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REGIONAL AND RURAL WESTERN AUSTRALIA, INFRASTRUCTURE FUNDING 
Motion 

Resumed from an earlier stage of the sitting. 

HON JOHN FISCHER (Mining and Pastoral) [5.01 pm]:  I concur with and support the motion moved by Hon 
Murray Criddle.  It requires the Government to “understand and fund the immediate need for infrastructure in 
regional and rural Western Australia to allow these areas to maximise the opportunities for business 
development, population growth and employment on which Western Australia so heavily relies.”  Regional and 
rural Western Australia have been crying out for much-needed infrastructure for a long time, and consecutive 
Governments have generally ignored their plight.  However, the buck stops at the top, and this Labor 
Government has not shown during its term that it fully understands or comprehends the requirements of regional 
and rural Western Australia and the development that is required to sustain the engine room of the economy of 
this State. 

Hon Tom Stephens:  Do you think the coalition Government does at the federal level? 

Hon JOHN FISCHER:  Members opposite won the election and the buck stops with them.  The minister should 
read the speech by Gary Gray, the previous federal secretary of his party, and understand how his party came to 
power, because things will change next time around.  The minister should understand how he came to power. 

Hon Tom Stephens:  Does that answer my question? 

Several members interjected. 

The PRESIDENT:  Order, members!  The minister is confused; question time is finished. 

Hon JOHN FISCHER:  I will try to concentrate on rural and regional Western Australia under the deficiencies of 
the current Labor Government.  The Gallop Government made numerous promises in the lead-up to the last 
election to provide or upgrade infrastructure in regional Western Australia.  We have just heard another truck 
load pumped out today.  Sadly for regional Western Australia, Dr Gallop may well decide that the promises are 
just that - promises and not core promises.  We will realise that the only promises that Governments keep are 
those made when their lips do not move.  Anyone involved in government at the moment will certainly know 
that this mob’s philosophy is that it does not have to follow up with it if something else comes up, even when 
there are written promises to shire chief executive officers that it will build roads such as that from Meekatharra 
to Wiluna.  There was a written promise prior to the last budget that it would be completed.  Maybe I have 
missed it.  I hope that I have been negligent.  I had a very brief look through the budget papers that have just 
been distributed and, unfortunately, I could not find an allocation for the Meekatharra to Wiluna road.  
Hon Tom Stephens:  Did you notice the expenditure on the Derby airport?   
Hon JOHN FISCHER:  I do not mind the minister’s interjections.  In fact, in his previous speech he mentioned 
something from the Life of Brian.  I thought that I must have gone to sleep during his dialogue and missed one of 
the chapters.  His speech was rather humorous, but certainly lacked any other substance.   
Hon Tom Stephens:  That is not fair.   
Hon JOHN FISCHER:  I did give the minister credit for being humorous, and he was.   

The PRESIDENT:  Order!  The minister should quit while he is ahead.   
Hon JOHN FISCHER:  I was extremely disappointed that the Meekatharra to Wiluna road was not mentioned in 
the budget, because a written promise was made prior to the last budget to complete it.  I think it is pretty poor 
when promises get to that stage and are then broken.   

