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ECONOMICS AND INDUSTRY STANDING COMMITTEE 
Ninth Report, “Annual Report 2003-2004” - Tabling 

MR A.D. McRAE (Riverton) [10.10 am]:  I present for tabling the ninth report of the Economics and Industry 
Standing Committee, entitled “Annual Report 2003-2004”.   

[See paper No 2815.] 

Mr A.D. McRAE:  This is the ninth report of the Economics and Industry Standing Committee and provides an 
overview of the committee’s activities from July 2003 to 30 June 2004.  A highlight of last year was the 
committee’s hosting of the national conference of public works and environment committees, which involved all 
committees from all Parliaments of Australia that have either an environmental or a public works aspect to their 
portfolio of interests.  The conference commenced in Perth in this Chamber and then proceeded to Karratha.  The 
delegates very much appreciated the capacity to look at development and infrastructure in the State’s north west, 
as well as gain a better understanding of this State’s contribution to the national economy.  The opportunity was 
not missed to impress upon members from other jurisdictions the role Western Australia plays as the engine 
room of the Australian economy.  Our community constitutes 10 per cent of the country’s population, occupies 
one-third of the country’s landmass and produces, from the last record that I saw, in excess of 27 per cent of the 
country’s export earnings.  From that it can be seen that Western Australia has a dynamic economy.  That was 
the message my committee sought to communicate to delegates from the other Parliaments in Australia.   

In December 2003 the committee tabled its report on the sustainability of the dairy industry in Western 
Australia.  The work was done with the collaboration of two coopted members, Mr Paul Omodei and Mr Tony 
Dean.  The committee was also fortunate in obtaining the assistance of Dr David Windsor, a senior research 
officer with the Department of Agriculture.  The expertise provided by Dr Windsor enabled the committee to 
table the report within six months of having the matter referred to it by the Legislative Assembly.  The work of 
that committee has been remarked upon not only by the Western Australian dairy industry, but also across 
Australia as having pointed out that for the dairy industry in Australia to be sustainable post deregulation, there 
is undoubtedly a much greater need for cooperative price negotiations by farmers.  The latest data from the 
Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics shows that since the deregulation of the dairy 
industry there has been a shift in the share of the total value of milk away from producers and towards 
processors, and even more so towards retailers.  A pie chart of the share of the total value of milk between those 
three sectors would show that dairy farmers are missing out not only in this State, but also around Australia.  
Indeed, they are not only missing out, but also being progressively screwed tighter on their share of the total 
value of milk in this country.  That raises particular issues in Western Australia.  We do not have a culture of 
cooperative price negotiations by producers.  That has militated against the early development of a farmer 
bargaining unit.  Many farmers regard that kind of behaviour as being akin to socialism, because they see the 
parallels with unionism; that is, a price taker in the marketplace -   

Mr J.L. Bradshaw:  They are actually looking at it now.   

Mr A.D. McRAE:  I accept that interjection, because after a year of debate many dairy farmers have come to 
understand that the only power that a price taker, in whichever market, can exercise in negotiations is to 
collectively bargain on the price.  That has been a long time coming.   

Mr J.L. Bradshaw:  They have been working on it for five years.   

Mr A.D. McRAE:  As the member knows, there has been great resistance from large sectors of the dairy farming 
community to collective bargaining on price.  I applaud the moves that have been apparent during the course of 
this calendar year towards some form of collective bargaining.   

Mr J.J.M. Bowler:  They will join a union next!   

Mr A.D. McRAE:  If they are to survive and prosper, they will develop a cooperative bargaining process.  The 
member for Eyre is right.  It might not be called a union, because that label would be anathema to them, but the 
reality is that the dairy producers in this State need a dairy farmers union.  If they want to survive and prosper 
and be able to confront the power of the retailers and processors in the industry, they will have to form a 
collective bargaining unit.   

Mr P.D. Omodei:  What is the ultimate sanction?  To withhold supply?   

Mr A.D. McRAE:  Absolutely.  I agree with that. 

Mr P.D. Omodei:  There is legislation in the federal Parliament to amend the Trade Practices Act to allow that to 
happen.   



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY - Thursday, 23 September 2004] 

 p6475b-6477a 
Mr Tony McRae 

 [2] 

Mr A.D. McRAE:  To disbar it from happening? 

Mr P.D. Omodei:  No, to allow it to happen. 

Mr A.D. McRAE:  That legislation came about partly in response to our committee’s work.  As the member will 
know, the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission advised that if producers poured milk down the 
drain or withheld produce from the marketplace, in its view that would be a breach of competition policy.  I 
think that is rubbish.  It is absolute nonsense to say that producers do not have the right to withhold their 
produce.  That is a breach of a basic human rights principle, in the same way as any law that attempted to outlaw 
the right of an individual to withhold his labour would be.  Any suggestion that primary producers do not have 
the right to withhold their produce because it would be in breach of competition policy is nonsense and a breach 
of human rights.   

Mr P.D. Omodei:  There is only one problem.  I do not know whether you realise it.  We are dealing with milk.  
If a producer doesn’t sell it, he does not get paid for it.  If he doesn’t deliver it, he must tip it down the drain.  
That creates a huge number of other problems.  It is not as simple as it seems.   

