand in support of the matter 
being discussed—there certainly are—the matter can proceed.  

[At least five members rose in their places.] 

MR E.S. RIPPER (Belmont — Leader of the Opposition) [2.51 pm]: I move — 

That this house calls on the government to recognise the unbearable pressure placed on families by 
savage rises in their bills and the increase in that pressure when the government fails to offer fair wage 
increases or pay its bills on time. 

During question time the Premier sneered at this issue and said it was groundhog day. Well, it is not groundhog 
day for ordinary Western Australians when, two months later, another electricity bill arrives and it is, again, a 
very high and savage bill. It is not groundhog day when their next water bill arrives. They cannot say, “Oh, it’s 
groundhog day, that’s the same bill—I don’t have to pay it again.” Absolutely they have to pay it again, and 
these bills are really starting to hurt Western Australian families.  

Mr D.A. Templeman: Hear, hear!  

Mr E.S. RIPPER: I am sure that as members of the government backbench go about their electorates they 
receive exactly the same information as members of the state Parliamentary Labor Party receive. People are 
angry about these bills; people are resentful about these bills. People do not understand why, in a rich state such 
as Western Australia, the cost of living has to go up so savagely for them, courtesy of the government.  

What have we had in two years of this government? The government’s own spending has gone up by 
25.9 per cent in just two years—the government’s own spending. Think about that; a 25.9 per cent increase. We 
have seen the state’s net debt virtually treble in those two years, and we have seen the price of electricity go up 
by 45 per cent and water go up by 30 per cent. 

I mentioned those three sets of figures for a reason; that is, there is a link between the trebling of state debt, out-
of-control state spending and the savage increases in family bills. The government goes on about so-called cost 
reflectivity, but it does not mention that it has increased the dividends that the government-owned utilities are 
required to pay to Treasury. Basically, the utilities entities are collecting more money from people, and the 
Treasury is collecting more money from the utilities. In question time, over two days, the Premier said he will 
not freeze electricity price increases and he will not use the additional goods and services tax revenue—
estimated by national energy companies at $500 million across the country—to help low-income earners. We 
know that despite the government boasting about the hardship utility grant scheme, it is not fully funded across 
the forward estimates. If we are to believe the forward estimates, there will not be a HUGS in future years 
because the government has not set aside any funding. So the Premier will not do those things.  

What the Premier will do is make soothing statements such as there will not be a big increase; the increases next 
year will not be the same; the increases will be modest. I say to the Premier that it is time to back up those 
soothing statements, and he has a perfect opportunity to do that in the next few weeks. In the next few weeks we 
will see the close-off date for the Government Mid-year Financial Projections Statement. All the accounts are 
closed off in the first half of November for the midyear review. If the government is really genuine about next 
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year’s increases being only modest, it has to change its financial plan. It has a couple of weeks to do it, and the 
outcome should be seen in the midyear review. 

If the government is being really honest about this, it should remove the assumption of a 22.3 per cent increase 
in electricity prices from its own financial plan and do it openly, honestly, clearly and absolutely in the midyear 
review. If the government is really genuine about its claims that the increases will be only modest, it should 
remove the assumption of an 8.4 per cent increase in water and do it openly, honestly and clearly in the midyear 
review. The midyear review will be a test for the Premier. It is dishonest for the government to claim that next 
year’s increases will be only modest while it publishes a financial plan showing an increase of 22.3 per cent for 
electricity and an increase of 8.4 per cent for water. 

The suffering of Western Australians as a result of these savage increases in family bills is made worse when 
wages are kept low. The government is offering miserable wage increases to low-paid government workers, and, 
remarkably, the government has refused to send the hospital support workers matter to the Western Australian 
Industrial Relations Commission. The government does not want the independent umpire to make a ruling on the 
miserable wages offer it has made. What is it frightened of? Why will it not let the independent umpire look at 
the wage increases that are being offered to hospital workers? We have an issue with the working poor. 

Energy company AGL has done some work on this. It has defined energy poverty as a circumstance whereby 
10 per cent or more of someone’s income is spent on energy bills. AGL looked at nationwide electricity 
increases and has stated that the average family in the bottom fifth of income earners will be approaching 
expenditure of 10 per cent of their income on energy by 2015. Let me put that in a shorter, more succinct way: 
one-fifth of our people are likely to be in energy poverty by 2015, according to this national work done by a 
national energy supplier. Is the Premier prepared to have one in five Western Australians in energy poverty by 
2015? If he is not prepared to have one in five Western Australians in energy poverty by 2015, what is he going 
to do about it? 

I know this Premier—I have known him for a long time—and I know what he will do; he will go on the attack, 
because he did that yesterday. He will attack, deflect and distract, and he will be asking Labor Party members 
about a price on carbon. My own view is this: a price on carbon, whether it comes through an emissions trading 
scheme or a carbon tax, will raise a lot of revenue. My position is that that revenue should be devoted to 
protecting the living standards of Australian families. If there is to be a price on carbon, it will raise a lot of 
revenue, and that revenue should go back to Western Australian families and Australian families and should be 
used to protect their living standards. We should protect the environment and we should respond to climate 
change, but we need to respond in a way that protects people’s living standards. That is quite different from what 
the Premier is doing. No money is going back to Western Australian families; it is all being taken from them and 
going into the Treasury’s coffers. I would be very interested to know, if the Premier raises the question of a 
carbon price, what his position is: does the Premier believe that all that revenue should go back to protect 
Western Australian families and Australian families; or does he have a different position? 

The coalition has form on household fees and charges. Under the Court government, the average annual increase 
in fees and charges was 3.5 per cent; under the former Labor government, the average annual increase was 
1.6 per cent; under this conservative government, the average annual increase is 9.4 per cent. Shame on the 
Premier for being so hard-hearted and mean-spirited and for failing to acknowledge and recognise the pain being 
experienced by Western Australians. More shame on him for refusing to contemplate any serious action to help 
them.  

