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LOAN BILL 2017 
Committee 

The Chair of Committees in the chair; Hon Stephen Dawson (Minister for Environment) in charge of the bill. 
The CHAIR (Hon Simon O’Brien): Members, this is the first time in the fortieth Parliament that we have entered 
into the Committee of the Whole stage in the course of dealing with a bill. I draw members’ attention to the 
Legislative Council procedural notes for members. In that material, they will find a discussion about the short title 
debate on clause 1 of a bill. I am not intending to go through that now, but members may wish to reacquaint 
themselves or in some cases acquaint themselves for the first time with the scope of the short title debate. That is 
what we call debate on clause 1 of a bill. It is particularly significant because if clause 1 of a bill is not agreed to, 
the whole bill will be defeated and done away with. It is a particularly important clause. With that preamble and 
advice for members, we will now go to our business. 
Clause 1: Short title — 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I take this opportunity to make some comments about the short title of the bill and 
the functioning of the bill. On your advice, Mr Chair, I took the opportunity during the break over the weekend to 
acquaint myself with the standing orders and learned that the committee stage of this process is to examine those 
things that might add to or improve the bill without necessarily going over the debate that has been held so far. 
That precludes me from making lots of points, but I would like to give members an idea of how, with my history 
in the other place, I think a minister might respond to the second reading debate and how we might progress. It 
may be that the Legislative Council does things a little differently or it may be a government or a minister that 
does things differently. Something we missed in the response to the second reading debate was a conversation 
about those things raised by honourable members during debate. I think that is very important. It would be remiss 
of us to progress beyond clause 1 without addressing some of those key issues. I hope that during this process the 
minister will take the opportunity to give us his version of where the government sits on those issues that were 
raised. 

I will start by talking about some of the contributions made around the chamber. Some of them were quite 
measured, intelligent and worthy of consideration. I start with the contributions from our friends in One Nation. 
I thank the members from One Nation for some additional information they gave me following their speeches so 
that I could work out in a little more detail where they were going. One Nation put forward the proposition that 
there might be alternative ways, apart from significant additional debt, to deal with the problems and the fiscal 
situation faced by the government. I noted with interest their proposal to, in effect, cash out longer term revenue 
streams, taking an immediate payment and therefore reducing debt. That is a perfectly legitimate economic 
prospect and something that is done in other jurisdictions. It was remiss of us to not make comment—I hope the 
government will make comment—on that proposal by the honourable members. I would say to the honourable 
members of One Nation that the only problem with that proposition in the longer term is that we have to be careful 
that you do not have your cake and eat it too—that is, that the government does not spend the money that would 
be coming in in long-term revenue and also factor it in even though it has been lost as an immediate debt repayment. 
The members discussed cashing out long-term royalty income for up to $5 billion on a single large mine. There is 
nothing wrong with the mathematics—I went through it having received some additional information—and I think 
that is very good. The problem is that to allow that to happen, the government would have to be prepared to forgo 
that cash income. The difficulty is that we have had no indication from the government about how it will cut its 
expenditure to meet that revenue cloth. It is an issue worth exploring and it was good that it was raised. It needs 
to be part of a longer term conversation about how it might be used to reduce debt. It is not something that should 
be dismissed automatically. Unfortunately, it kind of got lost; even though it was raised in the One Nation 
members’ second reading speeches, it has not been addressed. I am particularly keen to see that part of the debate 
addressed, and I thank them for raising it. 

I enjoyed the contribution of Hon Aaron Stonehouse, representing the Liberal Democrats; it was fantastic. I am 
beginning to think that he should come and sit over here next to me in the far right corner because I think he and 
I might be more closely aligned than we think. 

Hon Aaron Stonehouse interjected. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: No, this is the far right over here. I suspect that this is where Hon Aaron Stonehouse 
should be. There is a spare seat and I would happily guide him through the process from over here. I enjoyed his 
contribution. I have looked at his amendment and I know that he and I agree that it is important that we look after the 
government’s current expenditure problem. The unfortunate thing is that I cannot bring myself to support his 
amendment, and I give him some notice that the opposition cannot support his amendment. Unfortunately, by setting 
the level at $1.5 billion, the government will get only a couple of extra months of debt borrowing activity before it 
will be forced, irrespective of its intent, to come back here and ask for another loan bill to be passed through 
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Parliament. We would be debating another loan bill immediately upon returning to Parliament in another six weeks. 
Unfortunately, we cannot support Hon Aaron Stonehouse’s amendment. I understand what he is trying to do. He is 
trying to limit the exposure of government and the people, and basically force the government to cut 
expenditure. Although I have some sympathy for his intent, the method that he is using is the old blunt instrument. 
Hon Aaron Stonehouse may have heard the expression to use a sledgehammer to crack a walnut; that is partly what 
he is proposing to do. I will come back to him in a little bit. 

