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ESTIMATES OF REVENUE AND EXPENDITURE 
Consideration of Tabled Papers 

Resumed from 14 May on the following motion moved by Hon Nick Griffiths (Minister for Housing and Works) 
-  

That pursuant to Standing Order No 49(1)(c) the Legislative Council take note of tabled paper No 
2170A-H (2004-05 Budget Statements), laid upon the Table of the House on 6 May 2004.   

HON ROBYN McSWEENEY (South West) [3.04 pm]:  In noting the budget papers I will focus on the youth 
of Western Australia and the appalling report that 8 000 young people in this State between the ages of 15 and 19 
are unemployed, uneducated and not in further training.  I have the most up-to-date figures, but I believe that 
even they are out of date.  I went searching after I saw the headlines in The West Australian about the 8 000 lost 
young people.  There are 145 500 people aged between 15 and 19 in Western Australia.  Of these, 93 100 attend 
full-time education, which leaves 52 400 in employment or looking for employment.  Of this figure of 52 400, 
40 200 are employed and 6 600 are looking for work.  It is said that 5 600 are not in the labour force, but the 
most up-to-date figure on that is 7 300 in Western Australia.  I have been told that this is a comparable statistic.  
I hate statistics.  They dehumanise young people.  These are our young people, and they deserve better in this 
State.  Western Australia’s youth unemployment figure for that age group is the third highest of the Australian 
States. 

There have been some relevant reports on this issue, and I will use a few of these to outline the problem we face 
in this area.  They are those of the Business Council of Australia - federal Treasurer Peter Costello 
commissioned the intergenerational report; the Dusseldorp Skills Forum report “How Young People are Faring 
2003”; and the Anglicare Australia report “State of the Family 2004”, which was the basis for the report in The 
West Australian.  The challenge we now face is to increase year 12 completion rates.  This has been taken up by 
the Australian Council of Social Service, the Business Council of Australia and seven other national peak 
organisations.  The Minister for Education and Training, Alan Carpenter, has taken notice of the Tannock 
review, which also focuses on improving education and training opportunities for those who are 15 to 19 years 
old.  As Hon Barbara Scott keeps reminding me, with staggered entries for beginning school ages, the school 
leaving age will naturally increase to 17.  I went looking for the areas in which most of the kids were actually 
employed.  The retail trade accounted for 45.8 per cent of those employed.  The next highest area was 
manufacturing, with 9.6 per cent, and then accommodation, cafes and restaurants with 8.3 per cent.  Property and 
business services accounted for 5.5 per cent; health and community services for 4.1 per cent; and personal and 
other services for 3.7 per cent.  There was a range of other areas, but the percentage rates were very low.  Most 
of the children in this age group were employed in the retail industry. 

The federal Government has a wonderful program called Green Corps, which employs 17 to 20-year-olds for 
six-month periods, giving them good solid practical skills as well as educational modules.  I get to do most of the 
launches and graduations from Albany to Mandurah for the federal Government, and I see how, over the six 
months, the young people blossom, become self-confident and take great pride in the work they do.  They love 
working outdoors and Green Corps gives them the opportunity to do that.  When they have completed their six 
months, they are different kids.  It is wonderful to see.  Most of the kids want to stay together for another six 
months, such is the bond they all have, because they belong to something for the first time in their lives.  The 
supervisors are very special people, and they get the kids very motivated.  This is only one program that works in 
country regions of Western Australia.  Over 10 000 kids have participated in Green Corps, and something like 80 
per cent of those kids get full-time work at the end of their time. 

