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PAY-ROLL TAX ASSESSMENT AMENDMENT (EXEMPTION FOR TRAINEES) BILL 2018 
Second Reading 

Resumed from 11 April. 

DR M.D. NAHAN (Riverton — Leader of the Opposition) [10.00 am]: The government is obviously very 
interested in what we have to say. As we indicated earlier, the Liberal Party will not support this legislation. The 
basis of our justification is the Treasurer’s rant on this in question time yesterday, in which he accused all the users 
of the exemption process of being rorters and the Chamber of Commerce and Industry of Western Australia, which 
he said promoted it, as complicit in that. As we made quite clear, we are open to argument about reform of the 
system, which we did in 2014–15, and which came into effect in 2016–17. That had a significant impact in that, 
according to the government, the exemption for the revenue has gone down from about $100 million to $80 million 
and is on the decline. We recognised that there was a need for reform and we were willing to participate. All we 
wanted was evidence of the impact of the changes of three years ago and what needed to be done. The government 
has not provided the evidence required to pursue the policy to eliminate altogether, in a two-stage process, the 
exemption for payroll tax for training. By the way, this policy was introduced by the Gallop–Carpenter government 
in 2005, and we reformed it to some extent and were willing to look at further reform, but no data for reform was 
put forward. 

A couple of the arguments put forward to us by the advisers simply have to be false. When a government asks for 
an opposition’s support and provides bogus evidence, it should expect us to question that. As stated in the 
government’s evidence, in 2014–15 we put a limit of 100 people a quarter on apprenticeship programs for each 
firm. One of the government’s concerns is value for money. The third dot point of the information we got said that 
the exemption was not targeted at filling training gaps or addressing priority training areas. An example is that one 
employer employed 1 000 employees on the same business systems course. If employers are restricted to 
100 a quarter, how can there be 1 000? It cannot be! That was a possibility three years ago and probably a reality, 
but it is not now. The government is using examples from three years ago—from before the reforms that we put 
in—to justify further changes now. It just cannot be. We have a right to know. Training is important for business 
and this is a major program provided for training. The government is going to scrap it in a two-stage process and 
move to a grant system, which we have rejected in the past as it has major flaws, which are seen around the country 
as this is not a new policy area. The government has put together bogus data. When the Treasurer was asked about 
it, he ranted that all the businesses using it were tax avoiders and tax cheats and that the CCI, which is arguing the 
case on behalf of its members, is complicit. When politicians, particularly those like the Treasurer, who is prone 
to rant and be abusive, make such statements, we have to be sceptical. 

Another piece of data was that around 2016–17, around 120 employers were granted exemptions of more than 
30 per cent of their wages, which is about five per cent of the firms that pay payroll tax. It could apply to only very 
small firms in terms of wage bills and the numbers. It cannot be any other way. Those figures show that the impact 
of the so-called rorting will be most significant—because of the 100 employees a quarter limit—for small 
businesses, which are at the margins of paying payroll tax. The Treasurer is saying that small to medium-sized 
enterprises that have these small wage bills that just go over the payroll tax threshold of $850 000 are the major 
so-called rorters of the system. In other words, he is saying that it is not BHP and Rio; the threshold does not apply 
to them as they have thousands of employees. It is not a big issue of them trying to rort the system. He is saying 
that small to medium-sized enterprises are systematically rorting the system. That is what he is saying, but 
providing no evidence to that effect. In fact, the evidence is from over three years ago. The government has to do 
better than that to get our support for eliminating this system. 

It has been made clear to us that this is the first step. The government is going to eliminate the payroll tax exemption 
for training altogether and move to a grant system. We have seen grant systems before and know a couple of things 
about them. Grant systems have high administrative costs and have been rorted systematically in the past. A couple 
of royal commissions into the training levy fund have been held. Do members remember those? Grant systems are 
not quick or agile enough to target what firms need. They are determined by bureaucrats and agencies rather than 
employers and employees on the ground, which is why, over time the training system has shifted away from 
administrative grants to more employer-based decision-making. But the government is going back to that. We 
suspect that it is going back to it for its industrial and union-based agreements and we will see that in the future. 
We have to treat this as a stage of the government abandoning an existing system. 