I intend to refer to a number of issues that affect my electorate.  These are issues that I believe this Government 
has been attempting to brush under the carpet.  One must ask the question when it will wake up to its 
responsibilities to all Western Australians.  It should realise that the one vote, one value legislation was not 
successful and that the whole of Western Australia should be attended to and not just those who live in the 
metropolitan area.  It should not chase the fringe vote that pushes misguided issues such as stopping the 
development at Mauds Landing or allowing 16-year-olds into bathhouses.  The Government should concentrate 
on a lot of other areas before it gets to those issues.  In my electorate are many examples of people, businesses 
and local authorities that are crying out for new infrastructure or for existing infrastructure to be maintained or 
upgraded, while the Government is wasting money on supposed vote-catching issues.  There are some examples 
I can refer to and have done so at length previously.  One example in particular is the need to move the source of 
the town water supply for Kununurra.  Unfortunately, once again, after a quick look through the budget papers, I 
could not find any specific allocation for it in the Water and Rivers Commission division.  This issue is having a 
significant crippling effect on the ability of the town of Kununurra to expand and survive.  Without room to 
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expand, housing in Kununurra has been stretched beyond an acceptable limit.  If the region is unable to make the 
best use of its resources because of its inability to house essential personnel, the primary, secondary and tourism 
industries will stagnate and possibly suffocate.  With the agricultural problems that are confronting this very 
important region in the State, it certainly does not need any of these side issues.  It is a great pity that the 
Government has not given this issue in particular greater priority.   
I have also spoken at length about the impact that the Kununurra bore field is having on the capacity of local 
residents to run a profitable business and at the same time overcome some poor practices that are currently 
enforced on tourism operators that use the Ord River and Lake Kununurra.  The Kununurra region would be one 
of the few areas in the State with such natural attributes.  There is no doubt that Lake Kununurra is a magnificent 
tourism attribute that cannot be used because of bureaucratic stifling.  The town is unable to expand on those 
attributes.  Unfortunately, this has been going on for too long.  Without people who are prepared to take the 
initiatives that are on offer in Kununurra and without people who have significant foresight, regional towns such 
as Kununurra will just exist and, certainly, other smaller towns will die because they will be stifled by 
government bureaucracy.  As a result, the population in the regions will decrease even more than it has already.   
Another broken promise of what is now showing all the signs of being a very tired Government was its 
commitment to fix the problems of native title.  Members well know the influence of the federal Government on 
these issues.  I have not seen any evidence of the State Government being able to come to grips with this matter 
at all.  For example, in the Burrup Peninsula the State Government gave native title to a group of indigenous 
people who virtually admitted that they do not hold a claim over the area in question.  The High Court also 
upheld that view when it handed down its decision regarding the west Pilbara.  However, this Government went 
ahead and spent a considerable amount of taxpayers’ money on what was a total and utter waste - it was virtually 
a bribe.  Another example is the situation in Marble Bar in which the Pipunya people are experiencing 
deteriorating housing stock, partly because the Pipunya Aboriginal Corporation Inc has no money to employ an 
administrator to help manage the corporation’s capital assets.  There are also serious questions about whether the 
Mooniemia Aboriginal Corporation meets the criteria for certain funding programs, such as handling the 
community development employment program payments.  Essentially, in this area there is one body without 
funds and another that gets funds even though it is extremely doubtful that it is eligible to run the program in 
Marble Bar from Port Hedland.  These issues should not be tucked away; they should be fixed.  They would not 
be that difficult to fix if attention were paid to them.   

In the past few years we have heard a lot about the impact on regional Western Australia of fly in, fly out 
operations that mining and resource companies have adopted.  Prior to the last election the Labor Opposition 
alluded to the fact that it would alleviate those types of problems.  It has not.  The Commonwealth Government 
cannot continually be blamed, although there is no doubt that it is certainly responsible to a large degree for 
some of the problems.  However, blaming the Commonwealth, doing nothing and stalling the program does not 
help the problems faced in regional Western Australia.  A report on this issue that was commissioned by the 
Pilbara Regional Council has found, among other things, that 14 per cent of Pilbara workers are fly in, fly out 
workers.  The population of the Pilbara would be increased by 25 000 people if those workers and their families 
were permanent residents.  It was also found that local residents were sometimes excluded from recruitment 
drives because the hire firms concentrated on the metropolitan area.  Education opportunities for mining 
workers’ children were cited as a major reason for employees to seek a metropolitan base.   
Hon Tom Stephens:  If you had a magic wand, how would you fix that?   
Hon JOHN FISCHER:  As I alluded to earlier, a certain amount of this problem is a problem for the federal 
Government.  One of the problems the minister alluded to in his speech regarding Ravensthorpe - I was going to 
speak on it in private members’ time tonight - was the failure of the federal Government to meet the funding that 
was required.  The Government must offer a lot more incentives for people in the north west.  Education is very 
important.  There is no doubt that, as the report stated, one of the major problems in the north west is the lack of 
educational opportunities for children.  Parents, naturally, look very closely at the opportunities that are available 
for their children.  An overall approach is required.  As I indicated earlier, not just one area is wanting.  The 
problems that affect the far-flung regions of Western Australia have been building up for quite a while; they 
have not developed during the past three years.  As I said, the buck stops at the top.  As much as I believe that 
not enough has been done in the past 10 years, I consider that not enough has been done in the past three years.  
With reference to the Pilbara Regional Council report, as I just said, the high staff turnover at schools, the 
limited number of subjects offered and, in many cases, run-down facilities are contributing to the perception that 
education standards in the Pilbara are well below standard.  Added to that are the exorbitant housing prices that 
discourage workers from settling in the Pilbara and the exorbitant cost of electricity, which makes 
airconditioning very expensive.  I made the mistake of leaving the airconditioner on in my office in Port Hedland 
for a week while I was absent, and it cost me a small fortune.  It was a large airconditioner that had been 
installed by the local newspaper.  
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Hon Barry House:  It was not on 18 February was it?   
Hon JOHN FISCHER:  No.  Unfortunately, it would not have made any difference.  People in those remote 
regions do not have the luxury of being able to complain about a system breaking down.  In areas like 
Wyndham, it is a monotonous process.  
In addition to housing prices, the local government rates in the Pilbara are so high that the facilities we might 
expect from them are more in line with the facilities in Peppermint Grove.  The difficulties are fast becoming 
totally out of hand.  
The report also suggested that if the fly in, fly out rate continues to rise, Pilbara towns will become dormitory 
suburbs and services will be even further reduced.  This Government should provide incentives to increase the 
residential populations in regional areas and thereby generate growth and increase employment opportunities.  
That would contribute towards making those towns, particularly in the Pilbara, more self-sustaining compared 
with the current situation in which some Pilbara local authorities are on the verge of bankruptcy.  As I said 
before, the State Government cannot expect the federal Government to bail it out of this problem.  The state 
agreement Acts were negotiated with companies by the State Government, and that removed the ability for local 
authorities to rate the mining companies.  The State Government should therefore reimburse local authorities.  