MR B.S. WYATT (Victoria Park) [2.59 pm]: I too rise in support of this matter of public interest. It is clear 
that the “emperor” of Western Australia is slowly but surely becoming unstuck in his position as our emperor. 
As the people of Western Australia get to know the emperor from Cottesloe, they get to see his arrogance, his 
lack of emotion, sensitivity and understanding —  

Mr T.R. Buswell interjected.  

Mr B.S. WYATT: Oh! Member for Vasse; should we reflect on his understanding and care for Western 
Australian families, something he perhaps knows a little bit about? But I do not have much time this afternoon.  

I will return again to the lack of sensitivity of the emperor from Cottesloe. We saw it in his laughing, sneering 
and carrying on when he was asked whether he could live on the money pensioners are struggling to live on 
today. We saw his performance today in question time when he simply would not address the issue and would 
not confirm, at the very least, that Western Australian families are struggling. His comments were, “Some 
hardship on some families.” Well, that proves to me and the opposition that he is out of touch. It has taken only 
two years, but he is well out of touch with what his decisions are doing to the people of Western Australia.  
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The Leader of the Opposition has already made the point about a 46 per cent increase in the cost of electricity 
and a 29 per cent increase in the cost of water. After giving his justification for these savage increases, the 
Premier was quoted in The West Australian of 15 May as saying — 

… to make sure that those utilities have the ability to make investment in future supply …  

If that were indeed the case, I dare say we would start to see from our utilities a better performance, or at least a 
better balance sheet in the utilities’ annual reports. As I outlined in my reply to the budget earlier this year, we 
see Western Power’s dividend payout ratio increasing to 65 per cent. What we see between 2009–10 and 2012–
13 is $110 million less in asset investment, an extra $93 million in borrowing and $160 million less in internal 
funds for Western Power. We see the increased dividend payout ratios simply being used as a cash cow for the 
Premier—a cash cow for a government initially starved of funds, to match its excessive historic record expense 
growth in Western Australia. It is also interesting to note the comments made by Ms In’t Veld and Mr Borovac 
in particular when those questions about the dividend payout ratios were put to Verve, particularly during the 
budget estimates hearings. When I asked Mr Borovac whether Verve had the capacity to absorb an increase in its 
dividend payout ratios or whether it would prefer it to go into investment and payment of debt, he said — 

There was the opportunity to either reduce debt or to internally fund our capital expenditure. In this 
instance, if we had the additional dividend, we would apply it to reduction of debt because our net cash 
flows are in excess of our cap ex requirements going forward. 

Verve has already indicated that it has too much debt. It has indicated that it would prefer to spend that extra 
revenue on capital or on reducing those debt structures. We also know, courtesy of identical letters sent from the 
Minister for Energy, Peter Collier, to Mr David Eiszele of Verve and to Synergy about a cabinet decision to 
increase the dividend payout ratio. The letter states in part — 

In the event that Verve Energy  

As I said, the same letter was sent to Synergy — 

requires additional borrowings to finance the dividend payment, you will need to request an increase in 
your borrowing limit through the Department of Treasury and Finance.  

The government is already accepting the fact that the utilities may have to borrow money to fund the extra 
payments of dividends to the government. This is an extraordinary disclosure—borrowing money to pay extra 
dividends in an area in which the Premier says it is because we need to ensure that we guarantee supply. The 
quote again is, “… to make sure that those utilities have the ability to make investment in future supply.” We 
now know from documents received through freedom of information that the energy minister specifically wrote 
to Verve and Synergy and said, “You may have to increase your borrowings; you may have to go to DTF and 
say we need to borrow more money because our cash flow is getting redirected to the government.” The Premier 
knows this, yet those letters were sent. It is important to note, members of this chamber, that these increases in 
fees and charges—46 per cent for electricity and 22 per cent more to come next year—contradict directly what 
the government went on about during the election campaign. I want to refer to three radio advertisements in 
particular. I will quote a short part of the first ad —  

…what’s going to happen now that things are slowing down, prices are rising ...  

Again, the Liberal Party was attacking the former Labor government when costs were rising and interest rates 
were up. The best one that I will read out is as follows —  

Strange, but I haven’t seen Alan Carpenter running ads talking about how the cost of electricity will 
increase by 72%. 72%!  

My power bill will almost double, how does he expect us to pay for that?  

While the then Leader of the Opposition did not outline the fact he was going to keep energy prices and costs 
low, the clear implication from those commercials was that he and his government would keep electricity and 
water prices low; he would match at the very least what happened under the former Labor government—that is, 
1.6 per cent over the term of that government. He deceived the people of Western Australia and he stands here 
now and says, “The people of Western Australia understand 46 per cent increases in electricity; the people of 
Western Australia understand 26 per cent increases in water.” Enough is enough, Premier. He has the 
opportunity—he has a huge $831 million surplus built on the back of cuts to services to Western Australians—to 
finally make a difference, and to finally ensure that families and pensioners of Western Australia have a chance 
to pay their own bills and not have to forgo heating and water to live in a rich, rich state.  

MR P.C. TINLEY (Willagee) [3.07 pm]: This matter of public interest motion calls on the government to 
recognise the unbearable pressure placed on families by savage rises in bills and an increase in the pressure when 
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the government fails to offer fair wage increases or to pay its bills on time. The effect of the savage increases on 
families is described not only in words we have already heard in this place and in previous matters of public 
interest about struggling pensioners or working families—people on the minimum wage—who are now 
experiencing so much of a narrowing of their discretionary spend that they cannot afford junior sports fees, for 
example. They are going in greater numbers to the Salvos and to other non-government organisations for 
support.  