The government is saying a couple of other things. As the member for Bateman correctly argued, this state is going 
through a major structural change, from construction to production and diversification after the boom. Firms are 
going through a really difficult process and are hard-pressed to adjust. There is downward pressure on wages and 
retraining is absolutely needed. The government has said that 40 per cent of the users of the system are current 
employees. It says that is a negative thing. It will take away one of the major mechanisms that firms can use to 
retain current employees. They are going through major structural changes and, rather than fire workers, they need 
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to retrain them. They use the system to retrain workers and the government is going to eliminate it and make it 
available for only new employees. Employers are going to fire people because of this change. If a current job no 
longer exists, is substantially altered or is of marginal value and they would like to retrain their employees, 
employers will lose this and will have to fire them. SMEs will fire people because of the government’s policy. The 
government has not thought this through. We are more than open to a wholesale look at the system; we will look 
at every aspect of it. We should not only monitor what it is being used for, but also make sure it can be closely 
targeted. We would insist that it can be used for existing workers as well as new ones, and we will look at a cap of 
some sort. We will look at any major reform of this system. We are open to that but we are not open to “take it or 
leave it” or eliminating it altogether. The government must provide data. To a large extent, the critique of the 
system is based on data from three years ago that we took into account and reformed the system, which the 
government gives us a backhanded thanks for. But more is needed. We will not support the elimination of a major 
program to retrain existing workers during the most significant painful adjustment process ever. The government 
noticed this because the Premier yesterday announced a major program with Rio Tinto to retrain workers in 
Rio Tinto’s businesses impacted by automation, which is a big issue in the mining sector—both trains and trucks 
and a whole range of other things. All the major miners have said, “We’re going to go to automation but we’re 
going to do it in such a way that we do not lay off people. We’re going to retrain the existing workers to work 
elsewhere in our operations.” Even though FMG and Rio Tinto are not big users of this program—because it is 
capped at 100 employees per firm per quarter—it is happening to them and it is happening across the board. Across 
our economy, employers are being disrupted by technological change, so rather than lay off people, we would 
want them to retrain. This takes away that ability for this program. Instead, they will have to go cap in hand to the 
bureaucracy and say, “This department is going to be affected by technological change, we would like a grant to 
stop laying off these people.” Six months later, they might get a grant, and do members know what? The person 
is gone! They have to shunt the responsibility for training off to the department and TAFEs in some form or 
fashion. It is short-sighted. Putting it all together, this is a cash grab by the government to get a hold of effectively 
a backdoor means to increase payroll tax. It is mainly small and medium enterprises that will be impacted by this 
change. That is what it is.  

[Member’s time extended.] 

Dr M.D. NAHAN: One of the government’s claims is that it will keep the savings of $100 million over the forward 
estimates. It will basically be used to backfill the national partnership. The national partnership expired on 
1 July 2017. It was about $55 million to the state and it went largely to TAFEs. Those are all facts. The national 
partnership is being renegotiated now. The federal government has re-funded it and changed it. It funded it in full 
on a levy on employers, and employees on temporary work permits from overseas. All the money for those levies 
goes to this new national partnership. In the forward estimates, it is about $365 million a year. That is a bit less—
about 15 to 20 per cent less—than the allocation under the old national partnership. It is a reduction; I accept that. 
But it is also dependent upon how much money is raised. Also, any unspent money accumulates in the fund. Last 
year, no state or territory used it, so the $365 million allocated for 2017–18 accumulated and will be spent over 
the forward estimates. It is going up. It is used for the same purpose—funding public sector TAFEs. It is what it 
says. However, it does have some additional strings attached, as all these commonwealth grants do. I cannot find 
out what those additional strings are because they are being negotiated. The Treasurer’s argument that it is cut and 
gone forever is simply not true. The allocation in 2018–19 is just shy of $40 million for the Western Australian 
government. In the forward estimates of the commonwealth’s 2017–18 budget, the commonwealth told us that 
additional money, because of the lack of use, will be allocated in the up and coming budget. The money is there, 
the government just has to agree to the strings attached. But the allocation of the money targeted to public sector 
TAFEs remains the same.  

The bureaucrats were careful, they have to worry about their jobs for this government, but they told us that there 
was $55 million under the old system that was not allocated in 2017–18. That is accurate. The government lost 
$55 million because it did not renegotiate the national partnership. Going forward, the implication that that will 
continue has no basis whatsoever. There is a system. I think the state government, after it gets this, will use the 
lack of renegotiation of the national partnership to try to justify pulling money out of training and businesses 
through the payroll tax exemption. They are using this lure of a failure by the commonwealth to reallocate money 
to effectively increase payroll tax and remove the exemption. The government will then turn around and 
renegotiate the national partnership, take the $40 million or more, and pocket this and use it somewhere else. This 
government is not forthright or honest; it is tricky. We cannot believe a word it says about the use of the money, 
the justification for it, the research, and the cause for it. If it were straightforward with us on this and came to us 
and said, “Here’s the research we’re doing, here’s some data and here are some ideas of reform”, we would have 
supported it. We would have given it due consideration. We would have argued not to eliminate training for current 
workers, because that is just stupid. We would have looked at the $100 000 cut-off. The mining sector is very 
important. A lot of people who earn over $100 000 in that sector need training. All those people face—many of 
them union people—dislocation or dismissal because of automation. They are all train drivers on $200 000-plus. 
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The government’s decision to cap is debatable. We would argue for more. The government might have 
differentiated by industry—$100 000 in the hospitality industry is more than reasonable. In the mining sector, 
particularly for fly in, fly out workers, it is not. But the government has not done that. It has not done the work 
necessary to address it because I think all it wanted was to get an effective increase in payroll tax and use the 
money on higher priorities that it is not telling us about. That is what it is doing.  

