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GENE TECHNOLOGY BILLS, REFERRAL TO STANDING COMMITTEE ON ENVIRONMENT 
AND PUBLIC AFFAIRS 

Motion 
HON KIM CHANCE (Agricultural - Leader of the House) [7.43 pm]:  Under Standing Order No 230A(4), I 
move without notice - 

That the Gene Technology Bill 2001 and Gene Technology Amendment Bill 2001 be referred back to 
the Standing Committee on Environment and Public Affairs and that it report not later than 30 June 
2003. 

I need to explain two things about this motion.  This reference had to be dealt with separately because of its 
nature - I think because it was a referral under Standing Order No 230(c).  Our standing orders require that the 
committee to which the Bill is referred report back within 30 days, unless the reference motion states otherwise.  
I was not aware of that when I first moved the reference, and this is an opportunity to fix it.   

The second issue that needs explanation is why I have nominated a date as far ahead as 30 June 2003.  I concede 
that it might be a longer period than one would expect a committee’s inquiries to take.  Of course, the committee 
may report earlier if it so chooses.  The Government is looking for the advice and guidance of this House and the 
standing committee on a highly contentious question.  The last thing we want is to put the committee under 
pressure through its reporting time.  It is also possible - I do not know this for sure - that the committee may wish 
to travel.  Since such travel would likely be to the Northern Hemisphere, it seemed pointless to specify a 
reporting date that would require the committee to travel in the northern winter, particularly if it were to 
somewhere like Canada as people would not be able to see anything but white.  In that context I thought it would 
be better for the committee to travel during the midpoint of the northern summer. 

Hon Bill Stretch:  Digging around in the snow might be quite appropriate.  

Hon KIM CHANCE:  Does Hon Bill Stretch think I am winning some friends here? 

Hon Bill Stretch interjected. 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT (Hon Simon O’Brien):  The Leader of the House is addressing the question that the 
motion be agreed to. 

Hon KIM CHANCE:  Those are the two reasons for the motion.  However, the committee may, if it so chooses, 
report earlier than 30 June 2003.  

HON CHRISTINE SHARP (South West) [7.46 pm]:  We support the motion.  I am very grateful for the 
practical suggestion about the time frames by the Leader of the House.  I am sure that if it had been otherwise, 
the Standing Committee on Environment and Public Affairs would have come back to the House in the near 
future to request an extension.  The issue of genetically modified organisms is very complex.  Although I am 
sure the committee is very interested to put a lot of energy into this inquiry and to report as quickly as it can, it 
will take some time to do the matter justice.  We are very grateful for the time allowed by the motion, and I am 
very pleased to support it.  

HON BRUCE DONALDSON (Agricultural) [7.47 pm]:  The Opposition supports the referral to the Standing 
Committee on Environment and Public Affairs and the very wise counsel in extending its reporting date.  As 
Hon Christine Sharp stated, the issue of genetically modified organisms is very complex.  It has divided the 
thoughts of people in Western Australia.  Not only those involved in the industry but also people in the wider 
community have concerns.  Such a high level of debate is now occurring in the wider community that the 
committee will be on a hiding to nothing no matter what sort of recommendations it brings forward.  However, 
we have a responsibility to investigate the issue fully.  I liken it to the long time the Standing Committee on 
Legislation was involved with the DNA issue.  That was a very complex issue at the time.  I am pleased that the 
Government has adopted this policy.   

Is the State required to pass these Bills as complementary legislation to the Commonwealth’s legislation?  In 
what position will the delay to 2003 leave the State?  My only concern about the referral is that the delay might 
in some way inhibit the Government’s relationship with the Commonwealth and the other States.  Is this a 
problem?  If it is a problem, is it possible for the House to pass the Bills and for the Leader of the House to then 
refer the actual issue to the committee?  Could the Leader of the House respond to that?  It might not be a 
problem at all.   

We welcome the opportunity to investigate this issue.  I went to a seminar on the Tuesday afternoon during 
Local Government Week.  Many local councils attended.  They expected to get 30 or 40 people, but finished up 
with more than 100.  Some people had been there from the previous Friday, attending courses in councillor 
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development etc.  They thought people would he heading off to the bush, but they stayed.  That showed the 
strong interest being taken in this technology.  As I said earlier, I think we are on a hiding to nothing, but that is 
the politics of the matter. 

