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ESTIMATES OF REVENUE AND EXPENDITURE 
Consideration of Tabled Papers 

Resumed from 15 May on the following motion moved by Kate Doust (Parliamentary Secretary) �  

 That pursuant to standing order 49(1)(c), the Legislative Council take note of tabled papers 
3940A-H (budget papers 2008-09) laid upon the table of the house on 8 May 2008. 

HON ROBYN McSWEENEY (South West) [3.18 pm]: Can I say what an excellent budget speech the 
President has just given. The Legislative Council of course deserves everything that the Legislative Assembly 
has; after all, it is the chamber that does the most work. 

State debt in Western Australia is set to�I thought I would sneak that one through, but the Leader of the House 
must not have been listening!  

Hon Norman Moore: I thought the Leader of the House was agreeing with the member absolutely!  

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: Yes!  

Hon Kim Chance: I don�t think the Leader of the House said anything!  

Hon Norman Moore: He just looked like he did!  

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: I noticed that.  

State debt in Western Australia is set to more than double over the next four years from $4.7 billion this year to 
$11.4 billion by 2011-12, which is a very serious concern. The opposition believes that this reflects the 
government�s clear incompetence. It has mismanaged three years of budget surpluses of almost $2 billion. This 
view is backed up by the chief executive of the Chamber of Commerce and Industry of Western Australia, James 
Pearson, who said � 

But overall, we�re very concerned about the continued increase in the rate of government spending.  

It�s out of control, in our view.� 

An article appeared in The Australian Financial Review about riches flowing from WA�s iron ore boom that will 
give this state almost $2 billion next year, which is a significant increase from this year�s intake. The article said 
that the 2008-09 iron ore royalty forecast could be bigger if BHP Billiton and Rio Tinto extract a price rise 
higher than the Western Australian Treasury�s price assumption based on a 67 per cent increase. The expected 
price rises of at least 75 per cent this year would add a further $117 million to the forecast $1.97 million. These 
royalties are expected to climb again in 2009-10 to $2.2 billion, but fall to about $1.6 billion in 2011-12, when 
Treasury expects prices to drop by 25 per cent. In effect, we are now at the peak of the cycle of this state�s boom. 
Now is the time to invest and ensure that we have economic, regulatory and social capacity to continue as the 
economic powerhouse of this nation. Socially, this government is in catch-up mode. It has been very negligent in 
the social areas.  

As I said at the start of my speech, state debt in Western Australia is set to more than double over the next 
four years from $4.7 billion to $11.4 billion by 2011-12. Before I break the budget down into specific headings 
or speak about my portfolio responsibilities as the shadow Minister for Child Protection, Communities and 
Heritage, I will refer to the area I represent, which covers the great southern and the south west. This budget has 
been called boring because there are very few new initiatives. It was released to the press beforehand. Everything 
I have seen in this budget has been in at least four budgets that I have seen. It is very much more of the same, 
meaning that more money has been allocated for projects that were already in the pipeline. I could be very 
cynical and say that they have appeared in every budget that I have seen. For example, $30.6 million will be 
spent on a variety of waste water and water supply projects, including $10.3 million for the Albany waste water 
treatment plant tree farm expansion. These are ongoing developments and are extremely worthwhile. The 
situation with water in Denmark and Cranbrook is farcical, with water being carted into both of those towns by 
trucks. We would expect this to be happening in the wheatbelt, not in places that have good rainfall and should 
have had the necessary infrastructure in place before now.  

An amount of $29.1 million will be spent on the Albany waterfront development. This has been an ongoing saga 
for many years. I call it a saga because the government had one plan and then Alannah MacTiernan went to 
Germany and saw a waterfront plan that she really liked; therefore, she came back to Albany, overthrew the first 
plans and put more plans in place. This project has appeared in the budget for the past three years. However, 
something concrete started at the beginning of 2006; that is, the bridge to nowhere. A bridge was built from 
Stirling Street down to the foreshore. I am not saying that that bridge is not worthwhile but I had heard about it 
for some years. There will be $25.8 million spent on the Albany entertainment centre. The decision to put the 
entertainment centre on the waterfront is causing much debate, and for good reason that debate is continuing in 
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the community. I believe that every major regional city should have an entertainment centre, but I have a 
problem with situating the building on this waterfront. The city has a working port, which is very well run, and 
has an ever-increasing convoy of trucks coming in and out of one very small road near the ocean. A railway line 
also runs along that narrow strip bringing woodchips into the port. It is there that it is intended to locate the 
entertainment centre. I have been assured that there is enough room for trucks, trains and people; however, I 
cannot see that at present. I hope I am wrong. The waterfront development will be a good thing for Albany and I 
have no problem with that. However, locating the entertainment centre in that location will create traffic 
problems. It does not matter which way I look at it�I stand there and look at it quite often�I cannot see a 
solution. I cannot see how all these things will fit with workable traffic solutions around them. 