It was justified in a rant by the Treasurer saying that everybody who is using this system—most of whom, as I have 
pointed out, are small and medium enterprises facing huge levels of dislocation and structural change—are nothing 
but rorters. That is what the government said—nothing but rorters. The Liberal Party cannot, and will not, accept 
that. Do the work and we will look at it seriously. The Liberal Party has a track record of this. When it became 
obvious to us back in 2012–13 that the growth of the payroll tax exemption was very rapid—though at that time 
so was our employment and payroll tax revenue—we looked at it. At no time did we think that we had all the 
solutions. It has led to a 20 per cent drop in two years of receipts. There is a lag in the system. When those changes 
were made, we grandfathered all training programs. Many training programs go on for more than one year. We 
expect that as time goes by the changes we made in 2015 will lead to further ongoing reductions in the amount of 
money spent on tax exemptions. We have not been provided with that data at all. A graph provided from last year 
just shows it has gone down. It did not provide the evidence for this current year, 2017–18. I do not know that that 
is reasonable. On the trendline, the state will get another $10 million saving. It would be down to 70. If it is done 
over the forward estimates—we do not know whether the government just used the trendline—it will go down to 
about $50 million or less. The government does not provide that data. Why not? It should be there. It has to have 
it for budget purposes and for the development of forward estimates. I put that to members, being sceptical, because 
it does not tell us a story. The government and this program want to effectively increase payroll tax by taking away 
the exemptions that apply mostly to small and medium enterprises at the margins of payroll tax to use that money 
for other purposes that it does not want to tell us about. It says it is going to backfill a national agreement. As 
I pointed out, that is bogus. The national agreement has been renewed and the money is there. It is earmarked and 
funded over the forward estimates; it is a specifically earmarked tax on foreign workers. It is there. The government 
will get that if it so wishes to access it. This is just an exercise in trying to increase the effective payroll tax rate 
on small to medium enterprises, and for the government to take the money and spend it elsewhere; we do not know 
where. We suspect that in the next stage—this must be considered now, because it was flagged in our advice that 
this is the first step—the government is going to a grant system. Whether it takes the higher payroll tax into the 
grant system, we do not know; that is not clear. It might pocket it. It might spend it on Local Jobs, Local Projects 
with more pork-barrelling. But if the government does grants, we have no doubt that the grant system and studies 
of it have been done over and over again. TAFE has been one of the most investigated areas in public policy over 
the last 30 years at the commonwealth and state level. They have looked at grants. Grants have higher 
administrative costs, are slower, more poorly targeted, less responsive to the demand of industry and are more 
stuck in bureaucracy than the flexibility of the workplace. That is what the government is going through. It is 
expecting us to support the government increasing the effective rate of payroll tax—it is not trying to say that, but 
that is what it is doing—to fund something else, including the grant system. One of the problems with the grant 
systems in the past, and we are not just paranoid on this, has been that they have been set up systematically to be 
administered by tripartite arrangements, including the union movement to allocate for the union’s deemed 
priorities. That is what this says: the government will allocate the money on the grants schedule under its priorities, 
which take union priorities. The unions have, regularly and through history, systemically rorted those systems, 
requiring royal commissions into them. Julia Gillard was involved in one in New South Wales. It was rorting the 
system in Western Australia to build a union leader’s house in Victoria. As a result of the tripartite arrangements, 
because some of the dubious values of the union leaders, these systems have been systemically rorted—and that 
is where the government is going. But more importantly, grants have been poorly targeted for the purposes of 
training. 

In the last election, we never heard of this reform, did we? The Labor Party knew well about it, but it did not 
mention it. No, no. It was just like it did not mention privatising Synergy’s assets. In fact, it was fighting to save 
the sale of assets owned by monopoly providers of electricity. But it did not do this because it knows it is dodgy. 
We simply will not provide it, and we will go out to small and medium enterprises in the metropolitan and regional 
areas to highlight what this actually is—an attempt to increase the effective payroll tax on them through a backdoor 
means. It is not needed to fund the national partnership. Current employees need training, just as do future 
employees, and the government, with its argument, is being dishonest and tricky about this system. We will fight 
for the small and medium enterprises in the metropolitan area and regional WA against this government’s attempt. 
We will also hold the Premier to his promise made to us all that he will seriously look at increasing the threshold 
for payroll tax from $850 000 to $1 million. He made the promise to all of us last year. We will hold him to account 
on the next budget. 
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MR S.K. L’ESTRANGE (Churchlands) [10.24 am]: Where is the Minister for Finance, Leader of the 
Opposition, to listen to us scrutinise the ridiculous Pay-roll Tax Assessment Amendment (Exemption for Trainees) 
Bill 2018? 

Dr M.D. Nahan: He doesn’t care. 

