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SALINITY AND WATER QUALITY, NATIONAL ACTION PLAN 
Matter of Public Interest 

THE DEPUTY SPEAKER (Ms Guise):  Today the Speaker received a letter from the Leader of the National 
Party seeking to debate as a matter of public interest the following motion - 

That this House calls on the Government as a matter of urgency to sign the intergovernmental 
agreement for the national action plan on salinity and water quality and move to negotiate the bilateral 
agreement with the Commonwealth and our regional natural resource management groups to allow 
funding to flow to the Western Australian land care community. 

If sufficient members agree to this motion, I will allow it. 
[At least five members rose in their places.] 
The DEPUTY SPEAKER  The matter shall proceed on the usual basis. 

MR TRENORDEN (Avon - Leader of the National Party) [3.13 pm]:  I move the motion.  Considerable 
concern has been expressed about this issue in rural Western Australia, although concern is not limited to rural 
areas.  The national action plan involves $158 million of commonwealth money going directly to specified land 
care groups over a seven-year period.  Those land care groups are getting very concerned about the lack of 
action.  Under the national action plan proposal, Western Australia would receive the second largest funding 
allocation after New South Wales.  In itself that is a little different, because in the past these issues have been 
dealt with on the basis of population.  That is also one of the reasons we are keen to pursue it.  This is one of the 
few occasions on which there has been some recognition of the size of the landmass of Western Australia, as 
well as the substantial size of the problem.  Even though many of the professionals and politicians in the eastern 
States recognise that Western Australia has the - 

Dr Edwards:  Are you giving credit to the former member for Merredin?  

Mr TRENORDEN:  Yes; that is correct.  I also give the minister some credit.  The recognition of the problem is 
not the issue; getting the funds is the issue.  The point is that in this process we would get the second biggest bite 
of the funds, even though Western Australia would be way down the list if the normal process, which is 
population based, were followed.   

The State Government will not sign the agreement because it will have to commit matching dollars.  It will not 
have control of the money in the government coffers because it will go straight to land care groups.  In the 
minister’s response during question time, she indicated that she is withholding funds because she wants to ensure 
they are recognised as new funds.  The truth is that she cannot have it both ways.   

Every other State in Australia has signed off on this agreement.  The intergovernmental agreement was given to 
Western Australia for consideration at the end of December 2000.  That gave no opportunity for the Court 
Government to make a decision; in fact, there was only one cabinet meeting after the agreement arrived.  All 
members know the rules of cabinet meetings: ministers need to give notice before they can raise issues in 
Cabinet.  There was no opportunity for that decision to go to the previous Government’s Cabinet.  The 
opportunity is available for the current minister.  It is her responsibility, along with her fellow ministers, to sign 
the intergovernmental agreement.  Every other State had signed the intergovernmental agreement by 13 July 
2001.  Can it be only the federal Government that is the problem?  When we tried to debate this issue a few 
weeks ago, several members on the other side were keen to jump up and talk about Queensland.  Queensland has 
signed the agreement.  We are the only State that has failed to reach an agreement.  Everyone but the Gallop 
Government can agree on this process.  We must ask why.  The minister will raise issues about State’s rights and 
so forth, but every other State Government has signed off on the agreement.  The vast majority of them are of the 
same political persuasion as the Government in this State.  We will be on our own with a program that will finish 
in September if we do not sign up.   

South Australia signed the bilateral agreement on 8 June 2001 and now has $15.593 million in a joint funding 
agreement with the Commonwealth.  The first payments have been made to South Australia.  The South 
Australian Government was willing to commit just under $8 million to accept matching funds.  That is an 
important point.  In a debate in February, the Premier had to correct his previous comment that no money was 
flowing by saying that South Australia had received very little money.  Does that mean that the Premier 
considers $8 million to be very little money?  Does he really believe that people in the regional areas of Western 
Australia would consider $8 million to be very little money, particularly when that will be matched to provide 
$16 million?  Does he really think that is the case?  Obviously not.  The Premier had to correct himself in that 
debate.   
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Mr Logan interjected. 

Mr TRENORDEN:  On 8 June 2001; it was a long way back.   

Mr Logan interjected. 

Mr TRENORDEN:  It started flowing in January.  Victoria signed its bilateral agreement on 2 October 2001.  
Subsequently, on 26 February 2002, Victoria was able to announce its first year’s allocation of $15.8 million out 
of $304 million.  Therefore, the process in Victoria is well and truly under way.   

We were told by members opposite that Queensland would never be a part of this process.  However, it signed 
the bilateral agreement on 6 March 2002, which gave it access to $162 million.  Premier Beattie was quoted in 
The Australian as saying that salinity scares the hell out of him, because it will determine whether some parts of 
the State can or cannot be farmed.   

Mr Barnett:  Cannabis scares the hell out of me.  Labor’s plans to decriminalise cannabis scare us. 

Mr TRENORDEN:  No doubt we will get to the debate on that, and I have a view on that as well.   

I echo those words of the Premier of Queensland.  Queensland had many concerns.  I am sure that the member 
for Cockburn will jump up later, because he was going to make those points a couple of weeks ago.  Sure, there 
are concerns.  In any bilateral agreement between any State and the federal Government there will be concerns.  
However, apart from this State, each of those States has worked through those concerns.  Western Australia is by 
itself, with a question mark over whether the process will ever be completed.  Of course, this prompts the 
question of whether the Premier is concerned about our rural communities; or, as the Premier loves to refer to 
them, as he did during the last sitting, our non-metropolitan areas.  I repeat that: our non-metropolitan areas.  It 
shows what he thinks about rural people.  The Premier has had a really good week. 