The unbearable pressure also comes from the inability of this government to pay its bills on time. I refer directly 
to the issue raised in this place this week and last week about the Department of Housing’s inability to pay 
subcontractors. We are not talking about the big multinational listed companies; we are talking about small 
businesses. We are talking about one man and his van and an Australian business number who has worked 
faithfully for the Department of Housing for more than 60 per cent of his work. He has worked for longer than 
10, 15 and in some cases 20 or 30 years in the service of the Department of Housing, in good faith and 
understanding that he would be getting paid on time. That is not the case now. This government is not paying its 
bills. I do not care what the minister might tell us in this place—whatever he has said publicly both here and on 
radio—about those bill payments being up-to-date, the department paying its bills and all the subcontractors 
being paid. In fact, the head contractor for the Perth zone, Transfield, has also been on the public record saying 
that payment of all its bills is up-to-date. Yet I and other members on this side, and no doubt on that side, are 
continually being approached by subcontractors—or should I call them sub-subcontractors? We were going to 
call them Marmion’s Ponzi scheme because it is such a pyramid of subcontractors that we wonder who flies out 
at the end of the night. It is simply unacceptable.  

I know of smaller companies that are owed $217 000, $250 000 and $170 000. Those three people employed 
apprentices. The second-order effect of the department not paying its bills is simply that those people cannot 
afford to keep on apprentices. Not only are their bills not being paid, but also they have had such a rapid decline 
in their work that they have not had time to reorientate their businesses to undertake private work and ensure that 
they can find new work in a very difficult market while working from time to time as single contractors racing 
around using a call centre and waiting 30 and 40 minutes to get an adjustment for their contracts. They do not 
have time to go looking for new business.  

If the minister thinks that is old news, because it is something that occurred when I was gathering information in 
relation to a matter that was raised last week, it is not. Only yesterday, a subcontractor to Transfield who is from 
the regional zone rang my office to say that he has not been paid for seven weeks. He is owed $6 000 or $7 000. 
He worked for the Department of Housing for 12 years under the previous system, and he had enough work to 
constitute 100 per cent of his business. This is in the regions. This man does not have the opportunity to go out 
and build a new business easily overnight. He says that he is now getting only one day’s worth of work a week 
from Transfield. He does not know whether that is because the rest of the work is being done by someone else, 
or whether it is just not being done at all. He says also that, given his previous experience and work in this 
regional area, he does not know of anyone else who is getting the work. He works in conjunction with another 
contractor, and that contractor is in an even worse situation. 

We are not talking about big amounts of money. But we are talking about big periods of time to pay. Ninety days 
for a subcontractor or sub-subcontractor is unacceptable for a small business. No small business can live on these 
terms, certainly not easily. Another couple came to see me. They are cabinetmakers. They had to take out a 
second mortgage on their house just to get a $50 000 float in the hope that will bridge the difference between 
what they are owed and when the next payment will come in. But, guess what? They are too frightened to make 
a complaint, because they have heard the word from the agents that the minister has appointed that if they kick 
up too much of a stink, or if they go public, not only will they be sued—they come with some very competent 
Queen’s Counsel, I am told—but also they will not get any further work.   

This is happening now, and this will not be the last we hear of it. The Liberal Party is supposed to be the party 
that is for business and small business. It is a great tragedy that the minister cannot even look these people in the 
eye and say that he got it wrong; and, as this motion says, that he cannot recognise that he is not paying the bills 
and he is sending small business people and their families down the toilet. 

Opposition members: Hear!  Hear!  

MS L.L. BAKER (Maylands) [3.12 pm]: I would like to contribute to this debate, coming from the community 
sector as I do, and to raise a few issues about the people who are doing it tough in Western Australia at the 
moment. In Western Australia at the moment, 20 per cent of households are living on less than $500 a week. The 
rate of homelessness in Western Australia is the second worst of any state of Australia, and significantly worse 
than the national average. 
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Mr T.R. Buswell: What was it five years ago? 

Ms L.L. BAKER: It was a whole lot better than it is now—absolutely. There are disturbing increases in family 
group homelessness that we have never seen before. The median price of a house in Perth is now 90 per cent 
higher than it was in 2003. This is far in excess of income growth. 

Dr M.D. Nahan: And who did that? 

Ms L.L. BAKER: That is in the Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute figures. The member should 
read the stats.  

Home ownership is now impossible for many low-income and middle-income households, and many of those 
people cannot afford to rent, with 70 per cent of people on low incomes saying that they have difficulty in paying 
their rent. The Premier has admitted that human services are often best delivered by community-based 
organisations. The community sector workforce is currently returning to the economy, for every dollar that the 
Premier spends on services delivered by them, $9.55. That is a pretty good multiplier.  

In recent years we have seen dramatic increases in the operational costs that community sector agencies incur—
accommodation, fuel and transport costs; utility costs; fees and charges; insurance premiums; regulatory costs; 
and security costs—as client needs become more complex. Premier, 83 per cent of this workforce comprises 
women, and 75 per cent of this workforce who live in the metropolitan area are paid less than $30 000 a year. 
The Premier must allocate sufficient money to pay the true cost to service providers. Thirty per cent more is 
required in the budgets of these agencies if they are to come anywhere near delivering the demand for services. 

Mr D.A. Templeman: Where is the Premier? 

Ms L.L. BAKER: I say to the Premier: at the very least, he should go to the Western Australian Council of 
Social Service pre-budget submission briefing tomorrow and listen to what is happening in the real world. He 
might find it enlightening.  

MR W.R. MARMION (Nedlands — Minister for Commerce) [3.14 pm]: I will address three areas of this 
debate. I will deal first with the comments of the member for Willagee. I preface my response by saying that I 
would remain concerned if people are not being paid in a reasonable time frame. I have sought further 
information from the department, and I am advised that Transfield is up to date with all payments to 
subcontractors that have been processed through the Department of Housing’s systems. In the case of 
subcontractors who have genuinely completed work and still have not been paid and have contacted Transfield, 
Transfield has advised that it has honoured those payments in good faith. Transfield asks any subcontractors who 
still have not been paid to contact it directly. So I would encourage them to do that; and please get back to me, 
member, if these people continue to have problems. Transfield has corrected and clarified misleading public 
claims made concerning its contract with Housing WA. Transfield has said that all payments to subcontractors 
are up to date and paid in full. I know the member has said that contractors do not want to be identified, because 
there might be some repercussions. But if we can work something out, I would like to get to the bottom of it. 