Mr S.K. L’Estrange: He does not care. At least we have the Premier in here, albeit he is spending most of his 
time talking to the Minister for Mines and Petroleum, not even listening to the Leader of the Opposition. All we 
did as an opposition is get up in this place yesterday and make the point that we think this bill should be scrutinised. 
What did Labor do? What did the minister and the Premier authorise? It is a media release headlined “Liberals side 
with scare campaign over trainees and small business”. That is not a media release; that is spin and the government 
knows it. The whole point of this Parliament is to hold the government to account on its policies and bills so that 
the legislation that rolls out of this place and goes to the Governor’s residence will work for the people of 
Western Australia. The minute it gets some scrutiny from this place, what does the government do? It throws out 
a ridiculous media release. It is outrageous, sensationalist and designed to provoke public interest and excitement, 
which is not in the interest of what this bill is about. This bill purports to do all sorts of things, but this government 
seems to be interested only in a headline and a bit of public opinion that falls in line with its blame-game rhetoric 
of blaming us for everything that it is doing wrong and not having a good look at its own policies. Let me just 
remind the Premier, before he walks out, that he went to the election in 2017 with a very clear promise to the 
people of Western Australia. He said — 

“There will be no new taxes on West Australians or increases on taxes on West Australians if we are 
elected, full stop.” 

He repeated that pledge going into the election—and here we are again. What is he doing? He is increasing a tax 
and going back on his word. He is breaking that promise again. I think it is the fourth time that we have seen it 
from this Premier. No doubt we will see many more. We know that he loves taxes. He also said it was going to be 
a government that would be open and transparent. On 21 February 2017, before the election, it was reported in 
ABC News — 

Mr McGowan said Labor would release all of its revenue-raising measures before polling day, but 
stressed people in WA were already paying enough tax. 

What happened? Apparently they are not paying enough tax. Apparently, because he thinks it is okay to break 
these pledges and promises, he can come into this place with the minister and dish up another tax grab on the 
people of Western Australia and sadly on industries and businesses in Western Australia that employ 
Western Australians. These are pretty simple economics. If the government starts increasing costs on business, it 
makes it harder for those businesses to employ new people. That is what this government is doing, and it is trying 
to cover it off as though it will make more jobs. How can it be making jobs if it is introducing a policy to increase 
taxes that will damage the jobs that is it purporting to support? It is ridiculous. It does not make sense. It is nothing 
more than a tax grab, and the people of Western Australia should wake up to this. Unfortunately, this government 
puts out these media releases that have nothing to do with policy direction or new and innovative ideas to grow 
jobs in Western Australia. It is just sledging the opposition. That is what we have a year and a bit in. 

Here comes the minister. I am glad he has finally turned up. He refused to listen to the Leader of the Opposition, 
but he has walked into the chamber, so maybe he can listen to a bit of what I have to say about what he is trying 
to dish up in his ridiculous media release yesterday. The increasing of payroll tax by removing the tax exemption 
for traineeships is something that we need to look at pretty carefully. Not only did the Premier say before the 
election that there would be no new taxes, we now have it reported in ABC News by Jacob Kagi on 11 March 2018, 
under the “No new taxes” banner — 

What has happened: It did not take long for this promise to look shaky and, sure enough, the Premier 
admitted on budget day in September — 

This was last year — 
he was breaking that pledge. 

The gates are open, ladies and gentlemen, for taxes on Western Australians to start rolling out from this minister 
and Premier. Can I say that it was very interesting in the lead-up to the March 2017 election. The government 
cosied up nice and tight with the Chamber of Commerce and Industry of Western Australia, the Chamber of 
Minerals and Energy, the Committee for Economic Development of Australia and many other industry groups in 
Perth: “We’ll look after you; we’ll look after business.” I wonder what those groups are thinking right now. 
I wonder how they feel about this Labor government that was going to be all about no new taxes, no increases in 
taxes, supporting business and growing jobs. I wonder how those industry groups are feeling right now. I think 
they might think they have been duped by the government and are very concerned about the direction this 
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government is taking. Once it was elected, it turned its back on all those groups. It did what it could to get those 
groups to support it, and now it has simply turned its back on them. 
There is no doubt that, under this Minister for Finance and this Premier, the government is turning into a rabble. 
We can see that. There is only one minister in the chamber other than the Minister for Finance. Government 
members are simply not interested in this tax-grab bill at all. They would rather not see it and rather not hear the 
opposition’s scrutiny of it. 
Mrs M.H. Roberts: I’d rather not hear it, and I am here. 
Mr S.K. L’ESTRANGE: The minister is here; I said the Minister for Finance and one other. It is good to see that 
the Minister for Police is here to listen. She has been here for many years, so no doubt she is well aware of the fact 
that her government has broken a promise and has backflipped on an election pledge. 
The Premier and the minister continue to twist and bend the truth with the facts and figures. We consistently hear 
them talking about the need for these types of measures as a way of repairing the budget, yet it does not stack up. 
They use figures like $40 000 million in debt, which they try to land as our responsibility. No, minister, and no, 
Premier, it is not. We actually went to the last election with a pledge to sell Western Power, which would have put 
the forward estimates of the debt predictions under $30 billion, and the minister and the Premier know it. They 
took over debt at around $32 billion and they are now extending it to greater than $42 billion, and they know it. 
They own that policy and they own the mechanisms of government that could have changed the direction of debt 
to go under $30 billion, as we went to the election on, but they did not. They should not come into this place with 
facts and figures that are wrong and say deceptive, sensationalist, headline-grabbing things about the opposition 
being responsible for the government’s debt going above $42 million. No, that is the government’s responsibility. 
We went to the election saying what we would do, and the policy we took to the election would have seen debt 
under $30 billion, and the government knows it. I think the government needs to stop this nonsense of ignoring its 
responsibility for the books and its own forward estimates. 
Moving back to the Pay-roll Tax Assessment Amendment (Exemption for Trainees) Bill 2018, on one hand the 
government has the mantra of budget savings measures and quotes misquoted figures. On the other hand, it is 
making out that this tax grab is to create jobs, albeit penalising industries that will be hurt for actually creating 
those jobs in the first place. I am not exactly sure how increasing tax and making it more challenging for industry 
to grow jobs is going to help the government to use those economic levers to increase job creation. I do not know 
how it is going to do it. Maybe the government could explain that to us in a little more detail or at the very least, 
when we go into consideration in detail, look at it more closely. 
I refer to a joint media statement on this bill put out by the Treasurer and the Minister for Education and Training 
on 30 November 2017. I think this was a more legitimate media release than the one that was put out yesterday. It 
informed the public that there would be changes to payroll tax exemptions for trainees. That is normally what 
media releases do; they announce policy changes and are not just sensationalist rubbish, like the one that came out 
yesterday. I note that the second bullet point of this media statement states — 

