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Division 9:  Economic Regulation Authority, $5 627 000 - 
Mr A.P. O’Gorman, Chairman. 
Mr E.S. Ripper, Treasurer. 
Mr L.G. Rowe, Chairman. 
Mr K.P. Kolf, General Manager. 
Mr R. Pullella, Acting Executive Director, Industry Access. 
Mr C.J. BARNETT:  The third dot point on page 176 deals with the inquiry into urban water and waste water 
pricing.  In that context I also refer to a submission that the Water Corporation made to the Economic Regulation 
Authority in September 2004.  That submission was received.  It was due to be put out for public comment but it 
was not.  I ask why. 
Mr E.S. RIPPER:  In the conduct of these inquiries, the Economic Regulation Authority is not subject to 
direction from me.  I will ask the chairman to comment on that matter. 
[12.20 pm] 
Mr L.G. Rowe:  I ask the member to provide more clarification. 
Mr C.J. BARNETT:  I refer to a report on urban water and waste water pricing that was submitted by the Water 
Corporation.  Its December report represents the Water Corporation’s submission to the Economic Regulation 
Authority on the issues raised in the inquiry on urban water and waste water pricing.  It refers also to the 
September submission that outlines major new opportunities and challenges.  The Water Corporation made a 
submission to the ERA in September 2004 that was originally to be released for public comment.  A notice was 
released from the authority under the chairman’s name saying that the timetable had been changed.  The upshot 
was that the Water Corporation’s report was not released, and I want to know why. 
Mr E.S. RIPPER:  I will ask the chairman to respond. 
Mr L.G. Rowe:  I understand that that submission was a draft.  The Water Corporation’s final submission made 
in December encompassed the draft submission that was made in September, and that final submission has been 
made public. 
Mr C.J. BARNETT:  I will continue.  The December submission by the Water Corporation refers to the 
September submission.  I am particularly interested to know why the original timetable in which the report 
would be released for public comment was delayed and subsequently not released.  I am interested also in the 
content of the original submission. 
Mr L.G. Rowe:  I will take the question on notice regarding whether there is a significant difference between the 
September report and the final report.  I am happy to do that and to explain why the decision was made regarding 
the process.  The authority took the view that there was value in releasing the submissions of the providers at the 
same time as the draft report was released to assist the public debate and consultations that took place after the 
release of the draft report. 
Mr E.S. RIPPER:  The government is interested in transparency and openness on water pricing.  That is why 
we have commissioned the inquiry.  It is unprecedented in the state’s history to have such an open and public 
process examining the sensitive issue of what price people pay for water.  There will no doubt be an extremely 
interesting and possibly controversial public debate on the outcome of this inquiry.  However, the government is 
being open.  We have no intention of hiding anything.  We have allocated taxpayers’ resources to fund a body 
that is free of ministerial direction to conduct an open and public inquiry into these matters, which is what it is 
doing. 
Mr C.J. BARNETT:  I am referring to a notice released by the ERA on 1 December 2004 regarding its 
September submission and which states -  

The Authority had previously indicated that following the calling of submissions from service providers 
due on 26 November 2004 it would invite public comment on these submissions prior to releasing the 
Authority’s Draft Report . . .  
. . .  
This amendment to the timeframe means there will be insufficient time to seek public comment on 
these submissions from service providers prior to the issuing of the Draft Report . . .  

Clearly the report was to be released, but it was not.  The notice from the ERA says that no time was left to make 
submissions.  I accept that the chairman of the authority will provide information on the authority’s reasons.  I 
am particularly interested to know whether the September submission included an estimate for the desalination 
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plant with an operating cost of around $50 million and whether it included an increase in user costs of 
desalination of around 26 per cent. 

Mr L.G. Rowe:  I am happy to provide that as supplementary information. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT:  The original submission? 

The CHAIRMAN:  Will the Treasurer clarify whether this information will be provided by way of 
supplementary information or as a question on notice? 

Mr C.J. BARNETT:  I seek an explanation of why the circumstances of that submission on such a critical issue 
were not made public.  I seek also clarification on what the September submission from the Water Corporation 
said about the operating costs of the then proposed desalination plant and what it said about the impact of the 
desalination plant on water user charges. 

