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FLY IN, FLY OUT ISSUES 
Grievance 

MR J.J.M. BOWLER (Eyre) [9.58 am]:  My grievance is to the Deputy Premier and Treasurer.  Last Sunday 
and Monday, along with members of the Gallop Cabinet, I went to the north west for the first time in my life and 
visited the town of Newman and flew to Jigalong.  Members of the Cabinet and I found out about many of the 
issues facing people in the north west.  I found that they are in general the same issues that face people in my 
electorate of Eyre and around the goldfields.   

There is no doubt that the biggest issue facing my electors and those in the north west is that of fly in, fly out.  It 
is probably symptomatic of many other issues that lie on top of it and are part of it, but it is the end result.  I have 
described it as the cancer of the bush.  It has occurred in the goldfields for the best part of a decade and is now 
occurring in the Pilbara to the point that people in the Pilbara are becoming very concerned.  As a matter of fact, 
a group called the Pilbara Sustainability Taskforce has been established.  I met the leader of that task force, 
Sharon Thiel, and spoke to her about her concerns and the issues with fly in, fly out and how best to combat 
them and turn them around.  I think she was surprised to find out that in the goldfields, which is much closer to 
Perth, despite its position in the State, fly in, fly out was just as bad an issue.   

There are two main ways to combat fly in, fly out.  The first is to make changes to the fringe benefits tax.  I 
concede that the tax was introduced by a Labor Government, but changes are needed.  Changes made about 18 
months ago went nowhere near to achieving their aim, which was to encourage individuals and mining 
companies to establish workers and their families where the jobs are - back in regional and remote Australia.  
The second and more important measure is to boost the taxation zone rebate back to the level at which it was 
originally intended to operate.  The zone rebate was established about 40 years ago to offset the extra cost of 
living in remote Australia and to compensate for the loss of services and amenities faced by many people in 
remote Australia, including Newman.  The zone rebate has not come near to keeping pace with inflation, to the 
point that it does not do a lot of good for people in places like Newman.  An increase in the zone rebate would 
prove beneficial not only to the miners living in remote Western Australia, but also to the State and federal 
Governments.  The State Government faces many problems in attracting nurses, teachers, doctors and police 
officers to remote Western Australia.  These problems could be overcome by a genuine zone rebate that truly 
reflected the extra cost of living in remote Western Australia.   

When we went to Newman at the weekend, we found that the people living there not only want the zone rebate 
increased, but also feel cheated, because people flying in and out of the north west for work are also receiving 
the zone rebate.  Not only are those living in the north west not receiving a genuine rebate that covers their extra 
costs of living, but also those working in the north west who fly in to work and fly out to their families in Perth 
are claiming the rebate.  The federal Government policy is almost an incentive to fly in, fly out, encouraging 
people to work in the bush but to live in Perth, where their families live and where they spend their money.  
They earn their money in the bush, but they do not spend it there.  People in Newman feel threatened by this, and 
I am sure the Deputy Premier felt that in Newman.  The decline in services attributable to fly in, fly out is of 
great concern to the people living there.  They were surprised to be told by the Deputy Premier that 90 per cent 
of the royalties earned in Western Australia are taken by federal government grants to the States.  The member 
for Pilbara, who is in the Chamber at this moment, is trying to get some of those royalties spent where they are 
earned, in areas like the goldfields and the Pilbara.  When the federal Government takes 90 per cent of royalties 
straight back to Canberra, it becomes very difficult for the Western Australian Government to retain some of 
those royalties where they are earned. 

The people of the Pilbara are very concerned that fly in, fly out is eating away at their society.  We know all the 
social problems produced by fly in, fly out, such as high divorce rates and other family problems caused by the 
absence of the father for up to six weeks at a time.  However, those families in the Pilbara that are not affected 
by fly in, fly out employment also start to see the problems.  When the size of the community is reduced, it may 
receive one less police officer, or one less teacher.  Student numbers at the Newman Senior High School have 
declined to the point at which it cannot offer the same level of courses as other high schools.  I call fly in, fly out 
the cancer of the bush, and I want to fight it.  I know the Treasurer and Deputy Premier wants to join me in that 
fight.  Changes to the fringe benefits tax and the zone rebate are needed, and I urge the Deputy Premier to use 
every means he can to make sure Canberra listens to us.  