Payroll tax exemption for traineeships to be limited to new employees saving about $100 million over 
the forward estimates 

Clearly, according to that press release, it is a savings measure. If it is a savings measure, is the government also 
going to be spending it? I am getting mixed messages from the government on this; it is apparently a savings 
measure, but the government is also going to be spending it. But that is okay; we will try to scrutinise that in a little 
more detail. We still think it is clearly a tax grab, but the government seems to be confused about what it is going 
to do with it. 

The minister promised before the election to return the budget to surplus by 2019–20, but soon after the election 
he pushed that back to 2020–21 because he knew his government had absolutely no desire to be really dinkum and 
genuine about it. The amazing debt reduction account that the government decided to create before the election 
was a classic bit of spin. What was it? Iron ore royalties and GST were to be at 65c in the dollar, and when iron 
ore reached $85 a tonne the government was going to put 50 per cent of the proceeds into this debt reduction 
account. Then, of course, after it was voted in, even that bit of fantasy was rubbed out in the first budget and the 
government created a new way of paying off debt called “unanticipated windfall revenue”. That is absolutely 
ridiculous Fantasy Island economics—nothing more, nothing less. I remember that program as a kid—the two 
fellows in their white three-piece suits and black ties. Does the member for Nedlands remember it? Mr Roarke and 
his offsider, Tattoo, standing there, waiting—“The plane, the plane!” Here we have a minister shouting, 
“The plane”, and all the money is going to turn up at some point in time, and that will be the unanticipated windfall 
revenue. It will land on fantasy island from the plane and the minister and the Premier in their white three-piece 
suits and little black ties will walk out to the plane and grab the money. They will say, “There’s our windfall 
revenue. We knew we had a plan.” That is the level of governance we have going on in Western Australia with 
regard to debt reduction. That is what we are dealing with. It is absolutely ridiculous that the government thinks 
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the people of Western Australia will not see it for what it is—absolute fraudsters when it comes to being genuine 
about debt reduction. 

The government has no real commitment to increasing government savings. It is saying that it is all about 
increasing savings, but it is not. It is all about increasing taxes and then increasing spending, but worse still, it 
wants to increase that spending through blatant partisan policies. We have seen that with this $39 million 
“local jobs, local votes” program, or whatever it is, with big, flash cheques in all the Labor electorates. Government 
members are walking out there and saying, “Here’s a cheque for $10 000; here’s another one for $20 000; here’s 
another one for $50 000”. It is $39 million in cheques, when there are some genuine communities out there doing 
it tough, but because they do not sit within a Labor electorate, they have to wait and hope that they are going to be 
looked after. What do members think the people of Moora are thinking right now about that task verb “hope”? 
“Hope” is not a very effective task verb. That is what they are doing. They are asking, “What about us?” Of course, 
this government does not care about them; it cares only about sandbagging up the seats it won at the last election, 
so it is rolling out $39 million in spending on one hand, while on the other hand it is saying in a press release that 
it is going to raise $100 million over the forward estimates by slugging businesses with increased taxes. Now we 
know what it is all about. It is all about increasing taxes to simply spend money on its own electorates to sandbag 
them for the next election. That is what it is about, and it is not in the best interests of Western Australia. 