Mr E.S. Ripper: You’ve got to be a bit sceptical about the briefing note that you have received, frankly, 
minister. 

The ACTING SPEAKER (Mrs L.M. Harvey): Order, members! The Minister for Commerce has the floor. 

Mr W.R. MARMION: This is what I have been advised.  

Transfield has advised that payment is being withheld from a handful of housing subcontractors who have 
erroneously entered work into the company’s billing system before that work has been completed. So we would 
need to check on that. That is a requirement of WA Treasury under the terms of the contract. 

The member also raised a question about whether all the work on a house needs to be fully completed before the 
subcontractors are paid. This is what I have been advised by three individual term contractors. Lake Maintenance 
has advised that job orders are issued by trade and are paid when each trade has completed its job orders for that 
trade. This also applies to multiple trade contractors. They are paid for the trade work when the single trade jobs 
are completed. They do not need to wait for all the trade work to be competed at the property before payment. 
PFM has advised that it has the same procedure. Transfield Services Australia has advised that regardless of 
what type of work has been issued, all work orders can be claimed once the work has been completed through 
the subcontractor portal. In the case of vacant work, it is Transfield’s preference that the individual work orders 
are closed and claimed for by the subcontractor as soon as the job is finished, so that it can be addressed. 
Transfield has advised that it is to no-one’s advantage to wait and to have a large batch of orders that need to be 
processed. So, Transfield is saying that as soon as the work has been completed, the subcontractors should get 
the work orders in. 
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Mr P.C. Tinley: You are talking about the subcontractors. 

Mr W.R. MARMION: Correct. 

Mr P.C. Tinley: In the case of Transfield, you need to go deeper. The sub-subcontractor is the one that is 
controlling the trade. Transfield is just a portal. 

Mr W.R. MARMION: So, the member is saying that it is not Transfield. He is saying that it is the middle tier. 

Mr P.C. Tinley: Yes, the third tier, 

Dr M.D. Nahan: It is the people who existed before. 

Mr P.C. Tinley: Yes, thank you! That is except for the ones that they imported from the east coast, because they 
understand the Transfield system; but we will not go there yet. 

Dr M.D. Nahan: So the problem existed before? 

The ACTING SPEAKER: Order! Members, please stop interjecting. The Minister for Commerce. 

Mr W.R. MARMION: I will complete the advice that I have received from the department. The advice is that 
the subcontractors should be claiming for their work on a daily basis. In fact, it is within the contract that they 
process their claims within 48 hours of completion. So, that is what they are supposed to be doing. All three head 
contractors have clearly stated that subcontractors who work on properties are paid once they have completed 
their work. The member for Willagee is suggesting that they are being paid, but they not may be paying their 
subcontractors. 

Mr P.C. Tinley: Transfield pays the subcontractor. The sub-subcontractor, a la Colour Cladding, pays the trade. 

Mr W.R. MARMION: I shall investigate that further.  

I also wanted to talk about wages policy. Members will recall that earlier today I mentioned that we have 
concluded negotiations with the Western Australian Prison Officers’ Union on a replacement enterprise 
agreement for more than 2 000 prison officers. That was a wage price index increase, well above CPI. They got 
3.75 per cent, four per cent and 4.5 per cent over three years. A wages policy in line with the CPI is a fair 
outcome. In this case we have a higher than CPI wage price index outcome. We also recently came to an 
agreement with the Australian Nursing Federation and the Australian Medical Association. 

Mr E.S. Ripper: But the doctors and the nurses and the police and the teachers got more than the education 
assistants and the hospital support workers, so the lowest paid got the worst outcome. 

Mr T.R. Buswell: Where did they go? They didn’t even go to the Industrial Relations Commission. 

Mr E.S. Ripper: They still got the worst outcome. You could have been fair to them. 

Mr W.R. MARMION: We went to the umpire. 

Mr E.S. Ripper: Why won’t you go to the umpire with this one? 

Mr W.R. MARMION: I am sure that is where it will end up. 

Mr R.H. Cook: But they have already made that offer to you. You could end the dispute today by saying that 
you are happy for it to go to arbitration. 

Mr W.R. MARMION: That is not the advice that I have received. 

Mr R.H. Cook: But you’re the minister responsible. You could end this crippling dispute today by saying, “Yes, 
we’re happy for it to be arbitrated.” That’s what the union has offered.  

Mr W.R. MARMION: I think the member will find that that is where it will end up in the next couple of days. 
We will go to the umpire and we will see what the outcome is. 

There were very fair CPI or plus-CPI outcomes on the following agreements: a two-year agreement with the 
State Law Publisher of 3.25 per cent on registration and 3.25 per cent the following year. Main Roads, through 
the Main Roads CSA Enterprise Bargaining Agreement, will receive 3.25 per cent on registration and 2.5 per 
cent the following year. Main Roads, through the Main Roads APEA Enterprise Bargaining Agreement, with 
210 employees, also got 3.25 per cent and 2.5 per cent the next year. I move on to the Department of Education 
and the Education Assistants (Government) General Agreement. 

Mr T.R. Buswell: Difficult to negotiate. 

Mr W.R. MARMION: It was very difficult. The department has 5 882 employees. Where did they go? 