There will be $7.4 million spent on coastal infrastructure for Albany waterfront and $4.9 million for stage 1 of 
the redevelopment of Albany Regional Hospital resource centre. Before yesterday�s press release, I could only 
presume that that amount was for very preliminary work. The Minister for Health came to Albany a few months 
ago and promised $50 million to upgrade the hospital. This was a disaster in the community�s eyes. The 
community was grateful that it was being given $50 million. However, Albany, with a catchment of 35 000-plus 
people and an old hospital that was built in the 1950s, deserves a new hospital. The Bunbury model of hospital is 
one of the best that I have ever seen. In one location there are public facilities at Bunbury Regional Hospital, and 
private facilities at St John of God Health Care. I believe they share theatres and each section of the facilities has 
a separate entrance. I believe that the $50 million is just for a patch-up of the hospital. Yesterday the government 
announced the release of $4.4 million for a day surgery. I welcome the day surgery; it is sorely needed. 
However, like the president of the Australian Medical Association, I am very concerned that a new hospital is 
not being started now. Actually, a new hospital should have been started a few years back. Albany Regional 
Hospital, as I said, was built in the 1950s and has been patched up so many times that it is really worthy of a new 
one. 

There will be $4.3 million spent on the redevelopment of Albany Residential College. Some four years ago the 
Liberals promised to do this and it has been on the Labor budget agenda ever since. I am pleased to see that it 
will finally be built, as funding for that project has also appeared in the budget every year. The Standing 
Committee on Environment and Public Affairs, of which I am a member, inspected the building some years ago, 
and I was certainly not impressed with the overcrowding and layout of the building. I felt that children could be 
endangered if a fire swept through it. 

There will be $3.3 million for the replacement of Denmark District Hospital. It has been some six years now 
since I marched with the people of Denmark to demand a new hospital. The one that is there now is totally 
dangerous. It has been eaten out by white ants, and if I say that it has been patched up I mean that it has been 
patched up. The floorboards have been eaten out by white ants so much that people have put their feet through 
them. The staff have been wonderful to put up with such conditions. 

I am very concerned about the Rudd government�s razor gang, which has stopped any funding to the Regional 
Partnerships program in the great southern. I bring up this matter because some $4 million will come out of the 
area if work is not reinstated on worthwhile projects such as Anzac Peace Park in Albany, the Albany St John�s 
community centre and the upgrade to the Albany Surf Life Saving Club. Also just outside the area, in 
Gnowangerup, the community health centre may be scrapped. Anzac Peace Park is a $2 million project that the 
Howard federal government was going to fund a quarter of; that money has gone. The first Anzacs left from 
Albany, and this peace park is to honour all the men who died fighting for our freedom. These projects have 
been left in limbo. I hope that the local members in these areas are complaining bitterly to the federal 
government about that. I did hear a federal Labor minister say on the Sunrise program that if a contract had been 
signed, the federal government would honour it. I hope he will honour that comment.  

When will state and federal governments learn that rural and regional communities rely on these grants to keep 
their communities alive? Western Australian farm lobby groups have heavily criticised the agricultural budget, 
including the $5 million investment in the great southern. They say that only $158 million has been spent out of 
the $2 billion. That budget has gone to natural resource management; $250 000 to assess suitability of pasture 
species, especially perennials; $220 000 to assess lifetime productivity of ewes and progeny at different levels of 
grazing; $200 000 to promote cropping systems to maximise returns for grey clay soils; $200 000 for research of 
the pig industry; $200 000 to investigate the future shape of the sheep industry; and $120 000 to introduce new 
strawberry varieties. 

I asked a question of Hon Kim Chance the other day about the group People for the Ethical Treatment of 
Animals, which I believe is a terrorist group. I also read an article today that PETA is complaining not only 
about conventional mulesing�it wants that banned�but also the clips that are being used instead of mulesing. It 
does not agree with that practice now. The group�s campaigning has led to 30 international garment makers not 
using our wool; it is a very dangerous practice. The $200 000 allocated in the budget is too little. There should be 
a lot more money, perhaps in the millions, if our sheep industry is going to be affected and terrorised in this way.  
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Money has been allocated for animal and plant biosecurity measures, including animal health surveillance, 
livestock identification, regulation and management of pests. A total of $2.45 million has been earmarked for the 
eradication of European starlings, including ongoing surveillance, trapping and program activities.  

Farming groups say that they are very disappointed that the budget failed to focus on current and future food 
supplies needed to feed the population. Food security has been spoken about more so this year than any previous 
year. It is a hard one for governments to deal with. For example, many of the farms that surround me�and even 
our own�once had beautiful pasture but are now under trees; the reason being that economics depict what a 
farmer will do with his land. If growing fruit and vegetables, producing beef, sheep, or whatever livestock is not 
making farmers a living, they look around for something more profitable.  

Many farmers are getting older. The younger generation does not want to be on the farm. The average age of 
farmers is creeping up to the 50s and beyond�I have heard the age of 60. The easiest way to make money is for 
the farm to produce trees. How do we stop people from getting out of the industry? How do we turn it around 
and keep people on the land? What can the government do to encourage our farmers or producers?  

As I said, the average farmer is old, no-one is coming behind them to take over, so what do they do? Work their 
land to produce trees. That industry has a 25-year earning capacity. Every year they get their dividend; why 
would they not?  

