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Division 7: Jobs, Tourism, Science and Innovation — Service 1, Asian Engagement $88 898 000 — 
Ms J.M. Freeman, Chair. 
Mr W.J. Johnston, Minister for Asian Engagement. 
Mr S. Wood, Director General. 
Mr S. Melville, Director, Corporate Services.  
Mr R. Delane, Deputy Director General, International Education, Trade and Investment. 
Mr N. Roberts, Chief of Staff. 
Mr R. Sao, Principal Policy Adviser. 
[Witnesses introduced.] 
The CHAIR: This estimates committee will be reported by Hansard. The daily proof Hansard will be available 
the following day. 
It is the intention of the Chair to ensure that as many questions as possible are asked and answered and that both 
questions and answers are short and to the point. The estimates committee’s consideration of the estimates will be 
restricted to discussion of those items for which a vote of money is proposed in the consolidated account. Questions 
must be clearly related to a page number, item, program or amount in the current division. Members should give 
these details in preface to their question. If a division or service is the responsibility of more than one minister, 
a minister shall only be examined in relation to their portfolio responsibilities. 
The minister may agree to provide supplementary information to the committee rather than asking that the question 
be put on notice for the next sitting week. I ask the minister to clearly indicate what supplementary information he 
agrees to provide and I will then allocate a reference number. 
If supplementary information is to be provided, I seek the minister’s cooperation in ensuring that it is delivered to 
the principal clerk by Friday, 29 September 2017. I caution members that if a minister asks that a matter be put on 
notice, it is up to the member to lodge the question on notice through the online questions system.  
[8.20 pm] 
I give the call to the Leader of the Opposition. 
Dr M.D. NAHAN: I ask for the minister’s forbearance. This area is covered by a number of ministers, including 
the Premier. I am trying to home in on the minister’s role. I might go off a bit. We signed a sister state relationship 
with the state of Andhra Pradesh in India. I think that might be in the Premier’s area now; I am not sure. To try to 
tie it in with the minister, could he let us know whether there has been any progress in sustaining that? What is his 
focus on India in developing further links with Asia? 
Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: I will make an opening comment on how it links, then I will comment specifically on 
Andhra Pradesh, and then I will seek some help from the director general. In respect of my role as Minister for 
Asian Engagement, the Premier is the Minister for State Development, Jobs and Trade and, if you like, I am the 
junior Minister for State Development, Jobs and Trade. It is all his responsibility and a little bit is my responsibility. 
Obviously, I do not run the agency or anything like that. All those questions need to go to him. My job is to work 
on our relationships with Asian countries in the trade and investment sense. Of course, we cannot limit ourselves 
to trade and investment because it would not be successful. The Deputy Premier recently visited Andhra Pradesh 
to re-sign the sister state relationship. He was part of a large delegation. I would have loved to have gone but 
unfortunately I was not able to do so. I know that the director general probably wants to say a few words about the 
relationship with Andhra Pradesh. 
Mr S. Wood: Apart from the Deputy Premier’s visit to reignite and re-sign the Andhra Pradesh sister state 
relationship, I also took a delegation to the investment summit in Visakhapatnam in January. In relation to our 
other desire to get the chief minister out here, that has not been successful to date, though not for want of trying. 
Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: I note that an Indian delegation recently visited Perth from a range of states in the mining 
and petroleum area. I was fortunate enough to meet all members of the delegation but particularly the group from 
Andhra Pradesh. 

Dr M.D. NAHAN: Further to that, there were some proposals to focus on a few areas with Andhra Pradesh. One 
of them was mining and mining services, another was agriculture and then more generally, of course, trade and 
international education. Have any of those programs been successful in trying to get greater throughput? 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: I will make some opening remarks and, again, I think the director general will value-add 
to my comments. It is clearly early days and these things need to be seen in the long term. One of the important 
aspects that we are looking towards is this question of mining services and energy services. We think that 
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Western Australia has some particular strengths in those areas, and that is something that I am very keen to 
highlight for our trading partners. I put those adverts out there. Every time we meet with a visiting delegation, we 
highlight the capacities we have in my agency—not just jobs, tourism, science and innovation—and the benefits 
of a good regulatory system. I know from the Leader of the Opposition’s strong background in this area that one 
of the challenges for inbound investment to Asian countries is the question of sovereign decision-making 
processes. We try to sell the idea of looking at our regulatory framework as a model because if there is a familiar 
regulatory model, we are more likely to get inbound investment, given that inbound investment will benefit the 
recipient of the investment, not just the owner of the capital. My own agency—the Department of Mines, Industry 
Regulation and Safety—has relationships with a number of countries on that capacity building side of things. I will 
turn to the director general to make some other comments. 