The Minister for Agriculture said in the other place on 19 February -  

 . . .the outcomes from the Commonwealth-Queensland negotiations are actually going backward and 
not forward.  There is clearly a problem with the structure of the national action plan on salinity and 
water quality. . .  

Those negotiations were going backwards so fast that Queensland signed the agreement on 6 March.  Western 
Australia is left like a shag on a rock.  There is very little consistency, whether the story comes from the Premier, 
the Minister for the Environment or the Minister for Agriculture.  They are all giving us conflicting stories.  The 
history of this matter shows how the stories conflict with what is happening in the Labor eastern States.  There is 
a direct conflict. 

Even more disturbing is that the Minister for the Environment uses The Sydney Morning Herald to keep track of 
progress on the national action plan.  On 20 February 2002 the minister stated -  

An article in a January Sydney Morning Herald points out that although some States have signed the 
IGA, the only State to which money has flowed is South Australia.  When did it flow? 

I rang a few people in the eastern States and found out.  The minister said that she had been trying to do the same 
thing.  There is obviously some sort of communication problem, because I had no difficulty picking up the 
telephone and finding out from those ministerial offices what is happening.  The message that the minister has 
been giving this House is not consistent with the message that I have been getting from the other side. 

Dr Edwards:  Why did it take them so long to reply to a letter? 

Mr TRENORDEN:  Previously, the minister appealed to members on this side of the House to make something 
happen.  The minister has her hands on the levers.  If she wants to sit over here, she should do so, and I will 
happily sit in her seat and pull a few of those levers.   

Mr Johnson:  You have to wait three years for that; that is all - no longer.   

Mr TRENORDEN:  I might have to wait a little while. 

Mr Logan:  You can’t have any more.  You’ve already had one go. 

Mr Ainsworth:  That’s not what Hon Tom Stephens reckons.  He reckons we did too much. 

Mr TRENORDEN:  That is true.  Hon Tom Stephens has said on two occasions that the National Party did too 
much for country Western Australia.  We like him.   
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The Premier also said that the $10 million to be spent on communications would not help with salinity.  
However, he did not point out that that was $10 million out of a $1.4 billion program, and that $10 million was 
to be spent by seven States over seven years.   

Dr Gallop:  That is a lot of money.   

Mr TRENORDEN:  Is the Premier apportioning all the programs the same amount?  Is he saying that the 
Government will spend less than one per cent on any of the programs that it undertakes in this State?  That is 
hardly likely.   

Dr Gallop:  We have cut it.   

Mr TRENORDEN:  Not to that level; it is nowhere near that level.  An amount for communications in any 
program is obviously necessary, and in a $1.4 billion program, $10 million to every State over seven years is 
hardly excessive, and it is hardly a reason to hold back.  If we were to do some quick sums, we would find that 
the figure for Western Australia over seven years is around $300 000.  This matter is hardly the issue that the 
Premier tried to make it out to be some time ago.   

The Premier also failed to inform the House that, if Western Australia were to sign the intergovernmental 
agreement, it would have some say in the communication process.  It is not a one-way communication process 
coming from the federal Government.  It is an agreed communication process, and we have the opportunity to 
determine what that communication process will be in Western Australia.  This is stated in the agreement 
documents, which I have read.  The point made about the $10 million is not valid.   
In December, the State Government made a policy decision to defer $4.2 million of salinity spending.  There is a 
contradiction here, and it is an important one.   
Dr Edwards:  That is new money.   

Mr TRENORDEN:  It is still an important contradiction.  The question of new and old money is no different 
from similar arguments that arise in the health sector.  Gains are paid between the state and federal Governments 
on a consistent basis.   

Mr Kucera:  Do you support your federal colleagues on the issue of the MRI?   

Mr TRENORDEN:  I have no knowledge -  

Several members interjected.   

The DEPUTY SPEAKER:  Order, members! 

Mr TRENORDEN:  The Minister for Health should not say too much.  He is a hypocrite, because if he were to 
apply the same attitude when comparing country regions and Perth, he would not be saying what he has just said 
about the Commonwealth and the State.  He is absolutely hypocritical.  He loves to run the argument, as he has 
been doing all week, about the federal Government not spending any money on health for people in country 
areas.  It is the same issue.  However, I want to get back to the issue at hand and not be distracted from it.  
Clearly, the Government has no intention of reaching an agreement with the Commonwealth before the end of 
this financial year.  The Government continues to delay its decision, and the end of financial year is racing 
towards us.  We constantly hear from the Treasurer and the Premier about the lack of money in this State.  This 
is a very important issue, and we believe, without question, that that is one of the driving matters.   

The Minister for the Environment and Heritage was presented with the salinity task force report on that fateful 
day of 11 September 2001.  That was six months ago, and the Government still has not responded.  Today, the 
Government responded to some of the financial aspects of that report, and that is fine.  I concede that a small 
amount of money is going into Avon - I appreciate that - but this debate is about the national action plan and the 
Government’s lack of response.   

MR GRYLLS (Merredin) [3.28 pm]:  It seems to me that while the bickering between the federal and State 
Governments continues, the issue of salinity will be left in limbo for a year.  Obviously, it is the Government’s 
intention to delay the signing of the intergovernmental agreement until after this year’s budget -  

Dr Gallop:  That is not true.  We are keen to sign up.   