The south west area has benefited in the budget for water and sewerage, which I am very pleased about. Of the 
$280 million allocated in the budget, this includes $15.6 million to continue work on the Nannup bore transfer 
main; $15 million to continue work on the Bridgetown Regional Water Supply Scheme; and $7 million for the 
new Millstream Dam in Bridgetown that was announced some time ago. All these projects were announced a 
long time before the budget. I am pleased to see that $57.9 million is to be spent on the Muja power station and 
$57.2 million on the electricity network. The transmission lines are on their way out; they were put up more than 
40 years ago. Many small communities in the south west, particularly in the Walpole and Denmark area, have 
suffered badly with electricity failures at peak periods. Easter of 2007 was the worst period, with no electricity 
for two days over the long weekend. There were no automatic teller machines and no petrol; no shops could 
operate and businesses lost a great deal of money. Even pharmacies had to throw out stock that needed to be kept 
in refrigerators. That should not be happening; it is totally unfair. Those businesses have not been compensated 
nearly enough. They might have been given a few dollars compensation, but it was nowhere near enough.  

The government says that it is spending $34.3 million on road improvements, including $22 million on stage 1 of 
the Bunbury port access road, connecting to the Perth-Bunbury highway. That is cleverly worded. The outer ring 
road for the port access is absolutely crucial�more so now than it has ever been�but it has been lumped in with 
the highway. The government knows that it is an urgent project, and I question why it is not being done from 
stage 1 to completion. The roads in the south west are rated the worst in the state by the Royal Automobile Club 
of Western Australia. An ABC news item reads � 

A 73 kilometre stretch of the South West Highway has been named Western Australia�s most dangerous 
road. 

The RAC has compiled a list of the ten worst sections of roads in the state and almost every one is in a 
regional area. 

I drive on every one of those roads. The news item continues � 

The RAC�s list is: 

1. South West Highway between Yornup (near Bridgetown) and Shannon. 

2. Brookton Highway between Roleystone and Karragullen. 

3. Bussell Highway between Cowaramup and Margaret River. 

4. Vasse Highway at Yeagarup. 

5. Brockman Highway between Darradup and Jalbarragup. 

6. South West Highway between Hamel and Cookernup. 

7. South West Highway at Byford. 

8. Muirs Highway west of Strachan. 

9. South Coast Highway between Peaceful Bay and Parryville. 

10. Great Northern Highway between Bindoon and Wannamal. 
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I lie�I have travelled on only nine of those highways. I do not travel the Great Northern Highway; I leave that 
to Hon Bruce Donaldson and Hon Brian Ellis. I am pleased to see that the sealing of Mowen Road near Nannup 
will take place, and that Muirs Highway between Nyamup and Strachan will be upgraded. However, that is only 
two stretches of road. I guess there is always hope for the others in next year�s budget. Anyone who has ever 
travelled Muirs Highway will know that it is a goat track in places. It is one road that I absolutely refuse to travel 
on. If people realised how good the Cranbrook Road into Mount Barker was, no-one would use Muirs Highway. 
The intermodal transfer station that has been promised at a cost of $14 million at Greenbushes to get the trucks 
off the road has not come to fruition. Two years have elapsed since it was meant to be up and running. This, 
however, will not alleviate the volume of traffic coming through Bridgetown, but I cannot fault the government 
for that. Money was allocated for a bypass, but once again the people did not like the route proposed. This has 
been an ongoing saga for 30 years that I know about.  

The bulk of money for schools is being spent on Manea senior college and Kingston Primary School. Manea 
college is coming in for criticism for very low enrolment rates. It has not yet opened, and I hope that situation 
changes nearer to its completion date. It would be a great waste of taxpayers� money if it were to become a white 
elephant. The bulk of money allocated for hospitals, health centres and community facilities will be used for the 
new Busselton integrated district health service, which has been allocated $9.3 million. Some 70 per cent of the 
people in Busselton who were surveyed said that they objected to locating this hospital at Vasse, and they gave 
valid reasons for their objections. A community group that includes Keith Rose, a long-time Busselton resident, 
is very angry that it is not being listened to. The hospital sits on 10 hectares of prime ocean real estate, which the 
government will no doubt sell to a developer when the new hospital is built. My sympathies lie with members of 
the community. They want a new hospital. They welcome the new hospital, but they want the hospital to be built 
in the same location as the old hospital. The Minister for Health is ignoring their wishes; he is even ignoring the 
local government. 

The region that I represent has gained water and sewerage services and aesthetic items such as waterfronts, and 
there has been some improvement in electricity services, but it has missed out on the big-ticket items, such as in 
the areas of health, education and roadworks. Almost every social issue that I can think of has been left out of the 
budget. In my home town of Bridgetown, the Lions club and other service clubs, as well as the hospital auxiliary, 
are considering the feasibility of purchasing a dialysis machine for the hospital. I have asked questions in 
Parliament of the health minister about this issue. Renal dialysis services are contracted out to St John of God 
Hospital, and the town would need to pay for the services and the contract. It is not an easy road to go down, but 
the community feels that it is necessary to look into it, as 36 people in the south west are registered for dialysis 
and 24 of them access care within the south west. Many people come from the Bridgetown area. They have to 
travel to Bunbury and then they are told that the Bunbury Regional Hospital is at maximum capacity. From 
memory, fundraising was held to get the eight renal dialysis units at Busselton. Are there eight units at 
Busselton, Hon Barry House? 