Mr T.R. Buswell: To the Industrial Relations Commission. 
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Mr W.R. MARMION: That is right; they went to the commission. What did they get? They got 3.75 per cent, 
3.75 per cent and 3.5 per cent over three years. That is not a bad outcome. Another 2 233 cross-sector 
government employees, under the Government Services (Miscellaneous) General Agreement, received three per 
cent, 2.75 per cent and three per cent. That was a bit less. That was the arbitrated outcome for those employees. 

Mr R.H. Cook: So why have you refused to go to the Industrial Relations Commission for arbitration for the 
hospital workers? 

Mr W.R. MARMION: I have told the member that that is where we will end up.  

Mr R.H. Cook: You refused yesterday.  

Mr W.R. MARMION: We have been negotiating in good faith for many weeks. 

Mr R.H. Cook: Have you directed the department to agree to arbitration in the commission?  

Mr W.R. MARMION: I have been kept briefed on the negotiations. I imagine that we will be ending up — 

Mr R.H. Cook: If you’re saying that’s not a problem, do it now. 

The ACTING SPEAKER (Mrs L.M. Harvey): Members, Hansard is having great difficulty recording the 
debate in the house because people are talking over each other. I have given the call to the Minister for 
Commerce. I would appreciate it if members could at least give him an opportunity to be heard by Hansard and 
the rest of the house.  

Mr W.R. MARMION: I just want to complete this quickly because I also want to talk about housing 
affordability, which was raised by the member for Maylands. I think the wages policy is very fair. The CPI is an 
index that is worked out by economists. They look at the basket of consumables. We are offering that as an 
absolute minimum. 

Mr M.P. Whitely: People at the bottom end of the income range suffer a higher rate of inflation than people 
higher up the income range. 

Mr W.R. MARMION: I agree. Inflation is inflation. Everyone gets CPI wage increases as a minimum. If there 
are trade-offs and efficiency benefits, which is very good for Western Australia and for the way we run our 
budget, they can get more than that. It is up to 12.25 per cent at the moment because, as everyone knows, the 
indices change as they look to the future. I think the wages policy is a very fair policy.  

Housing affordability is a serious issue. It is acknowledged Australia-wide; it is not a problem for only Western 
Australia. It was disappointing to look at the figures relating to the social housing stock. We are lucky to have 
around 40 000 houses. There are 36 000 social houses. I am very disappointed that over the eight years of the 
previous government — 

Mr T.R. Buswell: A world record; 2 600 homes in two years. 

Mr W.R. MARMION: We have built more houses in the past two years than were built during the past eight 
years. 

Ms L.L. Baker: There are 54 000 people on the waiting list. 

Mr W.R. MARMION: What are we doing about it? We are building new houses. The gap between private 
sector housing and social housing is widening because the supply of social houses stagnated over the eight years 
of the previous government. We are doing something about it. 

I think this government is doing a terrific job with wage increases—CPI plus WPI, which is 12.25 per cent at the 
moment. We are working on affordable housing. We have a number of initiatives in place. The important one is 
building new houses. I think that this is a very silly motion.  

MR T.R. BUSWELL (Vasse) [3.27 pm]: I want to make a couple of comments to support the minister in what 
is not the most challenging of motions for us on the government benches to defend. I want to touch on some 
comments of the Leader of the Opposition, who criticised the government for adjusting the dividend policy last 
year. We adjusted that to bring it into line with what we felt was appropriate for the utilities. In doing so, I asked 
Treasury whether historically there had been any other attempts to garnish — 

Mr E.S. Ripper: And had that been in the context of big increases in electricity prices? Were the two put 
together or is it separate? 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: Is the Leader of the Opposition a bit sensitive about this? In his first year as Treasurer he 
did not just change the dividend; he forced Western Power, I think it was, to make an extraordinary dividend 
payment to the government. He has plenty of form. He got up and spoke about financial control. How is his 
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budget going in the Office of the Leader of the Opposition? Did he get a record allocation of $1.4 million last 
year? Did he blow the budget by $200 000, 15 per cent over budget? He comes in here and criticises us but he 
cannot even run the LOOP office on $1.4 million. Maybe I am wrong.  

I have a couple of other interesting reflections on comments made by the Leader of the Opposition. He talked 
about underlying budget assumptions and the need for openness and honesty. I got out the Economic and Fiscal 
Outlook, budget paper No 3 from the last budget. It has the assumed non-contestable tariff glide path laid out for 
the next four years, with percentage increases in each year. That is pretty open and honest. The government has 
to defend that where it can. By way of comparison, I went back to see how that same information was presented 
by the Leader of the Opposition when he was Treasurer. Guess what? It was not. Does “Mr Honest and 
Accountable” know what he said in the budget papers? He said that increases in tariffs beyond 2009–10 are not 
expected to be less than 10 per cent. He would not put pen to paper and tell us what it was; he just told us that 
they were not expected to be less than 10 per cent. I happened to have the opportunity to dig around and find out 
what they were. And do members know what the figure for 2010–11 was that the then Treasurer never told the 
public of Western Australia? It was 24 per cent. The Labor government had in its forward estimates — 

Ms J.M. Freeman: No, we didn’t. 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: It most certainly did. The Labor government had in its forward estimates — 

Ms J.M. Freeman: Your budget papers — 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: The opposition knows about it because it hid it. It was tucked in there—24 per cent. That 
is a fact. We talk about honesty, accountability and openness in presenting information — 

Mr B.S. Wyatt: Why don’t you table what you are talking about? Just because it comes from your mouth 
doesn’t make it a fact. Yes, you know all about honesty and integrity, don’t you? He is a man of integrity and a 
man of honesty. There he is, Troy Buswell, prime suspect one! 

The ACTING SPEAKER (Mrs L.M. Harvey): Member for Victoria Park! Once again I find myself requesting 
members to stop talking over each other. 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: I always remember playing country football for the Busselton Magpies, and when we got 
well in front on the scoreboard, behind the play they went for the man! I would love to play country football 
against the member for Victoria Park. We would run out onto the field and all line up. We were sweaty and they 
were sweaty. There would always be a player on the other team quivering and everyone would pray to the 
football gods: “Let that number 8 run down to the back pocket so I can play on him today.” That was the 
member for Victoria Park! I know where I have seen him all those years! 