Hon Bruce Donaldson:  If the federal Government had not introduced fringe benefits tax, the companies would 
not have resorted to fly in, fly out policies.   

Hon JOHN FISCHER:  There is no doubt about that.  The very issue that the honourable member just mentioned 
has been raised on many occasions.  Fringe benefit taxes have been a disaster for rural and regional areas in 
Western Australia.  We could quite easily substitute any resource region in Western Australia for the north west 
and the same findings would hold true.  It is a serious situation.  I do not believe the Government has done 
enough. 

I have spoken previously about the Government’s broken promise for the sealing of the Wiluna-Meekatharra 
road, which shows an atrocious breakdown of commitment.  That piece of infrastructure would have had a 
significant impact on the lives of the people in that region - Meekatharra being the main business hub, and 
covered by Wiluna, it would have linked the positive impacts of the region for a tourism industry, with caravans 
being able to make a round trip safely, including Kalgoorlie, Leonora and the eastern goldfields up to Wiluna, 
across to Meekatharra and back. 

Hon Tom Stephens:  Back where? 

Hon JOHN FISCHER:  Back to Perth.  That round trip is not fully compensated by the bitumen road that now 
runs from Agnew across to Mt Magnet. 

Hon Tom Stephens:  An amount of $34.9 million is allocated in the mid west budget allocation for roads in 
2004-05. 

Hon JOHN FISCHER:  I looked at the budget papers very quickly and I could not find anything under the 
Wiluna to Meekatharra road.  If that amount of $34 million - 

Hon Tom Stephens:  I do not think it includes the Wiluna road.  The people in Cue and Mt Magnet might have 
been successful in their lobbying. 

Hon Murray Criddle:  It does not. 

Hon JOHN FISCHER:  A letter was written by the current minister to the Shire of Wiluna promising that that 
road would be included in last year’s budget. 

Hon Paddy Embry:  It is not a promise of hard core sealing. 

Hon JOHN FISCHER:  I have not alluded to whether they were hard core promises, or whether their lips moved 
when the promises were made, but, unfortunately, it becomes a bit of a joke when things that serious advance to 
the stage at which the minister puts something down on paper to the chief executive officer of the shire and then 
totally abrogates his responsibility.  However, this Government has decided that the benefits are not enough to 
justify its meeting its promise.  That of course is an utter joke and reflects on the mental attitude of one vote, one 
value that this Government tried to push throughout the bush.  It is a sad thing that that region - the engine room 
of this economy - is not populated to an extent that it can play a major part in installing a Government in power.  
Unfortunately, the power then goes to the lunatic fringe of two or three per cent who always live in the city and 
contribute absolutely nothing to the economy of the State. 