Hon Barry House: Yes, it was opened last Tuesday. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: However, are there only eight units? 

Hon Barry House: I�m pretty sure that there are eight. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: There is a shortfall. If Bunbury hospital is full and Busselton District Hospital is 
full, even with those eight units, there is a real problem because these people have to travel to Perth or 
Mandurah. People who are sick do not really feel like getting in a car and driving up the highway three times a 
week. It is really sad that the people in these communities have to fundraise to get a dialysis machine. It is a 
large cost for a health service, and people should not have to fundraise for these items; the money should come 
out of the government�s budget. These are necessary items. 

I will read a brief letter from the centre manager of Mulgara Family Centre. I could easily show members the 
many letters I have received from the rural and south west counselling services that are always begging for 
funding. I have a view that if a service is funded and is up and running, and it can show that it is working, why 
can that service not have rollover funding? Why do these services have to beg, borrow and steal, only to find that 
they are shut down, and then the wheel must turn again? Mulgara Family Centre, which is based in Australind, is 
a not-for-profit organisation that caters for youth, children and the broader community. It has just completed a 
two-year program called the Connections Project, for which it won a leadership award at the southern region�s 
leadership awards. The project provided safe, healthy activities for 13 to 17-year-olds. It employed coordinators 
in Yarloop, Harvey, Brunswick and Australind for 12 hours a week. The project was built up from 500 
participants to 3 500 in its final six-month period. When the project finished, the organisation was unsuccessful 
in attracting the funding to continue, because, as Lyn Watt, the centre manager, said, most funding bodies kept 
saying that the centre had to reinvent the program or work on one of the positive outcomes of the project. She 
works on the philosophy that if it ain�t broke, why fix it? It was a good program. From humble beginnings, it has 
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helped up to 3 500 children aged between 13 and 17 years. According to today�s paper, there is an epidemic of 
under 14-year-olds running amok, yet funding has been cut from this country program that was helping 13-year-
olds to 17-year-olds. Fortunately, the program has received some corporate sponsorship, a grant from the 
Department for Community Development and a grant from local government to enable it to continue. However, 
it has had to scale back the program and lay off staff. Somewhere down the line someone else will have to 
reinvent the program. 

I refer now to my portfolio as the shadow Minister for Child Protection and for Communities. The budget 
allocates $68 million to facilitate the mandatory reporting of child sexual abuse. This funding will be used to 
establish a special unit at the Department for Child Protection to deal with the mandatory reporting of child 
sexual abuse, provide extra caseworkers to manage the expected increase in assessments and investigations and 
expand the child protection unit of the Princess Margaret Hospital for Children and on the sex crimes division of 
WA Police. When I presented my policy at the end of 2006, I proposed the establishment of a special unit to 
which only mandated calls went. I am pleased to see that the government has done that. However, if the 
government is going to spend $68 million, it owes it to the children of Western Australia to include measures to 
deal with neglect and emotional and physical abuse. I say that because when children are sexually abused, they 
also suffer psychological and physical abuse. When they are neglected, they also suffer emotionally and are 
more likely than not to have been physically abused. Therefore, if the government is to introduce this package, it 
must cover all forms of abuse. The government�s package does not cover neglect; it covers only sexual abuse, 
which involves emotional and physical abuse. We will discuss that matter this afternoon when the Children and 
Community Services Amendment (Reporting of Sexual Abuse of Children) Bill is debated. The government is 
being negligent. It is setting up a training program, which I would have done, to enable nurses, doctors, teachers 
and midwives to detect abuse. In the budget estimates I will ask whether those people will be trained to identify 
all forms of abuse. Sexual abuse is the hardest form of abuse to detect. I defy anyone to tell me differently. The 
things a person parrots about what to look for might or might not be true. A child who excels at school might 
have been sexually abused; equally, a child who fails at school might have been sexually abused. There is no set 
pattern. However, a child who is being neglected can be identified very easily. 

I was absolutely appalled by this budget, and I will ask questions about this matter today. The government has 
appointed a project manager to undertake a review of a sample of cases that involve Indigenous children in care 
under six years old who have experienced multiple placements.  

Why would a child who is younger than six years of age, born in 2001 or 2002, have had multiple placements? 
That would mean that the child had lived in three or more homes. The government should have cleaned up its act 
by now. I chaired a select committee that inquired into foster care. I did not expect to stand here in 2008 and say, 
�Oh, look at this; they�ve appointed a project manager to undertake a review of a sample of cases involving 
Indigenous children who have lived in multiple homes.� Later today I will ask how many children the 
department has placed in multiple homes. Some years ago I proposed a policy to put in place a system of 
guardianship rather than permanent care. I went to England and examined child services in that country. If a 
child is in care past the age of four years, parental rights are extinguished and the child is adopted out. If the 
child has older brothers and sisters, the authorities allow letter drops. I am not that harsh or cruel, and I recognise 
problems with that system. However, if a child is still in care at the age of four years after having been placed in 
multiple homes, the child needs to be given a good chance. We need guardianship. Parents would still have some 
rights under a system of guardianship, but in the main and for all intents and purposes, the guardians would be 
the child�s parents. That is how it should be if little ones are being placed in multiple homes in this day and age. 
It is not on and not good enough. 