The Leader of the Opposition made a point of our reluctance in referring current industrial action to the 
independent umpire. That industrial action will be dealt with by the independent umpire. The facts of the matter 
are — 

Ms J.M. Freeman: But the minister can’t take it! 

Mr B.S. Wyatt: Who is the minister? 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: The minister said that.  

The facts of the matter are that the component that links the wages claim to the outsourcing of service delivery in 
government hospitals is not being entertained by the government. The Premier made the point on the radio this 
morning. That is a government policy decision and is not a matter for consideration by the independent umpire. 
We took the wage claims of education assistants, cleaners and gardeners to the independent umpire in a fair and 
proper process. The minister has outlined the outcome, which the independent umpire, not the government, 
determined to be a fair and proper process. Members should look what we have today: an ongoing sop from the 
opposition to the miscellaneous workers’ union. I do not know why it has so much more power in the current 
opposition than it had in the former government. Maybe it is because there are so many members of that union 
sitting opposite; I do not know. 

Mr E.S. Ripper: Because their cause is just.  

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: I inform the Leader of the Opposition—I know that the member for Riverton wants to get 
up—that I had a chance to look at some of the annual returns from some of the new members opposite. One of 
the ways that we can understand to whom members of the Labor Party owe their preselection is to cast an eye 
over what unions they belong to. I will just go over a handful. The member for Nollamara is fine; she is a 
member of the Liquor, Hospitality and Miscellaneous Union. She works for it; she runs its northern outpost 
branch from her electorate office. 
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Mr E.S. Ripper: This is coming from a guy who met in a car park with Noel Crichton-Browne!  

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: Is the Leader of the Opposition sensitive? What about the person next to the Leader of the 
Opposition, a former lobbyist who supported public–private partnerships? He is a member of the miscellaneous 
workers’ union. What about the former head of the Western Australian Council of Social Service? Surely she is 
not a member of the miscellaneous workers’ union? But, yes, she is paid up! What about the former head of the 
Conservation Council of Western Australia? This is an interesting read, and the only one I got a surprise from. 
The member for Forrestfield, the techno whiz of the Parliament, is a member of the Transport Workers Union. 
Fantastic! So we move on. 

Several members interjected.  

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: I am proud of that. We move on. 

Several members interjected. 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: No, I could have done a lot more. I will calm him down. 

I just want to touch on wages policy.  

Several members interjected.  

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: I am very happy here.  

Last year underlying wages growth in Western Australia was 5.7 per cent, down from 12.4 per cent the year 
before and 11.7 per cent the year before that. The government instigated a number of policies designed to help 
rein in the uncontrollable level of wages growth. Wages policy was part of it, headcount freeze was part of it and 
the voluntary redundancy package was part of it. 

Mr M.P. Whitely interjected. 

The ACTING SPEAKER: Member for Bassendean, I do not want to formally call you to order.  

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: As I close, I want to touch on why it is important to rein in the rate of growth of wages. 
We have the Leader of the Opposition criticising us on the one hand for uncontrolled expense growth when the 
single biggest factor driving expense growth in Western Australia is wages growth—expense growth was 37 per 
cent in 2008–09, 41 per cent in 2007–08, and 25 per cent last year. I make a point to the house. Members should 
consider these two scenarios: wages growth at 11 per cent per annum versus wages growth at 5.7 per cent per 
annum, which is where we have taken it from and delivered it to. From the 2008–09 base over the next four 
years, that difference will save $4.8 billion. That is $4.8 billion less debt and $4.8 billion of money available to 
invest in the infrastructure that the people of Western Australia want and deserve, and that is why the 
government is committed to the wages policy. Our view, which is reinforced by the Industrial Relations 
Commission, is that the wages policy in Western Australia is fair and appropriate. 

Dr A.D. Buti: Fair to whom? 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: Fair to the people for whom it made that determination—members of the miscellaneous 
workers’ union, education assistants, cleaners and school gardeners. This government has a wages policy that is 
working, in contrast to the wages policy of the former government, which was simply: “Our wages policy is 
neither to lead nor to lag”. That caused complete confusion and fundamentally meant that a union with greater 
political pull than anyone else got the better outcomes. We do not operate like that. We are not beholden to the 
trade union movement in this state. We look after the finances of the taxpayers of Western Australia. 

DR M.D. NAHAN (Riverton) [3.38 pm]: I would like to make a few comments on the debate and also refer to 
other comments, focusing on housing. Members opposite raised the issue of homelessness, the problem of 
getting houses and the growing waiting lists, which are all real and big issues. In debates last week, we discussed 
the repair and maintenance of Homeswest homes, and a large number of members opposite talked passionately 
about the importance of having public housing and increasing its accessibility, and well they might. It is a big 
issue, particularly in a fast-growing economy. Many people in public housing are on fixed incomes and struggle 
with general increases in the cost of living. Of course, members opposite generally have a higher concentration 
of public housing in their electorates. Indeed, many of them owe their seats to the votes that come from residents 
in public housing. It is a statistical fact that many people in public housing vote Labor. 

Mr P.C. Tinley: Is that why you are not running then? 

Dr M.D. NAHAN: No. Given that fact, members opposite say that they would actually do something to help 
their own electorates. They should concentrate on this. Passion in opposition is cheap. What counts is what the 
Labor Party did when it was in government. Let us start with the basics. Most people do not want to live in 
public housing; they want to own their own houses.  
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Several members interjected. 

The ACTING SPEAKER: Order! Members, I cannot hear the member for Riverton. 

Mr W.J. Johnston: You’re lucky! 

The ACTING SPEAKER: Member for Cannington, I call you to order for the second time. 