Mr S. Wood: If you will permit me just a general comment, it is true that in terms of building a relationship, it is 
a slow process. Having said that, from the discussions with Andhra Pradesh, it is quite clear that the focus is on 
investment inbound into India. If we are doing that, the desire to sign up memoranda of understanding is greater. 
I think there is a good reason for that. There has been some good progress in respect of the postgraduate degree in 
mining through Curtin University. 

The progress on the matter the member raised, which is certainly prospective in terms of agriculture and, in 
particular, water, we did sponsor some discussion on that. However, a Victorian firm was more advanced than 
that. The delegation took the view that the jurisdiction did not matter as long as there was a build from Australia. 
The same is true on the training front. A Queensland consortium on the technical and further training side of things 
was three years advanced into some mining skilling arrangements. It was my view that if we can get a platform of 
activity from Australia, we could also benefit from that in terms of skilling. That is really the profile to date. 

In terms of the state being welcomed by Andhra Pradesh, that has been very well received and the connections are 
certainly there. The state has had very, very good support from the Consul General. In terms of the assessment of 
dealing with a provincial government and dealing with that particular provincial government, it has been the right 
decision and I am personally pleased that it has been re-signed and we continue a slow relationship build. 

Dr M.D. NAHAN: This next question relates to the minister’s other hat—mines and petroleum. I was told, though 
I cannot confirm this, that only 11 students took up mining and engineering for the first year at Curtin University 
this year, so 11 new students into mining and engineering. That is shocking. I might be wrong. I cannot believe it 
but that is what I was told. There is a lack of popularity with a lot of mining courses for a number of reasons. When 
I was in India, we got expressions of interest. We might be able to get students from Andhra Pradesh in India to 
fill the gaps between booms and growth periods so that we can keep the Western Australian School of Mines 
vibrant and also financial. 

The CHAIR: Is there a question there? 

Dr M.D. NAHAN: Yes. Will the minister focus on getting Indian students for the School of Mines? 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: I am not quite sure whether the figures that the Leader of the Opposition quoted are 
correct. I had quite a bit to do with Curtin University the week before last, and I do not think that is quite the 
position it is at. Having said that, every four international students in Perth create a job for Western Australians. It 
is a very high stickiness for employment. Therefore, it is one of the key drivers for what we are doing in the Asian 
engagement space. That is also why the international education functions of government have been brought into 
this department. If the member heard, the director general’s job title includes education for that reason, because 
the McGowan government is very keen to maximise the number of international students that come here. It is 
a major focus of each of our overseas engagements. 

[8.30 pm] 