Mr GRYLLS:  After the budget?   

Dr Edwards:  Hopefully before.   

Mr GRYLLS:  There are many people who think “hopefully before” and “hopefully, as soon as possible”.  We 
cannot keep waiting around.  This is a huge issue in the wheatbelt, and we would like action rather than rhetoric.   
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Land care groups will run out of money on 30 September 2002, and they want to know how they will be able to 
continue to operate.  Paid land care coordinators will move out of the regions, taking with them their valuable 
knowledge and goodwill, because they do not know if their jobs will be funded after September 2002.  This will 
be extremely disruptive to the effective delivery of land care services.  The minister told the Parliament on 20 
February 2002 -  

 . . .new money is sitting there waiting to be spent.  We are working up those projects, but we would 
feel bad if we spent the money and found out that we had lost money that could be matched.  

I am stunned at this statement.  I have the draft intergovernmental agreement here.  Clause 38 reads -  

State and Territory financial contributions may include funding attached to measures announced since 
jurisdictions’ 2000 budgets, provided that the money is redirected to joint funding under this 
Agreement.  

If there are still concerns about this statement, the Government should seek clarification from the federal 
Government and obtain agreement in principle.  This is clearly no excuse for withholding state funding.  It is 
time for the Government to move forward.  Writing two letters at the ministerial level since August is not 
enough.  The minister wrote to Senator Hill in August and to Dr Kemp in December.  I am informed that there 
has been negligible activity at the official level, pending Western Australia’s signing the intergovernmental 
agreement.  We cannot sit back and sulk because the federal minister has not flown to Western Australia to take 
a scenic drive through the countryside.  

The Premier said in February that the Government would sign the agreement when it suited the interests of 
Western Australia.  I ask the Premier if he means the interests of Western Australian Treasury officials, or of the 
Western Australian land care community.  The Premier is misguided if he thinks that delaying $316 million of 
funding for the fight against salinity is in the interests of all Western Australians.  The Minister for Agriculture 
said in the other place that he planned to be able to sign off on this agreement by May.  Will the Premier confirm 
whether the signing will take place when it suits, or by May?  Will it, perhaps, suit by May, because the 
Government will not then have to commit funds out of this budget that the Government does not have because 
the money will have been spent already in the metropolitan area.  Before too long the Premier will have a 
different problem, because the other States are watching Western Australia procrastinate and are looking for 
avenues to steal the $158 million in funding.  The Murray-Darling basin will end up with the money that should 
be spent in rural Western Australia.  I urge the minister to sign the agreement, so that the fight against salinity 
can be advanced.  

DR EDWARDS (Maylands - Minister for the Environment and Heritage) [3.32 pm]:  I thank the members of the 
National Party for this motion, which the Government will support after moving a small amendment.  This is a 
very serious issue that the Government would like to see resolved quickly.  There is a meeting of the National 
Resource Management ministers, which is a federal ministerial council, in Hobart on 1 May.  It has been 
suggested - the Minister for Agriculture, Hon Kim Chance, and his federal counterpart Hon Warren Truss 
discussed this last Wednesday - that it would be great if the agreement were able to be signed on that occasion.  I 
would prefer the agreement to be signed before then.  There has been no consideration of this matter in the light 
of future budgets, and there has been no driving of it by the Treasury.  The concerns that the Government has 
now about what it is signing up to are the same as those that it had last year, and they are causing the difficulties 
and delays in reaching a resolution with the Commonwealth.  The money is not the issue; the Government is 
happy to roll that out.  The Government needs to make sure that it can live with the agreement.   

I am pleased that this motion has been moved.  Salinity is the greatest environmental threat being faced by this 
State; its social and economic consequences will be severe.  The National Party members have described these 
problems in detail, because they live with them.  The prognosis for the salinity problem is still bad, despite the 
money that is being poured into finding a solution.  Two million hectares of agricultural land have been affected 
and, despite current best efforts, that figure will double before the problem is stabilised.  That will have 
enormous social and economic consequences, which have been spelt out, particularly by the member for Stirling, 
who did some of the first reports of which I am aware detailing the economic consequences for agricultural 
communities. 

One of the issues raised with the Labor Party when it was in opposition, and just after it first became the 
Government, was the lack of a cohesive approach when money was spent.  People on the ground, organisations 
and institutions were concerned about the need to move away from what was referred to as the “salt and pepper” 
approach towards a much more strategic approach.  The complaints that I was picking up from some constituents 
of National Party members - I am sure those members heard the same complaints - were that it was no longer 
suitable to pour large amounts of money into many little projects that did not really have common goals.  There 
needed to be a much more strategic approach to the spending of money.  
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Mr Trenorden:  This funding is not about a lot of small projects.  

Dr EDWARDS:  I am getting to that.  I believe my argument fits in entirely with what the member for Avon 
said.  When the Labor Party came to government, it did two things.  First, it set up a task force to review what 
had happened with salinity in this State and to provide guidance about a more strategic approach.  That task 
force recommended that the Government should build on what had been done already, which is always 
reassuring.  I give full credit to the previous Government.  In 1996, it produced the state salinity strategy, which 
laid the groundwork, and from that time on it increased the funding in that area.  

Mr Barnett:  Why do you do comparisons between this year and 1996, instead of the last financial year?  