Mr A.D. McRAE:  These things are never simple.  The member is absolutely right.  A farmer cannot stop cows 
from producing milk.  The dairy farmers are left with the product.   

Mr P.D. Omodei:  They can, but then they don’t make any money.   

Mr A.D. McRAE:  The member is introducing even greater degrees of complexity into the debate.  Production 
can of course be slowed.  The milk will come out of the cow at a lower rate if a farmer attempts to slow down 
production.   

Our report made a significant contribution to the debate on how the dairy industry should position itself to be 
sustainable into the future in a deregulated marketplace.  It is interesting that in the period between the tabling of 
our report on the dairy industry and now, further subsidies have been given to the sugar industry in the lead-up to 
the election campaign. 

Ms M.M. Quirk:  An election sweetener.   

Mr A.D. McRAE:  I am nearly choking, but I think the member for Girrawheen is right; it was an election 
sweetener.  It was sickly sweet.  It was not an artificial sweetener; it was very much a natural sweetener.  The 
federal Government poured another couple of hundred million dollars into the sugar industry, which is in 
desperate need of restructuring given its global market behaviour.  The federal Government has continued to pay 
no regard at all to the plight of dairy farmers or to the regions that support the dairy industry.  Our report sets out 
that it is clear that there was mismanagement of the dairy industry restructuring package and that it needed to be 
rethought in the way it was delivered.  I am pleased to see that has had an impact on the thinking of the federal 
Labor Party, which was as a result of the receipt of our report.   

The committee undertook other work across its broad portfolio of interests.  It continued to seek the views of 
government agencies under its portfolio responsibilities.  Two specific matters on which the committee sought 
information over the past 12 months have been Australia’s free trade agreement with the United States and the 
issue of trainees and apprentices.  We look forward to continuing this direct relationship whenever practicable 
and when the committee deems it desirable.  It is worth noting in passing that we are still waiting for the final 
and formal approval of the free trade agreement between the United States and Australia.  Although it is 
overwhelmingly supported by industry, there are significant industry sectors that have grave reservations about 
the impact of the free trade agreement with the United States on those specific sectors.  Once again, one needs 
only to look at the primary producers in our State to understand that any benefit they might derive from an open 
trade regime has been deferred by the nature of the negotiations of the free trade agreement between Australia 
and the United States.  I have serious personal reservations about the benefits of these types of agreements.  I 
think a genuine free trade agreement would probably be beneficial because increased trade increases prosperity 
generally in all communities.  However, we are not talking about real free trade, we are talking about preferred 
trade and a very managed system of trade between Australia and the United States.  We are getting less than an 
optimal agreement between the two countries. 

I will also remark on the work we have done on trainees and apprentices.  I am sure that the Minister for 
Education and Training is aware that there were news reports this morning about applications from mining 
companies that want to bring immigrant skilled workers to this country, particularly from South Africa.  On a 
personal level I must say that I have no difficulty with short-term skilled migration.  Australia has used that since 
colonisation as a means of development.  I am pleased that the minister has been party to some of the early 
discussion about the applications from the mining industry for South African electricians and other skilled 
workers.  I have a concern that companies operating in Australia see skilled migration applications as a way out 
of making their own investment in the Australian community.  It is my personal view that any approval of skilled 
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migration should be only on a conditional basis.  The condition should be very clear that the federal Government 
will approve skilled migration only in circumstances in which the host company - that is, the applicant company 
seeking to bring in skilled workers - can demonstrate that it is already making a very significant contribution to 
skills investment, particularly for young people in Western Australia.  It is my view that the federal Government 
should not agree to skilled migration applications when there is no investment by the companies making the 
applications.  If companies claim they have a short-term problem that must be met by short-term solutions, I 
reject that totally.  That is the whole problem with the training system.  Too many companies deal with it on a 
short-term demand basis and do not understand that skills development and economic development require a 
much longer-term view of the world for us to remain sustainable.   

I turn to my concluding remarks.  This is the ninth report of the Economics and Industry Standing Committee 
and I thank my fellow committee members for their individual and collective contributions over the past year.  
My committee has worked overwhelmingly in a bipartisan fashion.  To this point, we have never found the need 
to present a majority report and a dissenting minority report.  We have sought to carry out our investigations, 
deliver our reports and fashion recommendations on the basis of a debated, negotiated, consensual view of the 
best way forward.  That gives support to the argument that was put for the development of the standing 
committees in the last Parliament; that we needed to provide a basis within the Parliament for sustained longer-
term views and that the standing committee apparatus would do that.  I think the Economics and Industry 
Standing Committee, in particular, is demonstrating the value of that thinking.  In presenting this ninth report I 
thank members for their continuing energy and intellectual endeavour in our investigations.  I also commend the 
principal research officer, Dr Ray Wills, and research officer, Jovita Hogan, for their enthusiasm and 
professionalism in the conduct of their roles.  Given that the next Parliament will bring all sorts of new 
arrangements, I think it is absolutely appropriate that I pay regard to Dr Ray Wills’ efforts.  He has now left the 
employ of the Parliament.  Dr Wills was an exceptionally energetic, intelligent and dedicated professional who 
has made a genuine and lasting contribution to the work of the Parliament.  I thank him openly and personally 
for his work.  I am pleased to present this ninth report of my committee’s work to the Parliament. 
 