Mr R.S. LOVE: The minister just touched upon what I was going to ask. I am trying to understand the relationship 
between what he does and some of the other areas that other ministers will be trying to promote, such as using 
education as a tool to both improve the profile of Western Australia and add dollars to the economy. Could the 
minister just expand a little on how his area interacts with that space? I am looking at line item 
“Promote Western Australia in Asia—Education and Mining Expertise.” Is that the minister’s line item and what 
does that mean? 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: My responsibilities are to work with the Minister for State Development, Jobs and Trade, who 
is also the Premier, on promoting Western Australia’s capacities in Asia. We are developing our whole-of-government 
Asian strategy. It is amazing; once I had this role, a number of senior public servants who I would meet would then 
say, “My department is doing X” but there has been no central focus for these relationships. Bringing all this 
together inside the Department of Jobs, Tourism, Science and Innovation is to make sure that we have that clear 
focus on outcomes. It is fair to say that this is early days. It is exactly six months and four days since the 
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government was sworn into office. We are working to get more clarity from all the other agencies, but the first 
thing was to bring responsibility to one place and that is Mr Wood’s department. Again, I emphasise the Premier 
is the Minister for State Development, Jobs and Trade. I am the Minister for Asian Engagement. Asian engagement 
is a subset of the trade function. It is the Premier’s portfolio, but I work in it. I do not run the administration, I am 
not involved in the budgeting and all that stuff, but I look forward to playing an increasing role in helping the state 
sell itself in Asia. I am bilingual, as the member knows. The member for Geraldton sitting behind him is likewise 
a very good proponent of a second language; he speaks Indonesian as well. He is not a background speaker, but 
he did it the hard way, learning as an adult. 
Dr M.D. NAHAN: That is right, on a tractor. 
Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: The Premier, in asking me to do the task, clearly had in mind the fact that I have lived in 
Asia and I am bilingual. All these things help. I will just go on from that and point out that because I have such 
good connections in Indonesia I keep saying that I have to look beyond that. I do not want to get focused on what 
I know; I am looking for what I do not know and the Department of Jobs, Tourism, Science and Innovation has 
a much broader focus. We are trying to bring our trade focus into Asia because this is the fastest growing part of 
the world. As the member knows, 60 per cent of the world’s population lives within one hour of our time zone. In 
2050, the four largest economies of the world will be the United States, China, India and Indonesia. They are all 
good relationships for us and we need to be a part of that. 
Mr R.S. LOVE: The minister’s core function is one of introduction, intelligence gathering and keeping that 
relationship going, not on a hard sell but on the idea of being a friendly face in Asia. Is that how he characterises 
himself? How is his part of the organisation going to set its key objectives and measure his performance? 
Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: That is a good question. I make the point again that the Minister for State Development, 
Jobs and Trade is also the Premier. 
Mr R.S. LOVE: I understand. 
Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: The agency answers to him. I have signed a separate communication agreement with the 
director general about how I can communicate with the agency. I am about the hard sell as well as relationship 
building. As an example, next week I will do my first official international travel to Indonesia and will be meeting, 
subject to the way things happen in Indonesia—sometimes things do not occur that are arranged—with the national 
electricity company. The Indonesian government has an objective of developing eastern Indonesia and we think it 
has very good skills and capacities to help it in that task. Indonesia is going to do it anyway; it is about making 
sure that when it does, it looks to us. We are taking Frank Tudor from Horizon Power with us because if we think 
about it, the technology that he has developed works really well on an island country, because he has got islanded 
systems. We are also taking representatives from Woodside with us because it has already signed a supply 
agreement with Pertamina. It also wants to sell the idea of micro-LNG from hubs in Indonesia. Again, that would 
be something it could do. It is not just cuddly-feely. In terms of outcomes, I hope there are not too many hard 
targets for me because I will probably not achieve them. But we have to be realistic about these things. The best 
thing that could happen in 12 years’ time, if the Liberal Party limps back into office, is that it continues the 
portfolio. 
Mr S.A. MILLMAN: In 16 years. 
Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: In 16 years. The biggest compliment would be if this was just part of what we do in 
Western Australia. That would be a real compliment. 
Dr M.D. NAHAN: One of the biggest challenges is that Asia is a big place and is extremely diverse. A skill base 
in one country does not translate. We are a small place with limited resources. Where do we concentrate on? Often 
we just follow projects. One country that has never been looked at from Western Australia is the Philippines. It is 
a big country with, I think, 50 million to 60 million people. 
Mr I.C. BLAYNEY: Ninety million. 
Dr M.D. NAHAN: Is it 90 million? Jesus. They are Catholic! 
Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: What is wrong with that? 
Dr M.D. NAHAN: There is nothing wrong with that. It also has pretty good growth and very rapid migration of 
Filipinos to Western Australia, so we have links. This is an idea. I do not know how we would do it, because the 
minister stretches himself very, very thin—almost too thin. We have links with Co-operative Bulk Handling with 
its investment at Subic Bay and food is growing quite a bit. How will the minister deal with opportunities like that 
in his role? He has institutional structure, his focus on his skills in Indonesia and focus on what we are doing, of 
course, in China and Japan. 
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Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: The Leader of the Opposition is asking a very interesting question. I am not going to give 
him a direct answer because we are only a sub-national government; we do not have diplomatic relations. We are 
also, as the Leader of the Opposition rightly pointed out, relatively small; therefore, we do not have a lot of 
resources that we have to concentrate where they will make the biggest difference. We are not necessarily going 
to have a high-level relationship with every country in Asia, because it would not be possible. Of course, that does 
not mean we cannot have any relationship with other countries, but where we are going to put our greatest efforts 
will be in a narrow group of, I would suggest, six countries. We might end up saying seven, eight or five, but we 
will really put the extra effort in for a smaller number of countries. As the Leader of the Opposition said, there are 
a lot of Filipino migrants in our communities. I am sure that even the Chair (Ms J.M. Freeman) has a big Filipino 
community. One of our strengths is the diaspora, and we probably have not harnessed that enough. That is part of 
our Asian engagement strategy and is specifically referenced in our paper. The idea of having an Asian business 
house is to be able to link with diaspora organisations here in Perth. In planning the trip to Indonesia, okay, I have 
strong connections there, but the various diaspora organisations are part of planning our trips to Singapore, 
Vietnam, China or anywhere else. We want to harness the Western Australian diaspora to our case. 

[8.40 pm] 

Dr M.D. NAHAN: One of the things that has been promoted before and probably is now is agriculture, in 
particular live exports, not only to Indonesia, which I think is a very established market, but also to China. Has 
progress been made on getting live exports of cattle from Australia, not just Western Australia, to China, in 
particular following the free trade arrangements with China? 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: I am happy for the deputy director general to make some remarks if he feels it is appropriate. 