I have to say that the contribution from the Greens was also very good. The bit that concerns me about their 
contributions is that although most of its members stood up and railed against the previous government for its lack 
of budgetary control, most of the rest of the addresses were based upon expectations of additional expenditure in 
a range of areas. I have just listened to the Greens make a good and significant contribution to debate on the 
disallowance motion, which was ultimately an economic issue. I urge the Greens to make a choice about whether 
they will look at financial responsibilities as a primary concern or focus on additional expenditure. I think I heard 
the Greens call for additional expenditure on every possible area of government. I spent some time in the chair 
listening to that. 

Several members interjected. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: That is the classic example. The Greens contribution was good, but can you guys 
decide on which side of the economic fence you sit? Otherwise, it is very hard to take the Greens’ contribution to 
economic debate seriously. The Greens deserve to be taken seriously, so they need to make a choice about where 
they will go with this. Hon Rick Mazza also made a very good contribution. Unfortunately, he is not quite ready 
to listen to economic reality about GST redistribution, but I think that he will get there. 

Overall, we had a very good and high standard debate. Some suggestions were put forward by various members 
and I think that it is incumbent upon the minister and the government to reply to those suggestions. I will make 
one last point. The other thing that was missing from the debate and I think it is necessary for us to address before 
we progress was asked by every member of every party, including the Greens, One Nation, the Liberal Democrats, 
the Shooters, Fishers and Farmers Party, the Liberal Party and the National Party—that is, what is the 
government’s plan to reduce debt? To this point, I have not heard anything of significance from the government, 
but that is something that would make this bill better. As the standing orders suggest, we should debate in the 
Committee of the Whole what would improve the bill. As we progress forward, we look to the government for 
comments about how government debt is going to be managed into the future. 

Honourable members will be aware that during last week the government announced some savings measures. 
I note with interest that they mostly revolved around grants and increases in power and charges. We should be 
courageous enough to have those conversations out in the open, rather than sneaking through things such as 
cost-shifting onto local government. If additional cost imposts are to be applied, it should be done in an open and 
forthright manner—and, to be honest, the government did that, and it was quite reasonable. Unfortunately, it was 
a very small contribution. According to the Treasurer’s media release, the announcements last week will result in 
an improvement in the state’s financial position of $84 million across the forward estimates. At best, even if we 
put in every calculation, the best we will get out of that is $80 million a year. 

I raise this matter with Hon Aaron Stonehouse in particular. During the second reading debate on the bill, I spoke 
about his generation’s need to repay the bill. My friend Hon Aaron Stonehouse had better come to the gym 
tomorrow and let me set up an exercise regime for him, because if the debt is going to be paid off at 
$800 000 a year, he will be over 400 years old by the time it is paid off. There will be no more parliamentary 
sausage rolls for you, my friend; you have a longer duty. 

Hon STEPHEN DAWSON: I think there were some questions there, so I might seek to give some answers. I am 
very happy to answer questions that relate to the policy and content of the bill, and, obviously, my advisers are 
here with me for that. However, policy matters that are of interest to members but do not relate to the bill would 
be best dealt with by members submitting questions to responsible ministers. Some great suggestions have been 
made by a variety of members during this debate, and I certainly intend to ensure that the Treasurer sees each and 
every one of them. However, my job and our job this afternoon is to debate this bill and the policy and content of 
this bill. 

Hon Steve Thomas mentioned budget savings measures or asked what we are going to do. We have a commitment 
to budget repair, and we have made some announcements already. Perhaps I will put some of those on the record 
for his information. Some measures announced to help share the burden and to help get the budget back on track 
include cutting the number of government departments by 40 per cent; a four-year pay freeze for members of 
Parliament and the state’s highest paid bureaucrats; a tighter wages policy across the whole public sector; increased 
port charges on the state’s largest miners; a service priority review to find ways of making the public sector more 
efficient; cutting the senior executive service by 20 per cent; and we have also committed to a commission of 
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inquiry to investigate previous financial management. We have no option but to fix the mess left behind by the 
previous government, and we have made a start, but there is plenty more work to do. We will address those issues 
in the lead-up to and certainly when we release the budget in September this year. We have made a start. There is 
certainly a lot more work that needs to be done to get this state financially back on track. However, we will do that 
work, and it will be announced as part of the budget. 