To get back to the bill, the government says that it is about focusing on job creation. That would require 
consultation and coordination with industry. How did it go with consulting with industry on this? Did it go out and 
sit down with the CCI and say, “Hey, look guys, can you model for us the impact you think this tax grab’s going 
to have on industry and job creation?” I do not think so. I am pretty sure the government probably thought, “No, we 
won’t tell them about that”, because the government has a track record of no consultation. We saw that with 
Perth Modern School when the government first came to power. There was no consultation. We saw it when the 
minister and the Minister for Mines and Petroleum made a commitment to the gold sector in Western Australia 
that the government would not touch royalties. They committed to that, and a month or so later, what did they do? 
We saw the first attempt at rolling out an increase in the gold tax. There was no consultation and it was a broken 
promise. In fact, it was deceptive politics to the stakeholders. The stakeholders went to the government to consult; 
the government did not go to the stakeholders—it was the other way around. When the stakeholders asked the 
question, it was, “No, no, you people have nothing to worry about. We recognise that the gold sector is 
a job-creating sector. There are a lot of medium-sized enterprises that need to be supported to grow jobs.” That 
sector learnt a valuable lesson in how this government governs. It learnt the very valuable lesson that the 
government does not consult and when the industry tries to consult with it, it will not tell it what is going to do; 
it will in fact tell it the opposite.  

That is what we are seeing—no consultation and no coordination with industry. The government’s track record 
holds up and we see it here with the Pay-roll Tax Assessment Amendment (Exemption for Trainees) Bill 2018. 
The consulting with industry to increase training places and addressing concerns about possible rogue operators is 
the only aspect of the bill on which the government could possibly have a sliver of credibility. The only credibility 
the government has is in identifying a particular business operator who takes advantage of the legislation and 
works it to their advantage, which was not the intent of the act. That is granted; that is the only sliver of reality 
that we on this side will accept. Yes, tightening this piece of legislation is required for some operators out there so 
that they cannot jump through loopholes or get an unfair advantage that is not in the best interests of the intent of 
the original legislation. We grant the government that. But the government is not really focusing on that at all. It 
is saying that it will scrap it, raise $100 million to spend on itself and destroy jobs—and do it under the guise of 
creating another policy somewhere down the track. The government is calling it some sort of grants scheme—we 
do not know what it is going to look like—that will apparently create more jobs. None of that is in this bill so we 
as the opposition must scrutinise the bill. I know that the Treasurer does not like that. He does not like being 
scrutinised. He would prefer, when the first opposition speaker jumped to his feet, to quickly get his media machine 
into operation to rush out a headline, “Oh my God! News headline: The opposition is scrutinising my bill.” It is 
outrageous, absolutely outrageous. 

The government should not arbitrarily impose an increase to payroll tax while the economy is still adjusting to the 
aftereffects of the downturn in the mining and construction boom and while we are still adjusting to a new economy. 

[Member’s time extended.] 

Mr S.K. L’ESTRANGE: We are trying to diversify the economy in different areas and this is not the time for the 
government to lose its capacity to support businesses to hire more people. This is a time when the economy is 
restructuring itself and diversifying the types of industries than can grow jobs. This is a time to support industry. 
This is a time to invest in programs and policies that will help industry grow so that as those policies help industry 
grow, it, too, can create jobs. The Minister for Finance and the Premier pontificate with bluff and bluster and shift 
the blame for an increase in taxes onto the former government. They consistently do it; they say that it is our fault 
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that the government is increasing taxes. No, it is not our fault that the government is increasing taxes. As I said, 
we had a policy that would have had debt going south od $30 billion. The government does not. Rather, it has 
come to this place with debt projected to increase to $42 billion-plus, and at the same time it is increasing taxes 
for the people of Western Australia when it promised that it would not do so. That is not acceptable. 

We heard the minister extend the blame to the federal government yesterday during question time, I think it was. 
He extended the blame for the need for this tax grab on the federal government and commonwealth funding. 
Remember Reaganomics from the 1980s? Well, this is blame-onomics. That is what this government is about. It 
comes up with a policy and blames us and if it cannot blame us, it blames the feds. It takes no responsibility and 
introduces a tax grab. Here is a suggestion for the minister and the Premier. They should pick up the phone and 
call Canberra, because it has a $1.5 billion Skilling Australians Fund. I will say that again—a $1.5 billion Skilling 
Australians Fund, which it has prioritised towards, guess what, apprenticeships and traineeships. Is that not what 
the government is saying that it is all about? Why not get on the phone? I looked at the federal government’s 
website to see what it states about the Skilling Australians Fund. It reads — 

… the Fund will support 300 000 more apprenticeships, traineeships, pre-apprenticeships, pre-traineeships, 
and higher apprenticeships. 

That sounds pretty good to me. Can I suggest that the Premier and the minister get on the phone, organise a meeting 
and come up with a business case because if the government is saying that jobs growth is its number one priority 
for the people of Western Australia? That is what it went to the election with. Why is the government blaming the 
commonwealth government for its own mistakes and why is it not working with the commonwealth government 
to put forward a robust case as to why Western Australia should get the lion’s share of that $1.5 billion in funding 
to grow apprenticeships and traineeships in Western Australia? Instead of blaming the commonwealth government 
and calling it the voodoo–bad guys, why not work with it to grow jobs in Western Australia? While it is doing 
that, why does it not sit down with industry and say, “Hey! How can we help you make a better case for this 
commonwealth funding? How can we help you to grow traineeships and apprenticeships in your businesses to 
grow jobs in Western Australia?” It might want to say to them, “And we will look after this payroll tax exemption 
for you so that you can continue to take on new trainees and grow jobs in Western Australia.” We know that the 
government is not prepared to do that because it has fallen into a rut and that rut is playing the blame game. That 
is what the government does; that is its modus operandi. It is a high-taxing, high-spending blame-game government 
that is not one bit interested in good policy that will do something constructive for the Western Australian 
economy. It has demonstrated that it has no capacity to walk outside Dumas House to have conversations with the 
commonwealth and other key stakeholders in the game that is called managing the economy of Western Australia. 
The government has shown no capacity to do so effectively. 