Dr EDWARDS:  I will do all three years shortly, and I am sure the Leader of the Opposition will take a good 
note of it.  

Mr Barnett:  You were totally misled during question time, were you not?  

Dr EDWARDS:  The Leader of the Opposition was totally surprised by the question because he did not know 
about the matter of public interest.  

Mr Barnett:  You are dead right.  

Mr Trenorden:  You should talk more to the National Party.  

Dr EDWARDS:  If the Leader of the Opposition ever intends sitting on this side of the House, he will need the 
National Party.  

The salinity task force report was very firm in stating that a strategic approach and an investment framework 
were needed.  That is what the Government has announced today.  The Government is now trialling an 
investment framework that will consider how decisions are made in the context of overall goals and strategic 
outcomes.  While all that work is going on, it will be targeted at aims that are consistent with the 
intergovernmental agreement on salinity.  The Government wants to make sure that the best outcome and best 
value are achieved from every dollar that is spent on this problem.  The salinity investment framework, set up by 
the previous Government and endorsed at cabinet level by the present Government, will achieve that.  It will be 
contentious, because it will direct assistance to achieving the best outcome for a public asset.  That public asset 
will be defined by considering the economic, environmental, public infrastructure and biodiversity values.  This 
will generate much attention, and some heat.  I look forward to that being trialled in the Avon region to see 
exactly what comes out of it.  At the same time the Government will commence work on extending the 
investment strategy across the whole State with a higher level of activity.  While all of that has been going on, 
the Government has not been idle.  It is anticipated that the Government will spend $35.67 million this financial 
year on salinity, compared with expenditure of $32.36 million in the previous financial year.   

In my first fortnight as a minister, I wanted one of my first briefings to be about salinity.  I was somewhat 
shocked by what I was told in that briefing.  Various chief executive officers said that about $30 million had 
been spent on salinity. 

Mr House:  What did you think it was?  

Dr EDWARDS:  I thought it was about $40 million.  

Mr House:  What did they tell you it was?  

Dr EDWARDS:  Just over $30 million.  

Mr House:  Since they had the responsibility of spending the money, they actually lied to us.  It is a fascinating 
situation.  

Dr EDWARDS:  I was very fascinated.  

Mr House:  Perhaps, since some of them are still employed by the Government, you should ask them why they 
lied.  

Dr EDWARDS:  I do not employ some of them; they have gone.  
To reiterate a point made by the Leader of the National Party -  
Mr Trenorden interjected.  

Dr EDWARDS:  I am not reflecting personally on any of the chief executive officers.  I do not want to defame 
them.  I was somewhat shocked, but when I was shown the figures, they added up.  I have learned since then to 
ask for the breakdown of any figure that is presented to me.   
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I agree with the statement by the Leader of the National Party that Western Australia spends more on salinity per 
head of population than any other State.  That is something of which we can all be proud.  It is not a new trend; it 
has been taking place for a few years.  The member for Cockburn, who is the Parliamentary Secretary to the 
Minister for Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries and to the Minister for the Environment and Heritage, will 
outline some of the actions within the agriculture portfolio that make up the $35 million that is spent annually.  I 
will mention some of the areas within my portfolio in which money is spent.  The Water and Rivers Commission 
has been working closely with the Department of Agriculture, the Forest Products Commission and the 
Department of Conservation and Land Management to develop a eucalypt sawlog industry.  We are taking action 
that is consistent with the recommendations of the salinity task force report and the salinity investment 
framework; that is, we are looking at other ways to tackle salinity through the development of new types of 
industries.  Under this program, 130 hectares of trees have been established in the Warren and Kent catchments.  
This season’s target is for another 400 hectares in the Warren and Kent catchments as well as in the Collie area.  
The Forest Products Commission has received approval to invest a further $5 million in plantation activities 
during this financial year.  We are trying to ensure that the money is directed to projects that will return benefits 
to the people who live in affected areas so that they enjoy economic benefits as well as environmental and social 
benefits.   

Similarly, CALM has increased the number of natural diversity recovery catchments; expanded the number of 
people involved in the land for wildlife program; and recently given the Oil Mallee Association of Western 
Australia an extra $320 000 to ensure it continues its very valuable work.  Much valuable work is being done in 
the community to tackle the problem of salinity.  New money is earmarked, including $6 million for the 
demonstration subcatchments; $4 million to evaluate engineering options; and $1.5 million for regional land care 
coordinators.  Money from the sale of AlintaGas is available, but we fear that it will not be regarded as new 
money.  We have had discussions with the Commonwealth about what is old and new money.  It is an ongoing 
argument.  We are reluctant to spend money that will be disregarded by the Commonwealth.   
I refer to some of the member for Avon’s comments.  He was right when he said that the intergovernmental 
agreement proposal was released in late 2000.  The Council of Australian Governments agreed to implement the 
national action plan in November 2000, and it was considered by the previous State Government.  On 9 January 
2001, the then Premier wrote a strongly worded letter to the Prime Minister outlining the problems Western 
Australia had with the agreement; and we continue to discuss those.  Both the State and the Commonwealth have 
given ground.  I have had meetings with other ministers and have written to them on many occasions to outline 
our problems.  We still have some small problems with what is proposed.  We think the emphasis should be on 
the regions surrounding the Avon River, including the Swan River, and not on the Ord River.  There is argument 
about that.  Although the Commonwealth has accepted that the Swan River catchment should be incorporated in 
the Avon region, it is still very keen on the Ord catchment also being included in the agreement.  We want some 
recognition of the money we have spent in this area, and we will continue to talk about that.  We have a very 
good track record, for which the Opposition is also responsible, that began in 1996 with the investment of 
$15 million of public money and continued in 2000 with the investment of $30 million; and $35 million has been 
invested this year. 
One of the impediments to the agreement has been the fact that a federal election was held late last year.  It 
became obvious that people were concentrating on election issues.  The federal Government was concentrating 
on getting re-elected.  Also, when a new minister is appointed, it takes some time for him to settle in.  We 
phoned the federal environment minister’s office early this year to talk to the person responsible for the area of 
salinity, but there was some trouble identifying that person.  We now know the people we can contact, and staff 
from my office, the office of the Minister for Agriculture and the Department of the Premier and Cabinet have 
flown to Melbourne to meet with those people so that communication occurs.   