It all stems from these leftie socialists whose Aboriginal child placement policies hold that Aboriginal children 
must be placed with Aboriginal parents. That works very well, does it not? Thirty six per cent of Aboriginal 
children in one cohort were re-abused. That means they were abused in their own homes, were moved to a 
relative�s home, and were again abused there. I look at every report and statistic that comes out, and all I can see 
is that it has to be done better. Carol Martin and I have spoken about this. If the government is prepared to put 
money into moving children around all the time, why can it not find good Aboriginal foster carers? By �good�, I 
mean the ones who have proved their suitability. Carol told me that she had fostered 14 children. Why can the 
government not put money into those homes and build extra bedrooms or bathrooms so that children can be 
placed permanently? Why do we set these children up to fail? I think the Aboriginal child placement policy 
needs to be reviewed. I am not being racist; everyone is so scared of being called a racist. When 36 per cent of a 
certain cohort of kids�59 of them�have been re-abused because they were in the care of aunties or uncles or 
have been placed in homes that they should not have been placed in, it is time to review the policy. Why can we 
not do it better and build houses for good Aboriginal foster carers or give them money for extra buildings so that 
things can run smoothly? Why is it not possible to place Aboriginal babies with anyone who is willing to foster a 
child while letting those children know about their culture and visit their people? It is not like it was years ago 
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when people took Aboriginal babies and never taught them about their culture; it was some sort of forbidden 
fruit that they were never to see.  

The situation is different now. Why can doors not be opened wider so that Aboriginal children can be placed 
anywhere? It is discriminatory to put Aboriginal children with only Aboriginal people when we could do things 
so much better. Under the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander child placement principle, the placement options 
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children must, as far as practicable, be considered in the following order 
of priority: placement with a member of the child�s family; placement with a person who is an Aboriginal person 
or a Torres Strait Islander in the child�s community, in accordance with local customary practice; placement with 
a person who is an Aboriginal person or a Torres Strait Islander; or placement with a person who is not an 
Aboriginal person or a Torres Strait Islander but who, in the opinion of the chief executive officer, is sensitive to 
the needs of the child and capable of promoting the child�s ongoing affiliation with the child�s culture and, where 
possible, the child�s family. I do not believe that the last priority is implemented often enough, and it could be. 
The result of this policy is that many Indigenous children will be placed with a relative carer. The national rate of 
Indigenous children in care is six times the rate of other children, so it is time we looked at being positive.  

The �Child Death Review Committee Western Australia Annual Report 2006-2007� was tabled in the 
Parliament on 26 February. The statistics horrify me. Of 254 children who died while being known to the then 
Department for Community Development, now the Department for Child Protection, 54 cases have been 
reviewed. A high percentage was found to have the same sorts of problems. It does not matter whether the child 
drowned or died through neglect, or died as a result of homicide, sudden infant death syndrome, asphyxiation, 
suffocation or whatever. Some 89 per cent of those 54 cases involved family violence or parents with histories of 
violent behaviour, so whether those children were run over, drowned or whatever, 89 per cent of them were 
subjected to family violence. Some 78 per cent of the cases involved parental hazardous alcohol use, other drug 
use or history of misuse. Some 74 per cent involved significant financial assistance provided over the length of 
time of the department�s involvement. Some 69 per cent involved a history of transience or homelessness. 
Probably half the 54 cases involved Aboriginal children and half involved non-Aboriginal children. Just maybe, 
if those parents had a home, those babies might be alive. I say �babies� because many of the children involved 
were under the age of five years and many under the age of 12 months. Parental mental health issues were 
involved in 52 per cent of cases. I find that figure of 52 per cent rather flawed, because families had histories of 
violence�I would certainly have mental problems if I were getting belted. I would say that 100 per cent would 
have mental health issues, because homeless people have a problem, as we all know.  