Hon Peter Foss:  Take the smile off your face. 

Hon BRUCE DONALDSON:  I am trying to keep a straight face.  This is a major issue.  I made a statement in 
our own party room about three and a half years ago that this would be one of the most important issues to 
confront agriculture over the next decade.  That is a fact.  Is it a problem for the Government to get these Bills 
through the House in the next month? 

HON DEE MARGETTS (Agricultural) [7.50 pm]:  I do not wish to delay the House unduly, but this issue is 
very important to the Greens (WA) and it is an issue about which we are all concerned.  My colleague Hon Jim 
Scott and I have been working on this matter extensively.  Yes, I guess I was surprised at the interest in the local 
government conference.  A forum with a maximum participation of 47 was advertised.  I believe 95 people 
expressed interest, and when more than 100 turned up at the last forum it was a surprise to me.  People seemed to 
be eager to discuss the issue and to know more.  A lot of activity is going on in local government.  I am pleased 
that local government is taking some initiative to run more forums in regional Western Australia.  I am looking 
forward to participating in any of these forums should they take place.  There are not many committees about 
which I would normally say, “Yeah, why don’t they go overseas”, because information can be requested from 
various areas and it is not necessary to go overseas.  Much has been said about the experience of North American 
farmers - in Canada and the United States - who are the main group of farmers in the world who have 
extensively used genetically modified crops over some time.  Instead of relying on what somebody has said - 
whether they be the president or representative of an organisation or, in the case of Percy Schmeiser, someone 
who has come head to head with one of the major multinational companies - a great deal could be gained from 
the committee talking to the various organisations and farmers directly, and even looking at the experience in the 
production areas.  I wholeheartedly endorse the committee going to look at these areas. 

Hon Peter Foss:  Are you on that committee? 

Hon DEE MARGETTS:  I am not, and I would not be putting my hand up.  I am sure it is in very good hands. 

Hon Kim Chance, Personal Explanation 

HON KIM CHANCE (Agricultural - Leader of the House) [7.54 pm]:  The question that was raised by Hon 
Bruce Donaldson is an interesting one.  Hon Dee Margetts has a question on notice, which I hoped she would 
ask today but obviously she had other questions in front of her.  Unfortunately, I do not have the file with me, 
but the answer provided to that question pretty much addresses the issues Hon Bruce Donaldson raised.  In short, 
it does not seem to pose a problem.  If that is the case, one could argue whether the state legislation is 
superfluous.  Although we have no state legislation at present, we are essentially covered by the umbrella of 
commonwealth legislation.  The commonwealth Gene Technology Act will continue to operate on the issues of 
the environment and health for all time.  State legislation can deal with genetic modification and GM-free zones 
for marketing purposes.  In the absence of state legislation, the State still has the ability to influence 
commonwealth decisions through my membership of the gene technology ministerial council.  A person could 
argue that, in a sense, the state legislation is superfluous although it would put some fine edges on it.  That does 
not mean that I dismiss the importance of the committee’s inquiry because I think the committee will be able to 
be quite broad in its inquiry.  If it feels that the Bill reference is too narrow, the Government would be keen to 
cooperate by providing a wider reference or the committee may, under its own motion, develop wider terms of 
reference.  The Government is very keen and sincere in its desire to get the advice of the committee.  As Hon 
Bruce Donaldson said, that can have an overwhelming impact on the way the legislation is implemented, as was 
the case with the DNA inquiry, which was a definitive document and is generally seen to be such. 

The issue is contentious and one of the principal outcomes I am looking for from the committee is not only its 
advice after it has completed its inquiry, but also the opportunity it will provide to be a forum for the public to 
bring forward evidence.  That is the other reason that I am keen to provide an extended time frame for the 
inquiry.  The short answer is no.  I would rather have state legislation in place to deal with some of the issues 
that will come up; however, we can manage without it for the time being. 

Motion Resumed 

Question put and passed. 
 