The first response I received was a letter on 26 February, in which some concessions were made.  The federal 
ministers acknowledged regional issues, particularly the importance of the upper Swan River, which is a good 
thing.  They also recognised the possible inclusion of high priority state assets in the bilateral agreement.  Again, 
that is a good conclusion.  The letter also contains a reaffirmation that all investment should be considered using 
a partnership approach.  That also is the way we want to go.  I reiterate to the member for Merredin that this has 
nothing to do with the budget. 

Mr Trenorden:  I understand why the inclusion of both the Swan and Avon Rivers is an issue.  Even people in 
the Avon valley want others to understand that it is the same river.  Many people in the metropolitan area do not 
realise that.  However, why are you not keen on the inclusion of the Ord River?  It is a very important place in 
Western Australia and is of considerable consequence.   

Dr EDWARDS:  The Ord region is very important to this State.  The proposal for the development of Ord stage 
2 was withdrawn at the end of last year.  In some ways, that has removed some of the pressure on the region.  
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Federal and state money has already been directed to the Ord to study its environment and the associated water 
issues.  We need to turn more attention to the areas represented by the Leader of the National Party.  More 
attention needs to be directed to the agricultural region, which has a problem that has to some extent been 
ignored.  Much money is going to the Ord area, and I do not believe that the new money we have allocated to the 
member’s electorate should end up in the Ord.  However, we will take it on board.  I am sure the member for 
Kimberley would be delighted with the money. 

Mr Waldron:  When do you think you will be able to sign off on the agreement?   

Dr EDWARDS:  I want to sign off on it as soon as possible.  I received a letter from Ministers Truss and Kemp 
on 26 February.  I am now going through a draft response, which must also be considered by other ministers and 
the Premier.  I anticipate replying to the federal ministers very shortly.  A federal-state natural resources 
ministers council meeting is planned for 1 May.  I hope we will have signed the agreement before then, but if 
not, that will be an ideal opportunity to get a final agreement.  Ultimately, the agreement will be signed by the 
Premier and the Prime Minister.  We are keen to sign the agreement, and we have made progress.  This State has 
made concessions, and the Commonwealth has given some ground.  We are much closer to reaching an 
agreement than we were previously.  I will keep working.  My officers and staff will keep pushing until we get a 
final resolution that benefits the whole State.  

MR LOGAN (Cockburn - Parliamentary Secretary) [3.47 pm]:  I support the position put by the Minister for the 
Environment and Heritage.  I take on notice the issues raised by the members of the National Party.  I understand 
they are under pressure from land care groups to raise these issues.  I am aware that land care groups are 
concerned about their funding running out in September 2002, as they should be.  

Mr Trenorden interjected.   

Mr LOGAN:  Of course it does.  However, this is the sixth time this issue has been raised so far this year.   

Mr Barnett:  I do not think you are right.   

Mr LOGAN:  The issue of salinity was raised four times in the first week of Parliament this year.  It was raised 
by the members for Alfred Cove and Merredin.  It was also raised in the Legislative Council, and again in this 
place as part of the matter of public interest motion moved by the member for Vasse.  Today, it has been raised 
again.  Obviously, the Opposition has now come to terms with the real issue of salinity.  It did not seem to weigh 
heavily on its mind last year.  

Mr Trenorden:  You did not hear what the minister just said.  She congratulated our approach.   

Mr LOGAN:  The Opposition did not raise the issue of salinity last year.  It has only now become aware of it 
because of changes that have been taking place at the federal level, whereby other States have begun to sign the 
intergovernmental agreement, and one State has started receiving money. 

Mr Trenorden:  Two States have got money. 

Mr LOGAN:  I will not be as coarse and horrible as the member for South Perth who, during the motion of the 
member for Vasse that dealt with salinity, accused the Opposition of doing nothing in government.  However, I 
draw to opposition members’ attention that this is the first time in this sitting of the Parliament that they have 
raised the matter.  

As the Minister for the Environment, the Premier and the Minister for Agriculture said -  

Mr Barnett:  You said we raised it four times, and now you are saying it has not been raised.  