Dr M.D. NAHAN: Let us look at Labor’s track record in government under Gallop and Carpenter. In that 
period, the former member for Armadale, who probably did not know what she was doing, administered and put 
in place one of the greatest land shortages in modern history, which led to a doubling of house prices and a 
doubling of rent. This was during the period in which people, particularly on lower incomes, struggled to keep 
up with costs generally and were crowded out of the housing market.  

I might add that during this period the Labor government of the day experienced a large increase in stamp duties 
and also very rapid population growth. We had a Labor government supposedly concerned about public housing, 
awash with money from the sale of houses, experiencing doubling house and rental prices, and what did it do, 
not what did it talk about doing—what did it do? It put a stop to building new houses in public housing estates; 
that is, over the period 2000–01 to 2007–08, the then Labor government increased Homeswest housing stock by 
362 houses, or 51 extra dwellings a year. What happened to the waiting list? It went up by 50 per cent. Surprise! 
Why was the minister surprised that, with a doubling of housing prices, a doubling of rental prices, an increasing 
population and a government that does not build any housing, the number on the waiting list increased? Did we 
hear impassioned pleas from the then Labor government backbenchers about this? No! Did they talk to the 
responsible ministers about this? We did not hear anything. Look in the Hansard—where were the complaints?  

It is the priority waiting list and what happened to it that is interesting. People on the priority waiting list are 
destitute. They are the real problem; as local members, we see the people who are in real trouble for a variety of 
reasons, who need a roof over their head and who would otherwise face homelessness. How many people were 
on the priority waiting list in 2001–02? There were 280 people. In 2008–09, when Labor left government, 3 306 
people were on the priority waiting list. That is a 1 000 per cent increase in the number of people on the priority 
waiting list. And what did the Labor government do? Nothing! It dudded its own people. It is easy to stand in 
this house and be passionate about homelessness, the need to get a roof over people’s heads, and people on low 
incomes. What is done is what counts. Members opposite dudded their own people! They should not say 
anything about this. 

Mr W.J. Johnston: So what have you done? 

Dr M.D. NAHAN: We have, with the assistance of the Rudd government — 

Mr W.J. Johnston: With commonwealth government money. 

Dr M.D. NAHAN: It does not matter; we did it! The then Labor government had $2 billion surpluses and did 
nothing. It did nothing for the housing waiting list. It had $2 billion surpluses and what did it do? It did not help 
the people it claims to look after. Members should not talk about showing compassion for the people on the 
waiting list; members opposite caused them to be on it. Members opposite caused the waiting list. Members 
opposite should blame themselves. 

Mr W.J. Johnston interjected. 

Dr M.D. NAHAN: It is a disgrace; members opposite are disgraceful! The then government engineered a 
housing shortage, doubled the housing prices, took $1 billion in stamp duty and did not look after the people it 
should have looked after—the people on the waiting list. The government dudded them! Members should not 
talk about this; we are fixing up the mess! 

DR G.G. JACOBS (Eyre — Minister for Water) [3.43 pm]: In this case I will be talking from my perspective 
as the Minister for Water. It is my hope that members opposite do not say, “Let them eat cake.” I think it is really 
important to keep the whole of the utility prices issue in perspective. The former Treasurer and now Leader of 
the Opposition, recognised — 

Mr B.S. Wyatt: As opposed to the former Treasurer sitting behind you! 

Dr G.G. JACOBS: Madam Acting Speaker, because of the scarcity of water, the then Treasurer recognised 
during the term of the Labor government that we needed to look at some cost reflectivity in the pricing of water.  

We saw what happened when electricity prices were fixed; eventually, the chickens came home to roost. 
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The estimated impact on the standard representative family household in Western Australia—people who own a 
car and have two drivers in the household, who have two children, who pay for an average home and contents 
and motor vehicle insurance policy, who occupy a property with an average gross rental value—is an increase of 
$316.76 when we consider electricity, water, sewerage and drainage. In 2009–10, the average bill increased from 
$2 248 to $2 565. Where there is hardship, the pensioner concession or state concession card holder rebate 
provides for a 50 per cent rebate on annual service charges; seniors are eligible to receive a 25 per cent capped 
annual service charge account; retirement units receive a 25 per cent concession; and water assist and leak 
allowances are also available. On top of that we have the very important HUGS program—the hardship utility 
grant scheme. 

MS R. SAFFIOTI (West Swan) [3.46 pm]: What a great contribution from government members. The best 
news, the most enlightening news we heard — 

Mr D.A. Templeman: Where are they? 

Ms R. SAFFIOTI: Where is the member for Vasse? Where is the Premier? 

The most enlightening news was that the member for Vasse does not play the man. The person who has manila 
folders for all of us, who comes into the Parliament every day to launch personal attacks, is accusing the 
opposition of playing the man. That is the most enlightening news that we have heard from the government 
today. It is absolutely incredible! 

The member for Vasse also talked about the hidden increases in electricity charges proposed by the former Labor 
government. Those increases were so hidden that the then opposition outlined the proposed 70 per cent increases 
in an advertising campaign. That was how much those charges were hidden. In previous budgets and media 
statements, it was clear that the government had a costing price path of 10 per cent per annum—around 70 per 
cent over seven to eight years. It was clear. There was a media conference highlighting it. I was at that media 
conference; I remember it very clearly. Not only was it clear then, but also this government’s own budget papers 
confirm that the Labor government was going to increase electricity charges by 10 per cent per annum. I will 
quote—not Labor’s, but the government’s—the budget papers for 2009–10, which state — 

Annual increases beyond 2009–10 were not expected to be less than 10% and the budgeting assumption 
was for increases of 10% per annum. 