Mr R. Delane: There was a lot of work done, in fact some led by the Western Australia government, co-led with 
national organisations and a lot of technical work done in other parts of Australia. A protocol was agreed to by the 
Chinese and Australian governments. Unfortunately, the Chinese authorities added some additional conditions to 
the protocol once it was established and those conditions have proven to be very difficult for Chinese companies 
to work with. I do not know where the Australian government and the Chinese government officials have got with 
that, but my own intelligence from China is that Chinese companies, including some who have made significant 
on-ground investments, are having great difficulty working out how they can operate port feedlots and processing 
facilities within the constraints of those protocols. It is a matter that is in two hands, really. The supply of Australian 
cattle and the price at which it is available is a challenge. There is a lot of demand for Australian cattle, including 
rebuilding herds in some other parts of the country, but the protocols in China are very restrictive currently and 
seemingly proving too difficult for Chinese companies to be profitable. 

Dr M.D. NAHAN: Is that because China is trying to effectively inhibit importation of live export and promote 
chilled beef or something processed, or is it other factors? 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: I am certainly happy for the deputy director general to answer the question. I think we are 
getting a bit further away from the budget, though! 

Dr M.D. NAHAN: The minister has a wide-ranging remit. 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: Sure, but anyway. 

The CHAIR: It is estimates. 

Mr R. Delane: With the proviso that it would be very brave of anyone to have a go at working out what the 
thinking is within any part of the Chinese government, including this part, the biosecurity protocol is agreed, but 
then there are some additional conditions. There is a lot of competition and a lot of things are changing. There is 
still a lot of interest from Chinese companies and there is still a lot of engagement of Chinese officials with 
Australia. In a sense, to take a lead from what the minister was commenting on, the relationship building at 
a national and regional level, including for the Western Australia government, is active, but I do not know the 
drivers for the additional conditions. I do know that we did a lot of work on the relationship side of it, province to 
province. Previous ministers were involved in that, and I expect it is a role that the government of 
Western Australia’s overseas officers, including the team in Shanghai, will continue to play in support of ministers, 
but also in local engagement on the ground. 