Mr LOGAN:  It was not raised at all last year, Leader of the Opposition.  As the Minister for the Environment, 
the Premier and the Minister for Agriculture have pointed out, a number of factors must be considered when we 
talk about tackling salinity.  The Minister for the Environment has informed the House of the approach taken by 
the Gallop Government in trying to get some sense out of the federal Government on funding.  The Premier and 
the Minister for Agriculture have informed the Parliament what this Government spent last year and this year on 
salinity, which did not come out of the AlintaGas funds.  The second factor that must be taken into consideration 
is developing a long-term, consistent and effective strategy to tackle salinity.  As soon as this Government came 
to power, that was part of the process that was put in place by the Minister for the Environment through the 
salinity strategy committee, which has presented its report.  The third factor is identifying the projects that have 
been successful in addressing salinity and that involve the community.  In my short experience in the role that I 
play at the moment, I have found that a number of people in the community, and certainly a number of members 
on the other side of the Chamber, have all sorts of ideas about tackling salinity.  Some people claim to be experts 
on tackling salinity.  In debate on the last matter of public interest raised by the member for Vasse, the member 
for Moore indicated that he knew all about salinity because he had lived with salinity all his life.  He then 
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proceeded to give the House some advice on tackling salinity.  I am sure that the trips members of the National 
Party have lined up over the forthcoming parliamentary year will provide us with a significant amount of advice 
on how to tackle salinity.   

The Leader of the National Party referred to federal funding of $15.3 million flowing to South Australia.  When 
the member was on his feet the last time this was debated in the House, which was during the first sitting week 
of the year, he indicated to Parliament that in July of last year the South Australian Government had fixed up its 
funding problems with the federal Government.  When I interjected a minute ago to ask when the money had 
started flowing through, the Leader of the National Party stated that it was received in January 2002.  The 
funding problem was fixed, but the money did not flow into South Australia until January 2002!  The Leader of 
the National Party indicated that $15.8 million will go to Victoria.  Does he know whether the cheque was 
signed? 

Mr Trenorden:  Yes; it was signed last month.  My advice is that it was dated 26 February.  

Mr LOGAN:  We will double-check that.  The Leader of the National Party also indicated that the Queensland 
Government signed off on the agreement on 6 March. 

Mr Trenorden:  Yes.  

Mr LOGAN:  Has the money flowed through?   

Mr Trenorden:  No.  

Mr LOGAN:  The point consistently made by members of the Government - the Minister for the Environment, 
the Premier and the Minister for Agriculture - in this Chamber and in the other place is that the problem the 
States experience is not only negotiating with the federal Government but also getting the money.  The States 
have had problems because they are looking after their own interests.  Western Australia has the greatest 
problem with salinity.  It is the largest State with the greatest landmass, and the Gallop Government has acted to 
ensure that this State’s interests are taken care of in terms of that funding.  The matter has still not been resolved.  
When this issue was last raised in this place by the member for Vasse, the Leader of the National Party indicated 
by way of interjection that he knew what was happening in the federal Government; that he could pick up the 
phone and speak with the federal Minister for the Environment and the federal Minister for Agriculture.  Did he 
argue the case that the federal Government should conciliate quickly and talk to the State’s Minister for 
Agriculture and Minister for the Environment to fix up this problem?  No; the federal Government responded to 
Western Australia only last month.  We have the same problem with drought funding, and the Minister for 
Health has identified the same problem with health funding.  It is the same problem that ministers and the 
Premier have identified to members of the National Party - if only they would listen - when negotiating with the 
federal Government about salinity.  When will members opposite get it through their heads that we have a major 
problem with the federal Government?  The federal Government is not listening to the States, and these chooks 
in the National Party have done nothing to help their constituents.  When the federal Minister for the 
Environment was in Western Australia investigating the drought situation, members of the National Party had an 
opportunity to raise with him the issue of salinity.  Did they do so?  No, they did not.  They did nothing.  As the 
Minister for the Environment in this place has indicated, we are moving as quickly as possible to get some sense 
out of the federal Government, to reach agreement on the national action plan on salinity and water quality, and 
to sign off on the intergovernmental agreement.   

Amendment to Motion 

Mr LOGAN:  I move -  

To insert after “Government” in the first line of the motion the following - 

to continue to impress upon the Commonwealth, Western Australia’s particular interests in 
tackling salinity, and seek 

MR MASTERS (Vasse) [3.57 pm]:  I will spend a brief time on the history of salinity.  It is important to 
understand that it has taken between 100 and 150 years for the salinity problem to develop to the scale it is at 
today.  Therefore, it should not surprise anyone if it takes 10, 20 or 30 years to produce all the answers, and to 
implement the solutions to the various problems of salinity, or at least for the Western Australian community to 
learn to live with the problems caused by salinity.   

There were early warnings about salinity.  In the 1920s people at the WA Government Railways noticed that 
some of the boilers in the steam engines were rusting out.  This was eventually attributed to an increase in the 
level of salt in the water from the Blackwood River.  In the 1950s, and possibly earlier, scientists from the 
Department of Agriculture warned against some land releases, particularly in the eastern wheatbelt, because of 
what they saw as the high likelihood of salinity problems developing.   
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I did a little research on this in the Agriculture Department library some years ago.  Western Australia has gone 
through a number of phases over the past 100 years to alert the community to the genuine and severe salinity 
problem.  On all the previous occasions on which scientists, farmers and others have raised their concerns, the 
issue has never come home to people in Perth, which is where the bulk of the taxpayers reside.   