The government’s track record on broken promises is dire and it continues to be dire. We have heard commentators 
throughout Australia’s recent history brand Labor governments as governments that are consistently high taxing 
and high spending. The government loves the fact that we had to manage the macro economy of Western Australia 
during one of the biggest booms, which saw half a million come to Western Australia. We had to roll out water, 
power, roads and schools. We had to restructure hospitals and reinvigorate the City of Perth. 

Mr F.M. Logan interjected. 

Mr S.K. L’ESTRANGE: The member for Cockburn has gone to Optus Stadium. We know that he is a chardonnay 
and champagne MP who swans around Swanbourne when his hardworking constituents are doing it tough and 
looking for a job in Cockburn. 

Mr F.M. Logan: It is pinot gris! 

Mr S.K. L’ESTRANGE: Whatever it is, we know that the member for Cockburn has well and truly stocked his 
wine cellar. We also know that the member for Bassendean and his union mates are more interested in taxing 
Western Australian industries than they are in growing jobs. The member for Bassendean has never had a real job 
in his life. In fact, he has never created a real job in his life. The only jobs that the member for Bassendean is 
interested in are those good and cosy jobs for his union official mates. The member for Cockburn needs to make 
sure that the new backbenchers represent a new Labor. He needs to start mentoring them so that they do not become 
a high-taxing, high-spending blame-game group when they come to government in the next 20 years. They need 
to adjust their political behaviour and focus on the people of Western Australia appropriately. 

We have a budget coming up; the minister knows this. He provided a 10 per cent flat-rate increase on power prices 
last year for the hardworking mums and dads of Cockburn, member for Cockburn. That was a disgrace because he 
said that he was not going to do it. We know that the government is high taxing and high spending and we also 
know that it is all about increasing fees and charges for hardworking Western Australians so that it can afford the 
$39 million pork-barrelling fund or slush fund to sandbag Labor seats into the 2021 election. It well and truly got 
out of the gates to make sure that happens. 
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I conclude with this: if the Premier and the minister are absolutely dinkum about prioritising jobs in training, they 
need to focus on doing just that. They need to do three key things. As I have outlined, the first thing, which I strongly 
recommend the minister and his staff get onto as soon as possible, is to get on the phone to Canberra and present 
a robust case that will put WA first in accessing $1.5 billion Skilling Australians Fund. That is the first thing the 
government should do if it is dinkum about trying to get some funds for traineeships, apprenticeships and businesses 
in Western Australia. That is where all of the effort should be. It should not be on ridiculous media releases such as 
was put out yesterday, telling the public nothing but just creating a sensationalist headline for itself. 

The second thing it needs to do is support industries and businesses in Western Australia, not by slugging them 
with increased taxes at a time when they need to be supported to grow jobs, but rather by getting in there and 
helping them. Work out how their payroll tax can be exempted appropriately so that they can increase the number 
of traineeships and apprenticeships they have in their businesses. The government should not just whack them all 
and say that it is going to take it off them, they now have increased taxes, and walk away as though that is good 
government. That is not good government; that is lazy government, and members opposite know it.  

The third thing it needs to do is consult with industry to ensure that the existing payroll tax exemptions grow 
training jobs and opportunities. I say it again: work with the commonwealth—it is very important that the 
government does that—to access that $1.5 billion. Make sure it supports industries and businesses to promote jobs 
and make sure that where there is a need in the existing legislation, to tighten it up so that if anybody is taking 
advantage who should not be, it can tighten the legislation so that all the others are not tarred with the same brush 
and are supported and those that are not playing fair are dealt with and then we move forward. That is what the 
government needs to do in this bill. That is why the opposition is scrutinising this government bill, not so that it 
can go out and be sensationalist, but because we care about jobs growth and jobs creation for the people of 
Western Australia. 

MS E. HAMILTON (Joondalup) [10.51 am]: I rise to make a contribution to debate on the Pay-roll Tax 
Assessment Amendment (Exemption for Trainees) Bill. I am delighted that the current Pay-roll Tax Assessment 
Act is being modified to ensure better employment outcomes for Western Australians and a healthier, stronger 
economy for the state. The current system is far from ideal. Wages of any new or existing apprentice or trainee 
paid under an approved training contract with the Department of Training and Workforce Development are exempt 
from payroll tax. The act was created with the best of intentions, encouraging employers to hire new staff and 
provide them with training, but unfortunately it is often adopted with other motivations that provide relatively little 
benefit to either employees or the wider community.  