Mr R.S. LOVE: The final dot point on page 99 of budget paper No 2 refers to reprioritising funding over four 
years to promote industry, including an Asian business house and an annual Asian trade and investment 
conference. When does the minister expect to see an Asian trade and investment conference; what form does he 
see it taking; and where would it take place? 
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Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: It would be held in Perth hopefully before this time next year. The idea is to create a forum 
that people get used to turning up to. There are a lot of forums around that have a life of their own, and that is 
good. It is not trade-related, but the Shangri-La Dialogue has been going on now for quite some time, and every 
year people turn up because it is on. If we can create a forum that means that people regularly turn up to Perth, we 
are kept on the agenda when they are making decisions, because they say, “In Perth, I learnt X.” It is quite 
important that we have this ongoing connection through which we are seen as part of their thought process and not 
seen as something outside. That is the idea behind a trade and investment conference. We would not necessarily 
call it the trade and investment conference, but that is what we are aiming to do. 
Mr R.S. LOVE: It is a fairly boring name; we would not want to call it that. 
Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: It is just an election policy name. We would get professional people to design it for us. 
That is the idea—so that we can have an event. I note the success of the Perth USAsia Centre’s In The Zone 
conference. Although it was pretty weak early on, it is now very good. It is held at home and abroad on an 
alternating basis. It is one of those things that academics in Asia see as part of their activities, and that is a great 
thing. If we could hold a commercial conference that people in business and in trade offices from all the different 
countries that we are trying to get relationships with saw as something that they would always be involved with, 
it would be a particularly good thing. 
Mr R.S. LOVE: Given that Western Australia has some fairly distinct characteristics to its economy and a heavy 
risk-reliance on resources, oil and gas, mining, and agriculture, is the minister looking at a focus that is mainly 
around promotion of those industries or does he envisage that more of a two-way-trade type of scenario would 
take place at this conference? 
Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: I am not quite sure what the member means. 
Mr R.S. LOVE: Are we actively trying to rely on the expertise of Western Australian oil and gas or mining? How 
will something be put together that is broad ranging enough to take shape as a trade conference rather than just an 
oil and gas conference, an agricultural commodities conference or something like that? 
Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: As I say, the good thing is that we have a professional agency that is able to do things 
well. As a minister, I am not going to sit here and tell experts what to think. I am very happy to work with the 
expert brains that we have, who will be able to make sure that we do not narrow the focus. I just want to go to the 
question about natural resources. Of course we are always going to be the exporter of energy and raw materials. It 
will be the most important industry in Western Australia for as long as I am alive, and that is fabulous. I am not 
de-emphasising that. But the real opportunities are in the things that we are not doing, not the things that we are 
the dominant player in anyway. The things we need to work harder on are the high-valued services like technical 
services in energy and mining, and that is the area we are going to be concentrating on. Education is a high-valued 
service and so is tourism. 
[8.50 pm] 
Mr Z.R.F. KIRKUP: I refer to the table of spending changes on page 98 of budget paper No 2. Obviously, it 
shows the allocation for all spending within the Department of Jobs, Tourism, Science and Innovation generally 
speaking. Does the minister have a cumulative dollar figure in the overall allocation that he is responsible for? 
Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: The bits that I am specifically involved in are the annual Asia dialogue conference, 
Asian Business House and funding to promote Western Australian industry into Asia. Of course, the financial 
responsibility goes back to the Minister for State Development, Jobs and Trade, not me. I am also involved in 
other issues, but I am not the principal minister dealing with those other issues. The education strategy is not on 
my desk as the principal minister. 
Mr Z.R.F. KIRKUP: Obviously, Asian engagement is important. I can establish that the minister is in charge of 
about $2.75 million. Does he think that is a particularly modest amount given the importance of what he is trying 
to do? 
Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: It is good that it has gone up to that level. It is great that the government has for the first 
time invested any money at all in this process, but we cannot limit the Asian engagement thought to that money. 
An Asian engagement process will not work unless there is a whole-of-government approach. I will give an 
example. The Department of Local Government, Sport and Cultural Industries is working with soccer teams in 
China. That is great, but there has never been any coordination of that type of activity. I met the Public Sector 
Commissioner for the first time and he told me that the agency is working as a subcontractor to the University of 
Western Australia on teaching civil servants from Indonesia. Who knew that? A lot of stuff is done in our 
relationship with Asia by all sorts of government departments, but nobody really knows what is happening. The 
first thing to do is to get a handle on that. I make it clear that the Minister for Tourism has $450 million or whatever 
over five years, which is a huge budget effort, and the Minister for Education and Training and the Minister for 
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State Development, Jobs and Trade have the international education agenda. There is lots of stuff happening in the 
Asian relationship space that is not on my desk. 
Mr Z.R.F. KIRKUP: I appreciate that. This is my last question for the night—hoorah! Noting the minister’s 
foreshadowed trip to Indonesia and the expenditure related to that trip, I was interested in his earlier comment 
when he said that he would like this to be a recurrent thing regardless of whether the Liberal Party gets into office 
in 1 268 days. Is he considering taking opposition members with him on this trip or on future trips? 
Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: No. This is a ministerial trip, but I think that there is an important role for everybody to 
play in going to Asia. I encourage the member to use his imprest account to go, as I used to do when I was in 
opposition. In 2014, I took a delegation to Indonesia, including the Chair (Ms J.M. Freeman). Six of us used our 
imprest accounts and went to Indonesia. I designed a program for a week and a bit and we had a great opportunity. 
As I say, my connections happen to be in Indonesia, but the member might want to go to China or Korea. Korea 
is one of the underdone relationships for Western Australia. Unfortunately, we do not have a Korean consul general 
in Perth; we have an honorary consul. We have good strong relationships with the countries that have consul 
generals in Perth and we can build on strong foundations. Korea is one of the underdone countries, so the member 
should use his imprest account to get on a plane and do it. The Speaker and the President do trips to do with 
Parliament. As minister, I have nothing to do with those trips, but they take people from either side of Parliament 
on those trips. In 2012 I went on a trip to Indonesia with Grant Woodhams, the former member for Moore, because 
he would not go there without me! He took other members to many places. There is a lot of stuff that people can 
do before asking the government for money. 

Mr Z.R.F. KIRKUP: Members in marginal seats do not travel! 

Mr I.C. BLAYNEY: I was interested to hear the minister mention Korea, because that is what my question is about. 
Western Australia has a sort of moribund or stillborn sister province in South Korea called Gyeongsangnam-do. The 
member for Moore and I visited the province in 2011 when we went to look at Prelude. It has a population of 
3.3 million people. It is the home of POSCO and its first steel mill, the largest Hyundai shipyard and the largest 
Hyundai car plant in the world. The Speaker has visited the province and members of its government visited WA 
a couple of years ago. It is our third biggest trading partner. I think we signed an in-principle agreement or something 
like that, but it went nowhere because of lack of interest. I am here tonight to encourage the minister to re-engage, if 
you like, with Korea. It gets forgotten because it sits between Japan and China and people forget that it is our third 
biggest trading partner. I was hoping to encourage the minister to do that. 

The CHAIR: Is there a question? 

Mr I.C. BLAYNEY: Is the minister going to do something about it? As the minister with an Asian trading focus, 
I also hope he will take some interest — 

The CHAIR: Do you want to do it as a question and then have further questions? 