I also find it absolutely shocking that in some 97 per cent of cases the department did not have a critical analysis 
of the case. One would expect that these recommendations would have been made two, three or four years ago�
not now. The committee recommended that the department take appropriate action to ensure that senior officers 
and caseworkers are trained in child protection and child safety assessments and that they bring an objective and 
critical eye to analysis and case events. My God! A document released by the Child Death Review Committee, 
which reviews the deaths of children who were in the department�s care when they died, states that the 
department should take appropriate action to ensure that senior officers and caseworkers are trained in child 
protection. I would not have expected to read such recommendations in a document that was tabled in February 
2008. It also states that in cases in which there are clear referral indicators and evidence of risk, an early 
comprehensive assessment using the department�s assessment framework be undertaken with support and 
planned intervention; that the department reinforce the importance of proper assessments being undertaken; that 
the department examine, when complex cases involving intergenerational problems are identified, a higher level 
of reflective analysis and critical review to discuss histories, patterns and strategies to work with the family; that 
there be consequences for inaction; and that consideration be given to statutory intervention triggering direction. 
As I said earlier, the document states that the department should ensure that senior officers and caseworkers are 
trained in child protection and that they bring a critical eye and analysis to case events. That did not happen in 
72 per cent of cases. The situation is bad. The report states that during the reporting period the committee 
continued to be concerned about children and families from remote and regional Aboriginal communities, and 
the committee made recommendations pertaining to providing a response to those people. Five of the cases 
reviewed during the period related to Aboriginal children. All were from regional and remote communities. Four 
involved very young female children. Although the committee acknowledged that, in the main, the policy and 
guidelines that the department operates under are comprehensive, it continued to be concerned about chronic 
neglect. I have said in this chamber on many, many occasions that the government must have a policy that picks 
up neglect. Last year the government issued a policy�it took up eight lines on a piece of paper. I am pleased to 
hear that the government has issued a policy and that it has been distributed to community groups and 
government departments for comment. It is a pity that I did not receive a copy. I will ask for one to be tabled. 
The 254 children who died might have been alive today had things been up to scratch. I am glad that I am able to 
tell the government what is going on. Hon Bruce Donaldson will soon say that I have an �I� problem if I keep 
doing this.  



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL - Tuesday, 27 May 2008] 

 p3236e-3245a 
Hon Robyn McSweeney; Hon Barry House 

 [7] 

Hon Bruce Donaldson: You keep using the same word I use.  

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: Yes, I do! I will stop doing that.  

When I started my speech, I said that the government is negligent when it comes to social issues. Some 11 000 
Western Australians are homeless. Many more are experiencing poverty. Indeed, many normal families are 
experiencing poverty. I say �normal� tongue in cheek. It was only when hardship started biting middle Australia 
that the media took any interest. Middle-income earners are struggling to provide housing, food and clothing for 
their families. Inflation is rampant. Prices are rising at a much higher rate than are people�s wages. The prices of 
rent, groceries and petrol continue to rise as the state becomes richer. Families are turning to more credit card 
debt to help them balance their weekly budgets. Working hours are increasing and families are crumbling under 
the strain. More of our families and youth are at risk of homelessness than ever before. A growing number of 
people are unable to cope with the price of accommodation. To use the example of food price increases: the price 
of baby food has increased by 27 per cent, fresh chicken by 40 per cent, butter by 36 per cent, bread by 
eight per cent, and the price of tomatoes has increased by 12 per cent. Fresh fruit and vegetables are very 
expensive. Not only is food expensive, but also rent is expensive. The price of rent in Victoria Park is something 
like $500 a week. Hon Kate Doust might agree with me on that. I know two people who rent in Victoria Park; 
one pays $520 a week and the other person pays $550 a week. I cannot even imagine paying $500 a week for 
rent. How do people manage to afford bond money and rent money? It is amazing. Five people live in that house 
that costs $550 a week because that is the only way, they tell me, that they can afford the house. Therefore, if the 
price of groceries goes up, petrol prices continue to rise and people use their credit cards to pay for goods, we 
will have a very sad situation. I think new figures will come out in July about how many homeless people there 
really are in this state. This state has two levels. The first is the economic powerhouse, and the budget has 
certainly provided for infrastructure in the city. I am pleased that sewerage and water have been given a hefty 
start in the country areas; however, I worry about people in poverty and how hard it is for them. Perhaps next 
year�s budget might go some way towards adjusting those levels. On that note, I take my seat. 

HON BARRY HOUSE (South West) [4.07 pm]: I am pleased to note the budget speech and papers; however, 
before I get into a detailed discussion about that�I know more will be said later�I want to express my deep 
sorrow at the sudden untimely death this morning of Hon Phillip Pendal. He was a member of this house for 
12 years, and he served with distinction in the Legislative Assembly until the last general election in 2005. 
Phillip was a colleague to some of us and a friend to many of us in the Liberal Party and the Legislative Council. 
I convey my sympathy and condolences to his wife, Maxine; his family; and his many friends. 

The 2008-09 budget was widely reported as �boring��I think that was the label attached to it. That may not in 
some circumstances be a bad a thing; a budget may be boring but still be responsible. On closer analysis, there 
are several other ways of describing the 2008-09 budget. Since 2001, when the Labor government came to power 
in this state, in most senses, it has been the luckiest government in the history of this state in terms of financial 
management. The state�s economy has been extremely strong, largely due to outside influences rather than 
government actions. The government has, therefore, had the money at every turn to throw at every problem that 
might have raised its head. It has not had to make too many difficult decisions or exercise too much financial 
discipline because money has always been available. The boom times have produced unprecedented receipts 
from mining royalties in particular; goods and services tax revenues, which initially outstripped all the forecasts; 
and especially property taxes.  