Hon AARON STONEHOUSE: Should I address you as Chair? 

The CHAIR: Mr Chairman. 

Hon AARON STONEHOUSE: Mr Chairman, thank you. 

I would like to acknowledge the remarks I made earlier about sneakily trying to shift costs onto local government, 
and to apologise to the Labor government. It was actually the former Liberal government that implemented the 
changes to vehicle registrations; I got that wrong. 

My issue is not solely with spending and debt; it is more to do with how money is levied. For the same reason that 
I oppose high taxes on mining companies, I oppose other government revenue-raising measures to pay off debt—
namely, payroll tax, one of the biggest revenue-raisers in this state. I find that kind of perplexing because the 
government has a plan for creating jobs; however, the money it will spend to create those jobs is taken from 
revenue that will be raised from payroll tax. We are taxing jobs so that we can create jobs. That is a bit of an 
upside-down way of looking at it. Of course, government is never quite as efficient at creating jobs as is the private 
sector. I will address some of the points raised in the second reading debate last week if I have time. 
The CHAIR: If the member would like to resume his seat for a moment, I would like to give him some guidance 
at this stage. One thing that the clause 1, or the short title, debate is not is a revisiting of the second reading debate. 
The conclusion of the second reading decides the policy of the bill; therefore, we cannot now go over twice-trodden 
ground. That does not mean that we cannot refer to it because some aspects may inevitably be touched upon as 
part of a second reading debate that members may, for example, wish to put to the minister at the table, such as 
how does this bill address the policy objectives and how does this clause do it, and to put questions and so on. But 
we have to be careful that we do not revisit the second reading debate. 

I will permit members, though, in canvassing the broad parameters of the bill in the Committee of the Whole, if 
they feel that something has not been addressed in reply to the second reading debate, to ask for some information 
about that. However, before you proceed, I offer that cautionary advice to all members. 

Hon AARON STONEHOUSE: Thank you for that advice, Mr Chairman. In light of that, I might hold my 
remaining comments until we get to clause 3. 

Hon PETER COLLIER: I have a few comments to make on clause 1 and they have more to do with the minister’s 
second reading reply. The fairly consistent message that came through from all members who contributed to the 
second reading debate was the magnitude of the sum being asked for—that is, $11 billion. From that perspective, 
we want a little more clarity. 

I appreciate that the minister, in an acting capacity, may not have those details, and we do not ask him to provide 
them at this stage of the bill. Ideally, if we had some estimates hearings, that is where we would drill down in that 
area, but we do not have that luxury. We do not have a budget or a midyear review. This is based on the previous 
government’s budget, so it is very difficult for the minister to give us any clarity on that. However, I draw attention 
to some of the minister’s comments in his response to the second reading debate, in which he stated — 

The reasons for this bill have been debated extensively but I would like to comment on some of the issues 
that have been raised throughout the debate. Some members in this place asked what the government is 
going to spend this Loan Bill on. This is a fundamental misunderstanding of the purpose of the bill. Loan 
bills are not loans; loan bills do not confer any power for the government to spend money. Loan bills 
provide the authority for the Treasurer to raise borrowings, if and when they are required, to fund 
consolidated account payments. 

This is an important issue that members should be aware of. Indeed, Parliament could actually approve 
a loan bill seeking a $100 billion authority, or even more, without changing the current outlook for net 
debt or spending. 

That is true, but we could also ask for $1 billion or $5 billion. That is the issue that was raised consistently 
throughout members’ contributions to the debate. It was reinforced on several occasions during the minister’s 
response, when he said — 
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Seeking the full $11 billion, as this bill does, does not strike a blow against transparency as has been 
claimed. The government will still be required to bring in budgets to the Parliament for scrutiny, and 
supporting legislation will need to be debated. 

With all due respect, that is basically just telling us that the minister would like to give us some information but 
he cannot. That is my reading of his response to the second reading debate. I raised the issue of whether unallocated 
funds would be part of this $11 billion. I thought the minister could have commented on that in his response. 

Also, as I mentioned during my contribution, we have tried ad infinitum on this side of the chamber, and with the 
Greens as well, to get information from respective ministers on their funding schedules. One in particular that 
I alluded to—I will not traverse the second reading debate; it is just a point in question—relates to electricity price 
increases. That is why I specifically asked about the cost of service, and I was told to put my question on notice, 
which effectively means that the government does not know. It does not know because the question I asked after 
that showed that the board is regularly notified of that information. That is the sort of thing that raised concerns 
with me in trying to ensure that we had a little more transparency in this bill during the committee stage and then 
during the very significant third reading before we vote on it. Drawing from that, I was heartened by the last 
comment of the minister in his response, in which he said — 

This bill ensures that we have the flexibility to deal with the funding requirements left behind by the 
previous government. While the McGowan government works to address budget repairs in the coming 
months, I look forward to answering further questions of the members opposite when we get into 
committee. I commend the bill to the house. 