Mr I.C. BLAYNEY: Yes. 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: There is no question that there has been neglect of Korea over the last eight and a half 
years, and we are going to fix that. I note that the department continues to maintain a well-regarded office in Korea. 
I assume that the member visited the office when he was there. I plan to visit sometime in the first part of next 
year. I have already engaged with the Australian Korea Business Council of Western Australia and the 
Korean Language Teachers Association of Western Australia. I think that Korea is a major opportunity for 
Western Australia. We are not going to turn up tomorrow and find that everything is great; we need to have 
a long-term engagement role with these countries. There is nothing I can do about it because we do not have 
diplomatic relations, but if Korea decided to have a consul general in Western Australia, that would be good 
because that would help with that relationship building. I note further that the Korean Association of 
Western Australia is in my electorate and I have a good relationship with its leadership. I enjoy attending its big 
event each year, which is parents day. Would members believe that that is its number one event? We want to 
engage. I invite the director general to make a comment about the sister-state relationship and our office there, 
because I think we are probably underselling the work of the office there. 

Mr S. Wood: I do not disagree with the comments about the sister-state relationship. These things are sometimes 
hard to continue giving oxygen to. Our presence in Seoul is an active presence. It is the case—I am sure that the 
Australian ambassador would not mind me saying this—that he values the contribution of Gino and the office in 
Seoul. We have had various dialogues in recent years on the investor fora in both Perth and Seoul as a way of 
keeping the relationship active. That dropped off in the last couple of years. It is a case of trying to find 
opportunities to keep re-igniting the relationship. 

[Ms L.L. Baker took the chair.] 
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[9.00 pm] 

Mr I.C. BLAYNEY: I have to frame this as a question. Although it is not in Asia, I ask the minister whether he 
will be taking a strong interest in the forthcoming expo in Dubai, which will be quite a significant platform for 
Western Australia to promote itself in the Middle East? 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: I am happy to talk to the member separately about the details of the event he is talking 
about. I am not sure what the title of the event that he is discussing is. It is simply not possible for me as minister, 
or the government—the 17 of us—to go to everything that we get invited to. A couple of conferences in Dubai 
keep contacting me and are urging me to attend and deliver a paper but sometimes we cannot do everything. No 
relationship is unimportant, but there are probably some that will be more important than others. Cabinet has not 
yet considered these issues but at some point we will have to decide what we will put the extra effort into as 
opposed to the usual effort. As the member knows, we have a presence in the Middle East and we are not going to 
reduce that. We will have to have further discussion about whether that is a priority. 

Mr I.C. BLAYNEY: This is hard to frame as a question. 

The CHAIR: I think you will have to. That is what the purpose is. 

Mr I.C. BLAYNEY: Does the minister understand that it is a six-month world expo that is expecting about 
70 million people? Western Australia will have a presence there but this expo is unusual in that most people who 
visit will come from countries outside Dubai. We should be there. 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: We are not investing in a pavilion at that event but Australia is. I am sure that our office 
in the Middle East will make a contribution. 

Ms L. METTAM: I refer to the allocation of $1.2 million to promote WA’s education and resources sector within 
Asia on page 98 of budget paper No 2. 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: Is that the line item, “Promote Western Australia in Asia—Education and Mining Expertise”? 

Ms L. METTAM: That is it. Given the significance of the mining and resources sector in WA and the volume of 
exports to Asia, what is the purpose of this expenditure? 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: It is not about mining exports; it is about mining expertise. This is a new initiative that 
has never been done by Western Australia’s government. It is about promoting our capacity in the mining 
equipment technology and services sector. It is quite remarkable to think about this. The iron ore companies are 
actually logistics chains. We have incredible technology, expertise and capacity but nobody thinks of it in that 
way. This is to try to promote our expertise rather than our mineral assets. We will continue to be a world-class 
minerals and energy province and I am not saying that that is not important. As I said prior to the member joining 
the committee, that will still be Australia’s main export when I die. This is about developing other opportunities 
for exports. 

Ms L. METTAM: How would the expenditure be allocated? 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: The government has not made a decision about exactly which elements will go into that 
strategy. The member can read the Labor Party’s discussion paper on Asian engagement that Hon Peter Tinley put 
out some time ago to see the sort of things that we are discussing. It will have to be subject to approval at the time. 
It is a new allocation of $1.2 million over four years that has never been previously available. For the first time we 
can do this marketing for this important activity. 