As of March this year, the total figure of unemployed youth was, as I said, 7 300.  For those kids who leave 
school early and do not undertake any further training or education, the move from school to work is 
increasingly difficult, given the complexity of today’s society, the declining youth labour market and the limited 
demand for unskilled employees.  I agree that we need more vocational education and training, including 
apprenticeships and traineeships, but I wonder how we can actually make the kids stay at school until they reach 
17 years of age.  How can we do that?  These kids have been asked why they want to leave school early and they 
have said that they want to get a job, they were not doing well at school, job training was not available at school, 
they did not like school, financially it was hard to stay at school, teachers thought they should leave, they wanted 
to earn their own money and school did not offer the subjects that they wanted.  I think that is true of most cases.  
There is nothing relevant at school for these kids.  It is a proven fact that a lot of these kids come from the lower 
socioeconomic areas.  If kids age 15 and 16 years have been abused in their homes, how can they attend school 
and study and learn something that is relevant with their heads full of all this other stuff?  A lot of these kids are 
really hurting.  One of the problems is that a significant proportion of young kids leave school early as a result of 
their disaffection with the system or skill limitations, such as poor literacy and numeracy skills, or because of 
inflexibility with the courses.  Many early school leavers come from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, as I 
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have said, and they are located in regional and rural areas.  Research suggests that young people who are in the 
bottom 25 per cent of literacy and numeracy tests in year 9 at school are four times more likely to leave school 
earlier than those in the top 25 per cent.  One does not have to be a rocket scientist to work that out. 

I went looking for statistics in Albany and found that 344 young people in that age group were part of the 8 000 
kids out of work.  I would like to know whether most of those kids come from rural areas.  I believe that the 
greater percentage of them would come from rural areas.  However, the latest research showed that it was pretty 
even between city and rural, but I would like to do some further work on that subject.  Albany is one of the 
bigger regional centres.  Under the previous Government millions of dollars were spent on educational 
infrastructure, and this has continued in the TAFE sector.  If a young person lived in Albany and was supported 
by parents and suitable programs were in place for school vocational training and flexibility, I could see a lot of 
potential, but the budget does not cover that, because it indicates that an upgrade for one school will not occur 
until 2010.  The Albany TAFE has an excellent chief executive officer called Lidia Rozlapa.  Other programs 
will have to be integrated between schools and TAFE, although some of that is being done at the moment.  The 
problems start in the regions.  The money is not there to provide for flexible programs.  Some schools in the 
country do not go up to year 12 and, if they do, they have very small numbers.  If students need to go to the 
bigger regional centres, where do they live?  Albany has one old residential college which has outlived its 
usefulness in terms of growth.  According to the budget, that school will be replaced in 2006, which is still two 
years away, but a lot of planning will be necessary before the bricks and mortar stage.  Will it be used to cater for 
school-based vocational training, which brings about its own problems?  Kids who are doing vocational and 
practical work seem to grow up a lot faster than kids who are studying for the TEE.  The workloads are not 
comparable, and that is not to underestimate the importance of what vocational training provides.  However, it is 
a fact that the TEE load is very heavy, although vocational training is different.  Will parents be able to afford to 
send their children to board in a college atmosphere?  If not, where will they stay while they are doing more 
training and education?  

Transport is a big problem, even in the bigger rural centres, but out in the smaller regional centres it is practically 
nonexistent.  If students are to rely on school buses, will those school buses still pick up them up and take them 
to town if they are working for two days a week and are in school for the other three days?  That seems to be a 
very small problem, but I wonder whether that could be organised in some way.  It may be too difficult.  
Transport is a big problem in regional centres.  Unless vocational TAFE training or further training is offered in 
smaller centres, there will still be problems with this age group. 

Telecentres are great for adult learning, but when I last had something to do with them they did not really cater 
for that age group.  The Esperance TAFE was the only regional TAFE to get a new collaborative learning centre 
with emphasis on 15 to 19-year-olds.  I was the first to applaud that, but that is only one centre and it is rather a 
big regional area. 