Mr E.S. RIPPER:  The member is asking for particular aspects of information that was contained in a 
submission from September.  Does the member want to know what are the operating costs of the desalination 
plant - 

Mr C.J. BARNETT:  And the impact of the desalination plant on water consumption charges, which were part 
of the Water Corporation’s submission. 

Mr E.S. RIPPER:  The chairman has indicated that that information can be provided.  When dealing with a 
draft report or a draft submission and a final submission, it is unwise to expect that the draft submission is 
superior to the final submission.  At the time the desalination plant contracts were signed, the government 
explicitly announced that the capital costs of the desalination plant had increased but the operating costs had 
decreased.  Any information from a September 2004 draft submission should be viewed against the final 
submission of December 2004 and the outcome when the contract was finally signed.  I have seen a number of 
estimates of the desalination plant’s operating costs and the impact of the operating costs of the desalination 
plant on the price of water, but I have never seen figures as high as those the Leader of the Opposition has just 
quoted.  As a matter of fact, although I would not want to be held to this, the figures the Leader of the 
Opposition has quoted are about double the information that I have received.  Nevertheless, the government 
supports an open debate on this issue.  I have even found myself publicly disagreeing with the chairman on one 
aspect of the draft report, but that is healthy. 

The CHAIRMAN:  For the purposes of Hansard and the committee, the Treasurer must clarify the information 
he will supply to the member. 

Mr E.S. RIPPER:  The chairman of the authority has indicated that the department will examine the report.  If 
the information that the member for Cottesloe asserts is in the report actually is in the report, it will be provided. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT:  Why does the government not make the report available?  It was meant to be publicly 
available.  It may be of historic interest now.  It was a September submission from the Water Corporation, which 
was one of three in the process. 

Mr L.G. Rowe:  I stress that the ERA is extremely keen to make this a very transparent process and has gone 
through a lengthy exercise to achieve that.  The authority has published a discussion paper and invited comment 
on that paper, it has published a methodology paper, it has released a draft report and sought comment on the 
draft report, and it has held public forums in Perth, Bunbury and Busselton to encourage input into this process.  
I am very keen to make whatever information the authority has publicly available.  This is a very important 
debate that must be based on the best information possible, and the authority is keen to do that.  The only 
reservation I have about the member’s request is that some of the information contained in the submission may 
be confidential and would need to be treated that way.  I will need to look at that before I can say whether the 
report will be made publicly available. 

Mr E.S. RIPPER:  Provisions in legislation regulate the way in which the authority must handle information 
that service providers say is confidential.  The chairman of the authority reminds me that the penalties for 
breaching those regulations are severe.  I cannot let the member for Cottesloe off the hook entirely. 

Mr C.J. BARNETT:  A change occurred midway through the process. 

Mr L.G. Rowe:  I am happy to respond to that.  There was a change in process because the ERA took the view 
that there would be value in releasing the draft report at the same time as it produced the providers’ submissions.  
Comments on the draft report and the providers’ submissions were invited at the same time. 

Mr E.S. RIPPER:  I am compelled to remind the member for Cottesloe that the whole process is more rigorous 
and robust than was the canal costing in which he engaged. 
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The CHAIRMAN:  It is getting very close to 12.30 pm.  If the Treasurer is to provide the member for Cottesloe 
with supplementary information, I need the Treasurer to detail what information he will provide. 

Mr E.S. RIPPER:  My understanding is that the chairman of the ERA will examine the report.  He cannot 
provide the whole report if the service providers have been assured of confidentiality.  That is the structure of the 
legislation.  The chairman will examine the report for those sections in particular that relate to the assertions 
made by the member for Cottesloe and the chairman will provide that information if the relevant legislation 
permits him to do so. 

[Supplementary Information No A41.] 
[12.30 pm] 

Mr M.P. WHITELY:  I refer to the first dot point on page 178 of the Budget Statements, which relates to the 
authority’s regulatory role.  What are the benefits to the state of having an independent regulator?   

Mr E.S. RIPPER:  The alternative to independent regulation would be allowing owners of monopoly 
infrastructure to charge whatever price they like with consequential impacts on competition in markets upstream 
and downstream of their infrastructure and distortionary effects on investment in parallel infrastructure if people 
became tired of the monopoly of use.  Another option is regulation by politicians, and the lack of transparency 
and openness and allegations of favouritism that might stem from that.  Independent regulation is very important 
for our future.   

The appropriation was recommended.  
 