I would like to attach several themes to the 2008-09 budget. I guess the first of them could be naivety or the lack 
of understanding of the business community. For a long time, calls have been made to cut property taxes. As has 
been widely predicted for some years, no announcement has been made about cuts in stamp duties or any other 
property taxes until an election was in the air. Hey presto; it was no surprise when the Treasurer announced that 
there would be a cut in stamp duty this year. That was widely expected and widely applauded. However, the 
problem is that it will not apply until 1 July 2008. Early in the Court government�s eight-year term of 
government�I forget exactly which budget; I think it was for 1994�a similar thing occurred. It was announced 
that stamp duty would be cut effectively from 1 July. I suspect the same bureaucrats in Treasury who were 
advising the Court government at the time are also providing advice now. I recall that tax cut announcement very 
vividly because members were all inundated with complaints from real estate agents and others in the property 
industry. They thought it was ludicrous. Although they applauded the cut in stamp duty, they questioned why the 
government put the mockers on their industry for effectively two months, inasmuch as, virtually overnight, the 
telephones stopped ringing and their businesses closed down. However, the issue was acknowledged at the time 
and, within a few days, that decision was reversed so that the stamp duty reductions would come into effect 
almost immediately rather than the industry suffering a crippling two-month hiatus. That has happened with this 
budget, and I put that down to a lack of understanding of how business operates and perhaps laziness within 
bureaucracy. I do not accept that the tax cuts could not be applied from the day the appropriation bill was 
proclaimed rather than two months later.  
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The second observation is of understated receipts. The government has become good at understating receipts. 
Over the past five or six years, we have forecast surpluses of $40 million, $50 million and $80 million, and we 
have provided the actual surplus close to the end of the following financial year. However, in the past couple of 
years the surplus has been about $2 billion. Surely the forecasting of Treasury has to be a little more precise than 
that. I do not believe that it can be an accident to consistently underestimate the receipts to that extent. I believe 
there is an element of deliberately understating the receipts. 

Of course, in recent days we have seen a difference in view between the state Treasury forecasts and the federal 
Treasury forecasts. The federal Treasury is forecasting $1 billion more in goods and services tax receipts to 
Western Australia over four years than the state forecasts admit to. Once again, I cannot see any reason for two 
government bureaucracies to get it so wrong and to be so inaccurate between themselves. That is another 
example of understating receipts. Why would Treasury do that? I will come to that a little later. 

Another theme is burgeoning debt, or expanding debt. This year�s budget shows that $6.7 billion will be 
borrowed over the next four years for capital infrastructure. That will increase state government debt to 
$11 billion-plus, and it is going northward. That really brings into context the age-old dichotomy between Labor 
and Liberal governments. Labor governments are high taxing, high spending and high borrowing; Liberal 
governments are far more responsible in their fiscal management. Members might recall�although members on 
the other side probably want to forget it�that we experienced 11 and a half, nearly 12, years of very responsible 
federal government under John Howard and Peter Costello. They inherited a $96 billion debt in 1996. They paid 
off every cent of it a couple of years ago. However, over the past couple of years we heard from both of them 
continual warnings about the debt burden being incurred by state Labor governments around Australia. I think 
some of those predictions are coming home to roost very starkly. If in the next decade we have a federal 
government with the same attitude to debt that the state government appears to have, nationally there will be a 
compounded problem. God forbid that we have wall-to-wall Labor governments, federal and state, for the next 
decade. 

Another theme is underspending. If members examine the budget papers closely�I am sure members will do so 
for their portfolio areas and their areas of interest�they will find that the budget estimates look good. They 
over-inflate what the government is attempting to do. However, on closer analysis, in many cases the money has 
not been spent. The actual delivery is far short of the forecast delivery. I will give a couple of examples of that in 
my shadow portfolio areas of sport and recreation and science a little later. 

It seems that in some of those areas, with those themes, the government, in presenting perhaps a boring budget, 
is going to extensive lengths to avoid full exposure and public knowledge of what it is doing, and is employing 
smokes and mirrors to hide the real truth behind a lot of those figures. Why would the government do that? That 
question must be asked. All I can do is pose some reasons. Firstly, the obvious one is to make the budget 
estimates look far better than they are and to make future budget proposals look far better than they are so that 
the government can make announcements in the budget that the figures for expenditure in this area and in that 
area are going to be pretty impressive. However, when that is analysed after a period�a year or a couple of 
years�we realise that the situation is far different from that.  
Another reason the government would do that is to hide financial disasters. In recent days, some of the figures 
for Verve Energy have come to light. Verve Energy has turned out to be a massive financial disaster. During the 
estimates hearing in the other place last week, the Minister for Energy was dragged kicking and screaming to 
admit the full extent of that financial disaster. During that hearing, it was clawed out of the minister that the true 
situation is that Verve Energy has lost $334 million in the past couple of years. It was stated in an article in last 
Saturday�s The West Australian�I am paraphrasing�that Verve would chalk up close to $400 million in 
operating losses in the three years after the split from Western Power, when it was supposed to be turning a solid 
profit. The article stated also that Verve had reported a loss of $52.3 million in 2006-07 and was forecasting 
operating losses of $40 million this year and $65 million in 2008-09. We know what sort of energy prices the 
public of Western Australia can expect over the next four or five years. It has been foreshadowed pretty starkly 
that the public of Western Australia can expect energy prices to increase by a massive amount, compared with 
the prices that have been charged in recent years, to make up for those losses. Therefore, one of the reasons for 
the smoke and mirrors that has been employed in this budget is to hide this financial disaster.  
Another reason�I hope members will forgive me for being a bit cynical�is that the government is in a pre-
election mode, because in the next few months we will be heading towards an election. It would be very 
convenient for the government to find, just before an election, hollow logs and war chests of funds, because that 
would enable it to make expansive commitments to provide things such as new hospitals, new schools and new 
roads. The government would have the public believe that it does not know those funds exist. However, I suspect 
the government has a very good idea of what funds it has at its disposal to pay for its election commitments. 
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Another reason that the government might fudge the budget figures is to hide incompetence or extravagance. We 
know from figures that have been extracted over the past few years that there has been an explosion in public 
servant numbers. However, where are these people? They are certainly not in the core areas of public service 
delivery�teaching, nursing and police.  
Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: Yes, they are. 
Hon BARRY HOUSE: Well, there are not enough of them. I am not sure where the minister has been in the 
past few years, but she has obviously not been listening to people in the community. Even though there has been 
some increase in absolute numbers, it is falling far short of the requirements. Those people are certainly not 
going into the service delivery areas where they are most needed, because there are teacher shortages, nurse 
shortages and police shortages. I was interested to read some comments in the weekend press by the former boss 
of the Department of Health, Neale Fong. The article was claimed to be an exclusive. It was not much of an 
exclusive. However, in that article, Neale Fong said that the attitude that the government was taking to health 
was that it was prioritising, and had a predilection for, ribbon-cutting.  