The two or three periods that previously indicated that salinity was a problem have been forgotten and the 
situation has been allowed to deteriorate.  However, if my memory serves me correctly, in 2000 a paradigm shift 
occurred in our understanding of the nature of the problem and its solution.  I commend the member for Stirling, 
who was the previous Minister for Agriculture, because in, I think, 2000, a report was produced on drainage.  
That report finally showed beyond any doubt that the old idea of solving our salinity problem by committing up 
to 30 per cent of farms to tree planting was scientifically unsupportable.  The report showed that between 70 and 
80 per cent of cleared farmland in the wheatbelt would need to be replanted with deep-rooted vegetation if 
vegetation were to solve our salinity problems.  The revegetation of 70 to 80 per cent of wheatbelt farms would 
make the vast majority of them  not viable.  That 2000 report illustrated that drainage was a very important 
solution to the overall problem of salinity.  

Today we know that a number of solutions must be implemented; for example, salt-tolerant vegetation species 
should be planted so that some productivity can be gained from the areas affected by salt.  Salt water aquaculture 
has a very positive future for the production of bream and a number of other fish species.  As the 2000 report 
indicated, deep drainage has significant potential as a solution and therefore must be acted on very quickly.  The 
other solution we must not forget is the revegetation of deep-rooted plants such as oil mallees.   

Over the years, concerns frequently have been expressed about the way the salinity issue has been handled in 
Australia.  I have been concerned about the percentage of money made available to Western Australia from the 
national land care program or the Natural Heritage Trust and allocated to government agencies or projects that 
do not deliver outcomes on the ground.  For a number of years that figure has been at or just over 50 per cent, 
which is unacceptable.  The Federal Government is willing to offer Western Australia $158 million on a dollar-
for-dollar basis over 10 years, but this Government is refusing to sign the appropriate agreement.  I listened to 
the minister’s response, which took 15 or 16 minutes of the 30 minutes available.  I am sorry the minister is not 
here now.  The minister does not seem to understand that when a Government is elected, it is elected to govern.  
That means that ministers must make decisions. 

Mr Barnett interjected. 

Mr MASTERS:  Exactly.  In her 15-minute reply to the very good motion moved by the Leader of the National 
Party, the minister referred to overall goals, strategic outcomes, the need to spend money for the best outcome, 
the framework set out by the agreement and an investment framework strategy.  She constantly used jargon.  The 
bottom line is that she referred to a few minor problems such as whether the Swan and Avon catchments should 
be combined or left as two separate catchments and whether the Ord River catchment should be treated 
separately or not be considered in the overall agreement.  In other words, if I had been an independent adviser to 
the minister, I would have said that the problems her bureaucrats were suggesting existed, but were of no 
significance in preventing the signing of this bilateral agreement between the State and federal Governments.  It 
is a pity the minister is not in the Chamber to hear me say that on 11 February last year all she needed to do was 
-  

Mr Barnett:  If she were serious about the portfolio and courteous towards her party, she would be here. 

Mr MASTERS:  That is fair comment.  It is a pity that the minister is not here.  If she were, my advice would be 
that she was elected to be responsible for the portfolios the Premier has allocated to her.  She should tell the 
public servants to make decisions.  If they cannot do that, the minister should make decisions on behalf of the 
bureaucrats.  That has not happened.  The end result is that we are rapidly running out of time.  

The member for Merredin made a very important point when he said that the land care funding program will end 
on 30 September this year.  On 1 October a large number of land care officers will be out of work.  They have no 
idea whether they will be funded, so they will pack up and go home. 

Mr Ainsworth:  Some of them are looking around for other work now, just in case.  

Mr MASTERS:  Although I do not want to paint every land care officer with the same brush, often the more 
entrepreneurial, competent and inventive people see the writing on the wall early and decide to leave.  I hope the 
Government will consider the signing of the bilateral agreement as an urgent priority. 

Dr Gallop:  It is an intergovernmental agreement; bilateral agreements come second, and that is one of the 
problems. 
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Mr MASTERS:  Okay.  Whatever the situation, I hope the Government will get off its backside and sign the 
agreement because a number of very good land care officers will be looking to their future.  Just as huge 
uncertainty exists in the south west timber communities now, there is uncertainty throughout the wheatbelt and 
in my electorate where a number of land care and similar officers are employed.  They are unsure whether there 
is any future in staying where they are.  

The minister seemed to refer to an argument between the two Governments over what is considered old money 
and what is considered new money.  I am pleased to see that the minister has returned.  Will the minister or the 
parliamentary secretary confirm my understanding that this Government wants the $10 million of AlintaGas 
money and other money promised in the election campaign last year to be considered new money and the federal 
Government is saying that it is old money because it is already committed? 

Mr Barnett:  It has been committed in the sense that a formal cabinet decision has been made about it. 

Mr MASTERS:  The AlintaGas money was set aside in accordance with a formal commitment.  Can I take it 
from the silence opposite that the $1.5 million promised in the last election campaign is considered by this 
Government to be new money, even though it is now a year old, and the federal Government sees it as old 
money?  Am I roughly in the right ballpark? 

Dr Edwards:  The new money is the AlintaGas money and the $1.5 million is an election commitment. 

Mr MASTERS:  How much money has been set aside from the sale of AlintaGas? 

Dr Gallop:  $30 million. 