Turning to education, the breakdown in the bush that has developed over a series of Governments has now 
reached crisis point.  I will mention one school in particular, but the tragic thing about this is that it could apply 
to any other little town, such as Meekatharra, Marble Bar, Fitzroy Crossing or Halls Creek.  One of the tragic 
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issues following the breakdown in education can be seen in Roebourne, for example, where approximately 200 
people attend the Roebourne Primary School.  Many of the children are from dysfunctional families and the 
problems arising from alcohol and violent physical abuse are very apparent.  Many of these children are affected 
by foetal alcoholic dependency which has resulted in attention deficit problems.  The truancy rate at the school 
varies greatly, but in general it is totally unacceptable, with large numbers of children being absent, particularly 
on welfare payment days, which is often the only time that they can be guaranteed of receiving their basic living 
requirements.  The stress that this places on teachers and the concerns that reporting these demeanours bring to 
the workplace make the possibility of successfully operating an educational facility virtually untenable.  The 
stress on the teachers is incredible, and as a result they quickly lose interest.  Certainly no genuinely concerned 
parents who have the financial and physical means to remove their children from the school would allow their 
children to attend a school such as this.  What is developing at this school and many others is nothing short of 
segregation.  If this is allowed to continue, a generation of people who are totally devoid of any social interaction 
skills will be on our doorsteps.  Presently, approximately 10 to 15 per cent of unruly and uncontrollable children 
are absolutely destroying any chance of the remaining children achieving any standard of education that will be 
of help to them in their lives.  Strong and realistic action must be taken to improve this position before it gets 
totally out of hand.  Unfortunately, many people think that it is already totally out of hand.  The Minister for 
Education and Training is planning to make it compulsory for children to attend school until they are 17 years of 
age, or more.  The question one really must ask is: what planet is he living on?  The minister is ignoring not only 
the well-proven fact that every child is different and has different educational needs, but also the additional 
financial and social cost that this will place on regional families, particularly those who need to send their 
children to boarding school.  Some children do not want to go on to higher education.  It would be much better if 
the minister were to spend that money on reintroducing apprenticeship schemes so that these children could fill 
the shortfall in the number of experienced tradespeople in this country and we would not need to import these 
people as immigrants.  It is also significant that the minister has not quantified the cost to the State of this 
pipedream, nor how he will be able to obtain the additional teachers who will be required.  Indeed, it sounds as 
though he is taking advantage of the relaxation of the cannabis laws.  What a waste of money, and what a total 
tragedy it is, that he is ignoring the educational needs that exist in regional Western Australia. 

I can give many other examples of how the Gallop Labor Government has wasted money.  However, none is 
better than the Perth to Mandurah railway.  For political expediency, this Government has gone ahead with a 
revamped project to that commenced by the previous Liberal Government.  I believe that project will have a 
negative net effect on the State, and possibly also on the people whom it will service.  I certainly do not believe 
that the Mandurah rail project has the support of the general public.  A report prepared by Willy Packer was put 
to the 500 Club a while ago.  If the Government was so committed to this project and so convinced that it will 
work, it would answer some of the questions that are raised in that report.  Some of the issues raised in the report 
are that the Perth to Mandurah railway will lose $166 million per annum.  Some people south of Thomsons Lake 
will be able to get to Perth 10 minutes faster.  However, it will take Melville residents at least five minutes 
longer to get to the central business district, because the buses that are currently using the busway will be forced 
onto the freeway lanes.  

Hon Paddy Embry:  A lot more people from Melville will potentially be affected than the few at the other end. 

Hon JOHN FISCHER:  Absolutely.  The other projection is that higher taxes of around $300 a household will be 
the only option to meet the burgeoning level of state debt that will be caused by this project, because there is 
insufficient flexibility in the current budget to meet the additional annual costs.   

Hon Bruce Donaldson:  It would be cheaper to buy each of them a car and pay for the fuel!   

Hon JOHN FISCHER:  Yes.  As I have said, I would like these specific questions answered, because at the 
moment the Mandurah rail project is an absolute tragedy and cannot be justified in any terms, even politically.  
This expenditure is going on whilst the areas of health and education and the Western Australia Police Service 
are all suffering drastically in regional centres.  It is all very well to talk of the added money that has been put 
into those areas, and I see that funding for another 75 policemen has been included in the budget.  However, at 
some of the regional areas that I frequent, the stories told by the good honest cops there who are trying to do 
their job and keep the community together make a person shudder.  Where we will end up in 20 years is very 
debatable.   

Then, of course, we have the Western Power debacle.  This Government has the most unenviable record on the 
maintenance of electricity infrastructure in this State.  It can blame previous Governments as much as it likes, 
but it has been in government for three years.  I certainly cannot remember this State previously having an 
electrical breakdown the likes of which we saw earlier this summer.   

Debate interrupted, pursuant to sessional orders. 
 