The lack of restrictions on when the payroll tax exemption applies and to what training options it applies means 
that training does not need to be targeted in any way to what the labour market actually requires. The tax can be 
used by employers seeking to avoid their taxation obligations. Treating the payroll tax exemption as 
a profit-making scheme is unhelpful. It has led to significant and unnecessary costs for the state government when 
employers use the scheme to reduce their liabilities with potentially irrelevant training, rather than addressing 
actual training needs. 

In just 11 years, from 2005–06 to 2016–17, the cost of the current scheme to the taxpayer has grown almost 
eightfold, far outpacing both wages growth and employment growth. Additionally, Western Australia’s exemption 
is far more generous than what is available in other states, leaving us burdened with a costly system with limited 
returns to our community. The value of this exemption relative to our payroll tax is an absurd 2.4 per cent, twice 
that of any other state or territory. It is a huge investment and we need to close the loopholes to ensure that 
Western Australia gets the best value for money in terms of what we spend to encourage employers to hire and 
train new staff, rather than inadvertently encouraging a padded bottom line. 

Although the misuse of the system to avoid tax has not been identified in the case of apprenticeships, it appears 
widespread with traineeships. The findings include 120 companies claiming exemptions for more than 30 per cent 
of their total wages; one company claimed an incredible 93 per cent of its total wages while another enrolled over 
1 000 employees in the same business systems course. This misuse of the system simply cannot continue.  

Of course, it is vital that we encourage businesses to hire and train new staff. That was the original purpose of this 
scheme. It has been estimated, however, that 40 per cent of the cost of the exemption has merely subsidised training 
of existing employees, and that because the scheme casts such a wide net, it is fundamentally unable to fill specific 
skills gaps in the labour market. The changes encourage targeting so that priority areas can be addressed and so 
that the Western Australian labour force, especially young people starting out in their careers, can be better 
prepared for what the market requires. 

The changes will be implemented in two stages, the first of which will be a redefinition of what circumstances 
allow for payroll tax exemption to be claimed. Firstly, the exemption will be limited to apprentices and new 
employee trainees, which aligns with the original intention of the act. Transitioning arrangements will be put in 
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place to continue for existing worker trainees who have already lodged a training contract. A wage cap of 
$100 000 will apply for all trainees. The payroll tax exemption will apply for only the nominal period of a training 
qualification for which the employee is employed under a training contract. For example, if the nominal period to 
complete a qualification is 18 months, the exemption will apply for only that 18 months. Changes to the act are 
expected to save around $100 million over the forward estimates, and savings from stage 1 will be reinvested into 
the training sector. This is quite exciting as we will be able to fund almost 10 000 training places in 2018 and over 
43 000 places over the forward estimates. We will be able to contribute to maintaining funded training places in 
the absence of commonwealth funding under the National Partnership Agreement on Skills Reform, which expired 
mid–last year. Stage 2 of these changes will explore options to replace the remaining exemptions with a grants 
scheme. The goal is a fairer and more transparent approach that ensures training support is more accessible to 
small businesses, rather than benefiting those that are large enough to be liable for payroll tax in the first place. 

As the member for Joondalup, an electorate that includes several training organisations and the North Metropolitan 
TAFE as well, I understand the importance of further education and training in developing rewarding and 
meaningful careers. In an increasingly competitive labour market, however, it is crucially important that 
newcomers to the workforce have the opportunity to put their skills into practice and find their place in the 
workforce. Opportunities to integrate study and work are exciting, empowering and potentially life-changing. By 
addressing the gaps in the current scheme, we will be able to create an improved model with better return on 
investment to the community. The WA private sector will benefit from employees trained in skills that are needed, 
and employees who are trained in what the economy needs will be better compensated, leading to an economic 
multiplier effect which will benefit the economy in turn as these workers increase their spending power. We will 
be able to better bridge the gap between training and employment, upskill our workforce and improve the economic 
future of a significant number of Western Australians as they are better compensated, stable and satisfied in their 
careers. 

The McGowan government prioritises local jobs. These changes will produce a better model that will benefit WA, 
particularly the residents in the electorate of Joondalup. The grants system will also allow us to better target the 
state’s labour market needs. This is especially important in light of upcoming infrastructure projects in Joondalup 
and in the northern suburbs more widely. Locally, progress continues with the Ocean Reef marina project, 
a thriving world-class waterfront project in the northern corridor that will create a tourism and recreation 
destination. That project is on track to commence in 2020. It will create hundreds of jobs and people will be needed 
to fill them in the construction industry while the marina is built, but also on an ongoing basis in tourism, hospitality 
and retail. Putting stage 1 savings directly into training options and creating an optimised training system moving 
forward means that we will be able to better match local workers and the skills needed. The range of benefits is 
wide, from happier workers with shorter commute times to less congested roads and better employment outcomes 
in both the short and long term. I am happy to contribute to this bill and to highlight the benefits for Joondalup. 

Debate adjourned until a later stage of the sitting, on motion by Mrs M.H. Roberts (Minister for Police). 

[Continued on page 2022.]  
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