MR E.S. RIPPER (Belmont - Deputy Premier) [10.05 am]:  I thank the member for Eyre for raising this issue.  
He came to Newman and participated in discussions with the Newman community in connection with the 
cabinet meeting held in that town last Monday.  He is correct in identifying two issues named by the Newman 
community as inhibiting its development. 
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There has been a zone allowance for many years for people who live and work in remote areas.  That allowance, 
however, has been progressively eroded by inflation.  It is now worth a lot less in real terms than when it was 
first introduced, and does nothing to encourage people to live in remote areas.  The maximum amount that can be 
claimed is $1 173 per annum, which falls a long way short of what is required to compensate people for the 
additional cost of living in regional areas, and the harsh climatic conditions.  In addition, it is a tax rebate, so can 
only be claimed by those people who pay tax.  Dependants of families who are not in employment would not be 
able to claim the rebate, so there is no compensation for their living costs.  Worse still, because the zone rebate 
applies to taxpayers who reside in the zone for a minimum aggregate period of 26 weeks each financial year, a 
person employed by a fly in, fly out operator can also gain access to the rebate.  People who do not endure the 
harsh climatic conditions, are not exposed to the high living costs, and whose families are able to access services 
in major urban centres still have access to the zone rebate.  The rebate is not working to encourage employees to 
locate in the region or to encourage companies to employ people who have located in the region, because it is 
also given to people employed by fly in, fly out operators.  Those two issues need to be taken up with the 
Commonwealth.  The zone rebate should be increased, and fly in, fly out employees should not be eligible for it.  
The purpose of the rebate is eroded if fly in, fly out employees are eligible for it.  

The second issue that must be taken up with the Commonwealth is the impact of the fringe benefits tax.  The tax 
is paid on many deemed benefits, including subsidised rental on company-supplied housing, subsidised housing 
loans under company home ownership schemes, annual leave fares for employees and their families, and 
electricity subsidies to compensate employees for the cost of airconditioning.  Companies that attempt to 
compensate employees for the disadvantages of living in remote locations are then hit by the Commonwealth 
Government with the fringe benefits tax on those compensations.  In general, the fringe benefits tax is a good 
tax, introducing an element of equity into the taxation system.  However, it has had the unfortunate consequence 
or side effect of impacting on companies providing compensation to people who live in remote areas with harsh 
climatic conditions.  Although to a certain extent that matter has been addressed by changes made in 2000, it still 
needs further attention.  I can assure the member for Eyre that the Government of Western Australia is taking up 
these matters with the Commonwealth and it will continue to do so.  We will take up the two questions with 
regard to the zone rebate to make it more generous, or at least bring it up-to-date with modern costs instead of 
allowing it to continue in its inflation-eroded state, and to apply it only to people who live in the area and not to 
fly in, fly out employees.  We will also take up the question of the need for further reform of the fringe benefits 
tax arrangements.   

One of the issues that arose in Newman was the question of royalties.  I think Pilbara people feel that their 
industries contribute substantially to the coffers of the State, and they would like the State to return a higher 
proportion of those royalties in the form of state government infrastructure, investment and services in the 
Pilbara.  At one of our meetings I explained to the people of Newman the impact of the Commonwealth Grants 
Commission.  For every dollar we get in royalties, the Commonwealth comes along and reduces our 
commonwealth grants and redistributes them to the other States, including Queensland, Tasmania and South 
Australia, and to the Northern Territory and the Australian Capital Territory.  Eventually, about 90 per cent of 
any additional royalty income we get is, in effect, redistributed to those States and Territories.  This is a system 
that absolutely requires reform, because it penalises growth in Western Australia and the other States and it 
penalises the nation’s economic growth and prosperity.   

The DEPUTY SPEAKER:  Grievances noted.   
 