Ms L. METTAM: Given the importance that is recognised through this program of promoting WA’s expertise 
and our relationship with Asia, how does this fit in with the decision to reduce the number of occupations on the 
WA skilled occupation list and to suspend Perth from the regional skilled migration scheme? As an extension of 
that, how does it link with foreign owner duty surcharges? In particular, I am concerned from a tourism perspective 
about those two decisions about the skills list and reputation that we have associated with the decision to suspend 
Perth from the RSMS. 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: That is a very interesting question. Firstly, I am not quite sure how I am supposed to 
answer for issues that are not my responsibility. I am not the Minister for State Development, Jobs and Trade. If 
the member had a question about our jobs policy, she should have asked the minister for jobs. He was here until 
five o’clock this afternoon. I am not sure whether the member put those questions to him. 

Ms L. METTAM: They probably have been. 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: It probably would have been a good idea rather than putting them to me as the Minister for 
Asian Engagement, who is not involved in jobs policy. 
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Ms L. METTAM: Does the minister have concern that these policies send a “not welcome” message to our Asian 
neighbours? 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: It does not suggest that at all. I do not understand why the member thinks providing 
temporary migration to Australia for skills that could be filled by the member’s constituents is a good idea. Firstly, 
I encourage people who live in my electorate to take jobs that are available in Western Australia. 

Ms L. METTAM: We all would. 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: The member can listen to the answer or not; it is up to her. I think that encouraging 
Australians into work is something that everybody would support. I do not understand why the member is raising 
this idea that Australians should not be encouraged into employment. I have never had this raised with me by 
anybody as being a reason not to trade with Western Australia. In fact, this year iron ore exports are at their highest 
level in the history of the state. I am not quite sure what evidence the member has that suggests her argument is 
correct. It is interesting that most countries that we trade with have restrictive immigration arrangements. Even 
Singapore, which is a very open trading nation, has quite complicated immigration laws. I know of an Australian 
person whose parents live in Singapore. Every nine years they have to leave because they cannot get permanent 
residency. They have to go to Malaysia and then return as a temporary visa holder. The idea that Asian countries 
are not familiar with visa restrictions is a bit silly. 

Ms L. METTAM: The impact is not that they are not coming to Australia at all. The impact is that they are 
bypassing WA and going to other states. I am talking about international students who look at the range of 
opportunities available. 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: Is there a question at the end of this? 

Ms L. METTAM: Has the minister had any feedback in his role as Minister for Asian Engagement regarding 
these policies or concerns from those who he deals with as a minister and local member? 

[9.10 pm] 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: I cannot answer as a local member, because local members cannot answer questions like 
that, but I am happy to answer as a minister. The member raised the underperformance of Western Australia over 
the last eight and a half years in recruiting international students—that is something I share with the member. 
I think that our performance over the last eight and a half years in recruiting international students has been terrible. 
On coming to government, we moved StudyPerth into the Department of Jobs, Tourism, Science and Innovation 
because we want to give the international student recruitment process a clear focus for its economic outcome. That 
is why we asked Director General Wood to take responsibility for our international student recruitment process. 
At the moment, we have a six per cent share of international students, when one would expect it to be a 10 per cent 
share, because that is our population share. There is no question that we have not done at all well with recruiting 
international students. International students do not come to Western Australia on temporary work visas — 

Ms L. METTAM: But they look at what is available, and there is less available. 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: If the member wants to answer the question as well ask it, that is fine. The member asked 
me a question, and I am trying to answer it. 

International students come to Western Australia on student visas and they are allowed to work for 20 hours 
a week. That will not be impacted by the changes the federal government introduced to the skilled migration 
program. Obviously, it was the state government that asked the federal government for action on that. I note that 
the former government narrowed the skills list about the time that we made our announcement. Even the former 
government recognised that the skills list for temporary migration to Western Australia was too broad and needed 
to be narrower. 

I note that the member has not provided any evidence to support her assertions, but that is okay, she is entitled to 
do that. The member did not come back to the question of the four per cent foreign buyer surcharge. Again, it is 
not in my ministerial responsibility and it does not relate to any of the dot points here, but I will point out that 
when these charges were introduced in other places in the world—Sydney, Melbourne, Brisbane, Vancouver—
they did not have a dramatic impact on direct foreign investment in property. If one reads the various newspapers 
that talk about these things—The Economist magazine—the view is that Asian buyers are not value buyers; they 
are looking for other reasons. One of those reasons is that Australia accepts 100 per cent foreign ownership of 
property; whereas, they cannot invest in other places. They can sell their property when they want to and then 
repatriate the income from that. I drive past the five towers at Burswood at night and they are dark. They are in 
the member for Belmont’s electorate. I am not sure how many people from there are on the roll now, but when it 
was in the electorate of Victoria Park, only 100 people were on the roll for those five towers. Think of the number 
of apartments—that is because they have been bought by Asian investors for non-residential reasons, often as 



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY ESTIMATES COMMITTEE A — Thursday, 21 September 2017] 

 p458b-466a 
Dr Mike Nahan; Mr Bill Johnston; Mr Shane Love; Mr Simon Millman; Mr Ian Blayney; Mr Zak Kirkup; Chair; 

Ms Libby Mettam 

 [9] 

hedges against political risk in their own country. That is why the four per cent foreign buyers tax is highly unlikely 
to have any significant impact on foreign investment in Western Australia. 

