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GRAIN EXPRESS — CO-OPERATIVE BULK HANDLING LTD 

Statement 

HON PHILIP GARDINER (Agricultural) [5.12 pm]: I refer to an announcement today, which many members 
will have read about in the newspaper, about a procedure by Co-operative Bulk Handling Ltd called Grain 
Express. Grain Express is an organisation within CBH that moves grain from the sites scattered around the grain-
growing belt of Western Australia to port. As we know, CBH is a cooperative. A cooperative is a not-for-profit 
organisation; that is, its members do not get any distribution of profits from CBH. What those who use this 
service do get are cheaper prices for their transport, logistics, storage and so on.  

I will talk about what has occurred since the deregulation of wheat marketing. Western Australia is different 
from the eastern states because our wheat marketing is nearly entirely to the export market—over 90 per cent of 
our wheat goes to the export market. The export market is highly competitive, and made more so because most 
of the countries that compete with us, like America, countries in Europe, and Canada to a lesser extent, subsidise 
their farmers. Australia’s wheat growers are not subsidised. Western Australia is particularly disadvantaged, 
because our market is the export market. The market in the eastern states can be up to 60 to 70 per cent of the 
domestic market, because there is a large livestock industry and, accordingly, a large feedlot industry in the 
eastern states. A lot of the grain grown in the eastern states goes into supporting the livestock industry.  

The concern I have tonight is that the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission has disallowed Grain 
Express from exclusive dealing. An organisation granted exclusive dealing is the only body that is allowed to 
control the movement of grain along our rail transport network to the ports. It is not the first time the ACCC has 
misunderstood Western Australia as distinct from other parts of Australia. There was a takeover of a food 
produce retail group called Action Foods by Coles. The suppliers of food produce that were supplying to Action 
Foods were not wanted by Coles after the takeover. Coles wanted to stick with its own suppliers, some of which 
transported meat from the eastern states. There was a greater concentration of retailers, allegedly by the ACCC, 
to give cheaper prices to consumers. That is an important but not the only consideration, particularly if it causes 
a supplier of Western Australian produce to that retail market to seriously restructure its business or face being 
wiped out.  

This is another case of the ACCC not understanding the uniqueness of Western Australia’s industry and the 
pressures under which it has to operate in getting sales into the overseas export market. This time it is the grains 
industry. The ACCC wants to disband the Grain Express service for the movement of grains that CBH is offering 
so effectively and efficiently in the current circumstances. Sceptics might say that it is just another monopoly. In 
agriculture, as some of us in this place know, a lot of small businesses have no economic power. America has a 
law for it. It allows small agricultural businesses to come together as a cooperative so that they can deal with 
what they call the agribusiness sector, which involves much bigger companies buying their produce. Co-
operative Bulk Handling Ltd is a similar cooperative in that regard. We have a sensible organisation called Grain 
Express, which is a single organisation but which deals with a lot of different marketers transporting grain from 
200 sites scattered around the country to the ports. In my view, the ACCC has not understood the circumstances 
of Western Australia in disallowing this exclusive notification and relationship. The efficiencies in this 
mechanism are clear. 

There is a coal industry in the Hunter Valley. Coalmines had the same difficulty because coal has to go through a 
single port—Newcastle—from the various mines. What did they do? They formed their own cooperative. I will 
outline what happened as a result of that cooperative having sole responsibility for the transport of coal to the 
ports. These efficiencies were achieved without one extra dollar of infrastructure investment. It simply came 
down to organisation. In 2002, 69 million metric tonnes of coal were exported through the infrastructure in the 
Hunter Valley. That rose to 84 million tonnes in 2005. Another 15 million tonnes of coal was exported through 
the same infrastructure but with a clever, different organisation to do it.  

We already have such a cooperative in Western Australia. We have the organisation to do it. The problem is that 
the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission does not understand the dynamics in Western Australia 
that make that organisation so essential. It is not just me who is saying that this is a pretty good idea. A letter 
signed by the Minister for Transport in February 2011 states — 

Grain Express was developed in response to the deregulation of grain marketing, in order to provide an 
efficient transport and handling supply chain for export grain in WA. It was intended and provides for 
efficient cargo assembly which increases the productivity of the grain logistics system, especially in the 
absence of inter-port competition. It also assists greatly in minimising the risk of delay in delivering 
grain by avoiding congestion, especially at port terminals. 

This letter is a submission to the ACCC directly from the Minister for Transport — 
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It is possible that the absence of Grain Express will encourage greater use of road transport. Any 
significant shift in grain freight from rail to road will create inefficiencies for state and local 
governments (supported by the Commonwealth) to provide a safe and efficient ‘dual’ system of parallel 
roads and railways to carry competing road and rail vehicles, especially when it would reduce the scope 
and scale economies currently accruing to rail. 

Hon Jim Chown interjected. 

The PRESIDENT: Order! 

Hon PHILIP GARDINER: It would reduce the scale economies that are intrinsic to rail. That is what a 
dismantling of Grain Express would damage. The costs are hard enough to keep under control as it is for the 
agricultural sector, especially in grains. 

Hon Jim Chown interjected. 

The PRESIDENT: Order, Hon Jim Chown! That is four times I have called you to order. It is four times too 
many. 

Hon PHILIP GARDINER: That is why, in my view, the ACCC has got this so seriously wrong. 
 