The government’s own budget papers state that there was to be a budgeting impact of 10 per cent per annum, yet 
the member for Vasse said that the Labor government was going to increase electricity charges by 24 per cent in 
one year. Either his budget papers are wrong or he is wrong. Because Treasury prepares the budget papers, my 
faith is in the budget papers. I want the member for Vasse to explain why his budget papers show that the budget 
included a 10 per cent increase in electricity prices and not the 24 per cent increase that has been alleged today.  

We also heard the member for Vasse talk about dividend increases in, I think, the context of the 2001–02 budget 
when the estimated surplus was around $11 million and electricity prices were frozen. This government has 
increased electricity prices by 46 per cent in two years—46 per cent in two years!—and has a surplus of around 
$800 million. Let us get the facts straight when comparing what this government is doing with what Labor did 
when it froze electricity prices. It is very different. The government is increasing dividends at a time of massive 
increases in electricity prices.  

Of course, we have all heard about the great public sector cap; the cap that we have when we do not have a cap, 
because we just keep moving it to reflect the increasing number of people employed in the public sector. Why 
has the cap increased? It has increased because we employed more people. That was the government’s 
explanation! Is a cap not about limiting the number of people working in the public sector? The government set a 
cap, it increased the cap, and when asked why, it said that it was because it had employed more people. That is 
the sort of strong budgeting we see from this government.  

The member for Vasse also makes allegations about the budget for the Office of the Leader of the Opposition. I 
understand that allegation is also wrong. Hopefully, before the member becomes a minister again, his advisers 
improve and give him better advice. As I understand it, the LOOP budget advice was wrong.  

I now move to the comments of the Minister for Commerce. Again, the Minister for Commerce has told us that 
the government is working on it and that everything is okay and under control. Obviously something is wrong. 
My view is that the minister’s advice is not as good as it should be. I urge the minister to sit down with the 
member for Willagee and the contractors involved and try to sort out this matter. The member for Willagee made 
some very serious and specific allegations that go to how small business is paid in this state. The allegations are 
very serious and the minister has not responded appropriately. I urge the Minister for Commerce to sit down with 
the member for Willagee and go through the issues. 
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We heard the Minister for Water talk about how there needed to be an increase in prices. Opposition members 
have always said on this issue that the Minister for Water must take into consideration the impact of these 
increases on the general public. 

Dr G.G. Jacobs: We did. 

Ms R. SAFFIOTI: Does the minister believe it is fair that members of the general public have had these 
massive price increases? 

Dr G.G. Jacobs: We listened to the Economic Regulation Authority. We also listened to the Western Australian 
Council of Social Service and everyone else. 

Ms R. SAFFIOTI: The minister listened and ignored! We have always said that the whole basket of taxes and 
charges on families and pensioners must be taken into consideration. It is the sensible thing to do and it is the 
right thing to do. It is obvious that every minister has gone about the task of getting cost-effective pricing as 
quickly as possible. 

Dr G.G. Jacobs: Not as quickly as possible. We were talking about that. 

Ms R. SAFFIOTI: What has happened with prices will have a massive impact on families and pensioners 
throughout WA. The opposition says, “Enough is enough; this cannot continue; families and pensioners cannot 
continue to get these massive increased in electricity charges.” The key point, again, is that the government did 
not have to increase prices. As we heard from the shadow Treasurer, revenue has increased. The surplus is more 
than $800 million. The government did not have to do this. I think there was a subsidy of $780 million in the 
forward estimates. That was ripped out last year. It was ripped out and instead massive price increases were 
made. 

We heard the shadow Treasurer talk about the Liberal Party advertisements that were run during the election 
campaign. I also want to refer to comments made by the now Premier when he was asked whether his 
government would increase electricity prices by 70 per cent. He said — 

… families in this state face a 70 per cent increase in their electricity bills. That will hurt families in 
WA. I will fix up the problem in Western Power. It will avoid a 70 per cent increase in electricity prices 
and that’s what people are facing right now. 

The Premier therefore said that he would not increase electricity prices by 70 per cent. But what we have seen in 
just two years is a 46 per cent increase—cumulatively it is 49 per cent—plus a 22 per cent increase in this 
budget. We call on the government not to increase electricity prices by 22.3 per cent. 

Question put and a division taken with the following result — 

Ayes (24) 

Ms L.L. Baker Mr J.C. Kobelke Ms M.M. Quirk Mr P.C. Tinley 
Dr A.D. Buti Mr F.M. Logan Mr E.S. Ripper Mr A.J. Waddell 
Ms A.S. Carles Mr M. McGowan Mrs M.H. Roberts Mr P.B. Watson 
Mr R.H. Cook Mr M.P. Murray Ms R. Saffioti Mr M.P. Whitely 
Ms J.M. Freeman Mr A.P. O’Gorman Mr T.G. Stephens Mr B.S. Wyatt 
Mr W.J. Johnston Mr J.R. Quigley Mr C.J. Tallentire Mr D.A. Templeman (Teller) 

Noes (28) 

Mr P. Abetz Dr E. Constable Mr A.P. Jacob Mr C.C. Porter 
Mr F.A. Alban Mr M.J. Cowper Dr G.G. Jacobs Mr D.T. Redman 
Mr C.J. Barnett Mr J.H.D. Day Mr R.F. Johnson Mr A.J. Simpson 
Mr I.C. Blayney Mr J.M. Francis Mr A. Krsticevic Mr M.W. Sutherland 
Mr J.J.M. Bowler Mr B.J. Grylls Mr W.R. Marmion Mr T.K. Waldron 
Mr T.R. Buswell Dr K.D. Hames Mr P.T. Miles Dr J.M. Woollard 
Mr V.A. Catania Mrs L.M. Harvey Dr M.D. Nahan Mr J.E. McGrath (Teller) 

            

Pairs 

 Mrs C.A. Martin Mr I.M. Britza 
 Mr J.N. Hyde Mr G.M. Castrilli 
 Mr P. Papalia Ms A.R. Mitchell 

Question thus negatived. 
 