Members have seen plenty of ribbon-cutting ceremonies in recent years. History has shown members that the 
announcements are very carefully stage-managed for the media and television cameras for lots of things, but 
only about one in 10 of them are actually for the outcome of a project, an opening of a project, an opening of a 
school or a road or a hospital, or a service delivery. There have been plenty of announcements and photographs 
of ministers for a vision statement, a concept plan or the initial funding allocation for that planning process to 
begin; then there will be a few more down the track for stages 2, 3, 4 and 5. Then there will be another ceremony 
for the first brick laid and the first sod turned, and we see a smiling minister�s face on the television for an 
agreement that has been reached between some body and the state government; it may be the federal government 
and the state government, or it may be a local council or a local organisation and the state government. Finally 
we get to a ceremony that acknowledges and recognises that something has been completed, but in the meantime 
we have seen lots of television coverage and spin but not much substance. This is a government of spin and 
manipulation rather than substance. It is all about image and managing a message, and this government has 
become a past master at avoiding answering questions or using subterfuge in every little message that is sent to 
the public of Western Australia to cover up true situations or paint them in a more positive light and make them 
appear a little bit better than they are. 

I will say a couple of things about my portfolios, beginning with science innovation and biotechnology. I set the 
scene by saying that there is an excellent e-newsletter called ScienceNetwork WA, which is circulated on a 
regular basis. It is worth quoting a few bits and pieces from the 7 May 2008 edition of ScienceNetwork WA. This 
newsletter is a collaborative effort between Scitech and the Western Australian government. Members can recall 
that 7 May was the day before the Western Australian state budget, with the federal budget coming the Tuesday 
after. The newsletter states � 

West Australian scientists are hopeful that a change of government will improve the �abysmally low� 
budget dollars set aside for scientific research over recent years.  
With both state and federal budgets due soon, scientists working in diverse fields were asked for their 
budget wish list. Professor of Physics at the University of Western Australia, David Blair . . .  
. . .  
. . . is Western Australia�s Scientist of the Year after winning the prestigious award last year for his 
internationally renowned research into detecting gravitational waves. 

A person with some authority � 
. . . is calling for the federal government to wake up to the loss of scientific talent across Australia due to 
a decade of penny-pinching. 

He is not very complimentary about the level of scientific funding from the former Howard government for the 
last decade. The article further states � 

He said the previous federal government�s cuts to science funding had demoralised researchers and 
driven many offshore in search of countries that take scientific research more seriously.  

Despite the change of government since the last budget, Professor Blair said there was little sign of 
change coming from Canberra.  

�My hopes are not particularly high because the government has said so little about science,� he said.  

�Science was completely left out of the election process � it seemed to be sidelined.�  
How right he was; I will demonstrate that in a few minutes. The article further states � 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL - Tuesday, 27 May 2008] 

 p3236e-3245a 
Hon Robyn McSweeney; Hon Barry House 

 [10] 

In this budget, he is calling on the federal government to improve funding for big research projects, 
many of which have national links and serve to benefit the whole country, as well as for more funds 
across the university research sector generally.  
. . .  
�Competitive research funding is abysmally low�the government gives 50 per cent of what you ask for 
and only 20 per cent (of research grant applicants) get anything at all.� 
. . .  
In contrast, he said the State Government had announced a number of science initiatives recently.  

There is faint praise and hope for the state government there. The newsletter continues � 
�The federal government shouldn�t be feeling it can get away without funding science, leaving the state 
government to take up the slack,� . . .  

The theme is progressed by the Western Australian Institute for Medical Research. 
Debate interrupted, pursuant to temporary orders. 
[Continued on page 3254.]  
 