Mr R.S. LOVE: The minister referred to the larger companies he is working with—Woodside and others—on 
promotion in and engagement with Asia. One of those opportunities could well be in technology and expertise, 
and some of those companies may indeed be of a lesser size and scale and unable to participate directly, as 
Woodside can. How does the minister see his agency contributing to those small to medium-sized enterprises, 
some of which may well be based outside Perth? 

The CHAIR: Can the member please give me a line item? 

Mr R.S. LOVE: I refer to promoting Western Australia in Asia in education and mining expertise—mining 
expertise is certainly one of those areas in which we might find small to medium-sized enterprises, some of them 
working in regional areas and may even be based in regional areas. 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: I do not know whether the deputy director general wants to say anything on this—I am 
happy for him to—but I just want to make a couple of comments first. I think 40 000 businesses are registered in 
Western Australia—that might be the wrong figure, but it is tens of thousands. If 500 of those businesses were 
export ready and capable, I think we will be doing very well. The trick is to find the companies that have both the 
capacity and the interest to export. Basically, that is about self-identification. For years the Department of State 
Development, as it was, or the new Department of Jobs, Tourism, Science and Innovation has always worked with 
a range of businesses to facilitate trade opportunities. I mentioned Woodside, but I also mentioned that state 
government–owned Horizon Power is coming with me because there is a particular niche that it is suitable for. Of 
course, Horizon Power works with a range of small to medium-sized enterprises, so when it pitches its capacities 
it is doing it on behalf other Western Australian businesses as well. 

Yesterday I met with a delegation from the Canberra headquarters of Austrade and the commonwealth Treasury 
to explain their capacities and their ability to help us in this space. We are regularly in touch—I mean regularly in 
touch—with Andrea Gleason, the state director of the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade because, clearly, 
helping small businesses is essential to our future export opportunities. That is the point I made earlier about 
getting away from talking about just minerals and energy. Minerals and energy are absolutely essential; I am not 
trying to say they are not important. When I die they will still be our major exports, but it would be great if we 
could put effort into other parts of the economy, and that is about SMEs. That is clearly our agenda. I am not sure 
whether the deputy director general wants to make any comments on examples of participation with SMEs. 

Mr R. Delane: I thank the Chair and the minister. 

The government maintains the overseas office network in Seoul, Shanghai, Tokyo, Singapore, Jakarta, Mumbai, 
Dubai, London and Nairobi. We are making small changes within the existing resource allocation that will better 
address the point the member makes. We will be better at aligning the work of the overseas offices through the 
department’s facilities and staff here at South Perth directly to business organisations—some of them 
not-for-profit, some of them commercial, some of them industry associations—that are very well equipped to 
directly link businesses to potential business overseas. We have a very strong business-to-business focus, and some 
of these are on the edge of previous markets. We had an Iranian delegation a couple of months ago that was very 
keen to talk to companies that could provide specific services to it, and we were able to make that direct link to 
that particular service area. Education is a particular area, but there is aged care and a whole range of service areas 
in which Western Australia companies are already operating overseas or are keen to operate overseas. We are very 
focused on that business-to-business link through our Perth-based staff and the overseas office network. 

[9.20 pm] 

Mr W.J. JOHNSTON: I bring the member’s attention to the Asian Business House. The government has 
committed to the establishment of an Asian Business House to assist in the development of formal networks that 
link WA businesses with the people and resources to enable and support export success in Asian markets. It is 
crucial that Western Australia develops and fosters formal networks within the Asian region to enable access to 
regional markets. The Asian Business House will provide a facility whereby WA companies keen to develop 
export opportunities for their products and services can access Asian market expertise and networks. The Asian 
Business House is to be a shared facility managed by the Department of Jobs, Tourism, Science and Innovation to 
foster the Asian Business Strategy. 

The department would arrange relevant networking functions that align with the delegate’s commercial interests. 
It would also promote regular roundtables for delegates and WA-based stakeholders to meet with the senior 
minister. The department would make existing facilities available for this purpose, plus provide administrative and 
IT support services. Members can see that the Asian Business House will directly answer the needs that were 
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discussed. For a small to medium-sized enterprise, this would be a central resource to go to start their export 
journey. 

Mr R.S. LOVE: I will finish with the comment that that was going to be my final question. It is good; now I do 
not have to ask it! 

The appropriation was recommended. 
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