In conclusion, quite simply, I would like to know what we are going to get out of this committee proceeding. What 
can we expect during the committee stage by way of specific details? Will we get anything like the use of 
unallocated funds or is the use of unallocated funds a component of that $11 billion? If not, what integrity is there 
around the $11 billion? I am still unsure of the integrity of the $11 billion. Although we will not be supporting 
Hon Aaron Stonehouse’s amendment, it is quite legitimate for the reasons that I have articulated—that is, we are 
not sure why we need $11 billion. If we could have a little more clarity on that once we get into the formal 
component of the bill, I would be very grateful. 

Hon STEPHEN DAWSON: I draw members’ attention to the Pre-election Financial Projections Statement, 
which forms the basis of the bill before us. According to the PFPS, it is expected that $4.4 billion will be required 
in 2017–18, $4.2 billion in 2018–19 and $2.3 billion in 2019–20. The PFPS was presented by the previous 
government last year. The Leader of the Opposition made specific comments about energy. If he would like 
a briefing on energy or energy policy, I am very happy to organise that but I will not have answers to questions 
about energy policy this afternoon. I appreciate that during the early stages of this debate he acknowledged that 
I will not have answers to many questions asked in this place. If he would like briefings on policy issues that are 
not contained in the bill, I am happy to raise those with the respective ministers. If the Leader of the Opposition is 
looking for a breakdown of all the categories that were listed in the PFPS, such as expenditure, staff numbers and 
accommodation et cetera, I am very happy to seek that information and provide it to him. Essentially, this afternoon 
I am happy to answer questions about the Loan Bill 2017 that is before us. With great respect to everybody in this 
place, I am not the Treasurer so I do not have and I do not expect people to expect me to have extensive knowledge 
of the budget, given that it has not come down yet. I am here this afternoon to ensure that I can answer as many 
questions as possible that relate to the bill. If the questions are about the PFPS and the Leader of the Opposition 
wants a breakdown, I am very happy to seek that further information and provide it to him. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Just in that same vein, whilst the minister is seeking additional information, he might 
ask the Treasurer if the government has a specific policy on where the net-debt-to-revenue ratio might go to in the 
future. I remember being in debates when government was determined to keep net-debt-to-revenue ratios at about 
50 to 53 per cent — 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: We never went beyond 43. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I remember that the then Treasurer Eric Ripper had a policy of 43 per cent. I think 
Hon Alannah MacTiernan was a minister at the time. 

Eight or nine years down the track, I am interested in whether the government has a set policy of where it takes 
net-debt-to-revenue ratios and what will be allowed in the future. Is there a limit to where this might end up? 
I know that it is a fairly broad question on the policy of the government of the day. Without some sort of direction 
and policy, it is difficult to know where we will end up. Accepting that the minister may not have the policy at 
hand, if he could provide that, along with the information that the Leader of the Opposition has talked about, that 
would be useful for us to progress. 
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Hon STEPHEN DAWSON: I thank Hon Dr Steve Thomas for his comments. I do not have that information at 
hand this afternoon. The last government was in breach of the targets that were set. They are the targets that 
currently exist. We are looking at new targets as we move towards a new budget. I have heard the questions that 
the member has asked and I am happy to forward them to the Treasurer and seek information and provide it to the 
member when it is available. 

Hon Dr Steve Thomas: You might come back to me and say that it will be announced in the budget — 

The CHAIR: Order! I will recognise anyone who wants to be on their feet. Is Hon Dr Steve Thomas seeking 
the call? 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Thank you, Mr Chair. Sometimes I forget that I am not in the other place. 
Interjections are a bit more common down there. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: You’re with the vegies now, not the animals! 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I think I will let that one pass. I am not sure there is a good answer to that. 

Basically, my point is that it is possible that the minister will say that that will be announced at budget time. If that 
is the case, that is the answer. If the minister can seek some response, at least we will know when we can accept 
it. It is normal government policy to announce it at budget time. It is nearly July, so it is a couple of months away. 
The opposition expects that a more definitive position on the net-debt-to-revenue ratio will be announced at budget 
time and, in particular, where it is going in the future. 

Progress reported and leave granted to sit again, on motion by Hon Stephen Dawson (Minister for 
Environment). 

[Continued on page 1623.]  
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