Mr MASTERS:  Can I assume it is $30 million, plus $10 million, plus $1.5 million?  I ask the minister to put 
herself in the shoes of people she is trying to understand.  She should put herself in the shoes of the 
approximately 200 000 people in the wheatbelt trying to come to grips with the salinity issue.  They are not 
interested in whether it is old money or new money.  They see commitments to the tune of $30 million set aside 
from the sale of AlintaGas, $10 million committed during the election campaign, plus $1.5 million for land care.  
That amounts to $41.5 million that they believe was promised and therefore should be made available.  
However, they are aware that the federal Government has offered $158 million to be matched dollar for dollar by 
this Government.  They are saying to themselves, firstly, that while this debate is taking place, they are being 
forgotten and, secondly, if the state government policy is adopted, potential funding for salinity issues in the 
wheatbelt will be reduced by $41.5 million.  Whichever way the situation goes, the area in which salinity is most 
severe is the area that will miss out.  The minister was elected to govern and to make decisions in her portfolios.  
As I said while she was absent from the Chamber a minute ago, it is important that she put this issue to bed once 
and for all.  She should either tell the public servants to solve the problem or make the decision for them.  The 
minister should say that if these are the impediments, these are her decisions on those areas and the problems 
will be overcome.   

The parliamentary secretary criticised members on this side of the House for not raising salinity as an issue last 
year.  The simple answer is that we did.  Secondly, the agreement did not need to be concluded until this year. 

DR GALLOP (Victoria Park - Premier) [4.10 pm]:  The Government wants an agreement but, obviously, in 
signing any agreement it wants to ensure that the interests of Western Australia are protected properly.  That is 
why I endorse and support strongly the proposed insertion of the words as moved by the member for Cockburn - 

to continue to impress upon the Commonwealth, Western Australia’s particular interests in tackling 
salinity, . . .  

I hope that all members support the Government on this matter.  I remind the House that the Government is 
taking a position that is exactly the same as the one taken by the previous Government. 

Mr Barnett:  No; it is not the same position as that of the previous Government. 

Dr GALLOP:  The position we are taking to the Commonwealth is exactly the same as that of the previous 
Government.  The then Premier, Hon Richard Court, wrote to John Howard on 9 January 2001.  It was just 
before the state election.  What he wrote is the same approach that this Government is taking in dealing with the 
Commonwealth.  What we are saying and doing is exactly what the previous Government said and did when it 
was in power.  That is my first point.  My second point is that we are keen to resolve this issue but, as the 
minister said - 

Mr Barnett:  Absolute procrastination! 

The ACTING SPEAKER (Mr Andrews):  I call the Leader of the Opposition to order! 
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Dr GALLOP:  As the minister said clearly, from the middle of last year until the end of last year, there was an 
event called a federal election.  The truth of the matter is that the federal election made it impossible for us - for 
legal reasons while the election was on and for political reasons while it was not - to sign up.  The difficulty was 
that we could not have a discussion with the federal Government in that context. 

I remind the House of the issues.  One issue was whether the priority regions would include the Swan River.  
That has since been discussed.  Secondly, there was an issue about the recognition of ongoing commitments.  
That is still being discussed with the Commonwealth.  Thirdly, there were concerns about the partnership 
arrangement.  It is an important question.  We must have a proper accountability mechanism in place so that 
when we receive money from the Commonwealth, we can properly account for its expenditure.  We are having 
some very good discussions with the Commonwealth on how we can manage that through our regional system.  
We have the will to bring about this result.  I urge the National Party to support us in our discussions with the 
Commonwealth.  The discussions are occurring at two levels.  At one level we are very critical of the 
Commonwealth for delaying the matter, although part of that was not its fault but was due to the federal election.  
After the election, we wanted to hurry the matter along.  We have had some trouble getting it on line.  Now that 
it is on line, I urge the National Party to support the Government in pressing the Western Australian point of 
view. 

Mr Trenorden interjected. 

Dr GALLOP:  The Leader of the National Party should realise that this is not an issue about which we should 
have a party political row.  One member of the National Party was a senior minister in the previous Government.  
The previous Premier took the same view that we are taking.  We want the National Party to work with us to 
resolve these issues in a way that is in the interests of Western Australia.  I want the Leader of the National Party 
to ring up his federal colleagues and tell them that he has discussed this issue with the State Government and we 
are all very keen to get a settlement, but there are legitimate issues about partnerships, accountability, ongoing 
funding arrangements and priority areas.  If he did that and joined us in our discussions with the Commonwealth, 
we would get an agreement.   

Mr Barnett:  Give us a stamp and we will post the letter! 

Dr GALLOP:  The Leader of the Opposition has not made one constructive comment on this crucial debate for 
our State.  I congratulate the National Party for getting this on the agenda.  We have no problem with that.  I urge 
the National Party to support the Government’s amendment, because it will - 

Mr Barnett interjected. 

Dr GALLOP:  The Leader of the Opposition is not in this debate.  The National Party members are in this debate 
and they are taking it seriously.  I am taking their point of view seriously.  I urge the National Party to support 
our amendment so that we can tell the Commonwealth that although there have been differences, we all want to 
settle the matter. 

The position the Government is taking is the same as that of the previous Government.  Western Australia has 
legitimate concerns, and we would not sign an agreement without those concerns being addressed properly.  The 
Minister for Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries, the Minister for the Environment and Heritage, the Minister for 
State Development and I have all been keen to ensure that we get a resolution of those issues. We want a united 
front from Western Australia in discussing this issue with the Commonwealth.  We do not want to take an 
adversarial point of view.  We want to approach the Commonwealth with the objective of obtaining an 
agreement.  If the National Party will support us on that, it will help Western Australia in its work.  I urge all 
members of the National Party to support the amendment the Government has moved so we can get a proper 
resolution of this matter that takes into account the interests of Western Australia. 

Amendment put and passed. 

Motion, as Amended 

Question put and passed. 
 