Small business, which is the backbone of smaller communities and an employer of apprentices and trainees, 
needs to be recognised as such.  More needs to be done to encourage small business to take on our youth, not to 
make it impossible for them, but only $850 000 has been allocated to the Smart Business program to assist 4 000 
small businesses to access training.  I note that payroll tax earnings have increased from $573 million in 1994 to 
$1 billion in 2003, which is an increase of 78 per cent.  That equates to $525 in payroll tax, which is paid by each 
Western Australian, or $1 064 for each employee in the State.  The gross state product increased by 41 per cent 
in the same period, from $57 billion to $81 billion.  Payroll tax becomes payable for annual payrolls exceeding 
$750 000 per annum.  The extension of employment can lead to the creation of or an increase in payroll tax 
liability, and imposts on employment may affect employment growth.  In the country areas it certainly does. 
Last week I was invited, with Hon Barry House, to look over a business in Bunbury that employs over 200 
people, and training and apprenticeship features heavily in its program.  That company is called Geographe 
Enterprises Pty Ltd.  For the past 30 years, the main thrust of Geographe Enterprises has been to import 
replacement-producing Australian solutions to engineering problems from all over the world.  Its customers are 
as diverse as Western Mining, Mt Isa Mines, BHP, Western Power, the Australian Navy and Air Force.  That 
business has over 12 000 line items and is a world-class facility.  The company also had on show a Formula One 
race car - 
Hon Barry House:  Not exactly, but it looked like one. 
Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  Yes, it looked like a Formula One race car.  A proposal to build a Formula One 
style racetrack at Dardanup, which is estimated to boost the south west economy by $100 million a year, is in 
some doubt.  The racetrack plan, which is well advanced and has overwhelming community support, is being 
held up in government departments.  This is disgraceful.  An amount of $100 million a year is in doubt.  It could 
be happening at the end of the year but, no, it is on hold waiting for approvals.  If this Government were serious 
about youth employment and investment for the south west, it would fast-track this project.  Perhaps it is playing 
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politics.  Put Geographe Enterprises, which employs young people, together with this racetrack, and work would 
flow from having such a race in the community, employment opportunities would open up and small businesses 
would relocate to Bunbury.  Clayton Hyder from Geographe Enterprises has recognised the potential for 
businesses in the regions and wholeheartedly supports the racetrack plan.  Mr Ross Roberts, the managing 
director of Perth International Motorsport Management, is appalled that the $35 million proposal could be in 
jeopardy.  This $35 million proposal that could bring $100 million into the south west is being held up by this 
Government.  These people are prepared to have a go - to invest in our region - and they get kicked in the teeth 
for it.  Where is Country Labor (WA) now?  What is the point in having Country Labor?  It does not do 
anything.  If Country Labor were real and it existed, somebody would get behind this project and fast-track it - 
pardon the pun! 

Our young people deserve better; this Government needs to do some hard and fast work.  Perhaps the Minister 
for Education and Training needs to be a bit more vocal in Cabinet on behalf of young people in country 
electorates.  Where is the Premier, Dr Gallop?  Surely he supports something such as this.  The human cost of 
youth unemployment is far reaching.  It creates long-term hardships and limits young people’s capacity to pay 
for rent, food, transport, clothes and other necessities.  It can have long-lasting, psychological impacts, including 
loss of identity, poor self-esteem, depression and mental health problems.  The incidence of mental health 
problems among our youth is no secret.  One of the key factors contributing to labour market difficulties 
experienced by youth is that full-time job growth in recent years has benefited people aged 25 years and over - 
certainly not the 15 to 19-year-old group.  Anglicare and other organisations are looking at assisting and 
improving school retention rates through various education and support programs, including working 
individually with students at risk of dropping out of school and helping to maintain strong connections with 
parents, family, community and schools.  

At the start of the 1980s, 35 per cent of school students continued to year 12.  By 1992 the rate was 77 per cent.  
Since then, growth has stalled.  According to the budget papers, the number of Western Australian children in 
school-based training is only 660.  It is forecast that WA will receive an extra $513.2 million in goods and 
services tax receipts over the four-year period from 2003-04 to 2006-07 and it is estimated to receive 
$13.9 billion in aggregate GST revenues over the next four years to 2007.  I hope the coalition is in government 
when that windfall arrives.  

Money should be spent on flexible education in country regions, and that requires many resources and a lot of 
innovation.  I say a lot of innovation because the smaller outlying schools will need to be innovative.  The fact 
that a school is in an outlying area does not mean it cannot be successful; it needs to be well planned and 
coordinated between all sectors of the community.  Our 15 to 19-year-olds need to be catered for.  Their future 
depends on it.  I cannot help but think that if preventive or interventionist programs had been implemented 
earlier to address problems among young children, there would not be so many lost youth.  

The motion we debated on the Community Midwifery Program prompted me to think about all the research I had 
done when I was involved in juvenile justice.  Hon Peter Foss probably had much to do with that.  During that 
research I came across an article on a 20-year program of research on the nurse home visitation program.  It is an 
American program but there is no reason it cannot be implemented here.  It is common knowledge that Gosnells 
and Armadale are problem areas with not only school dropout rates but also a raft of other social problems.  
There are 17 schools throughout the State from which 60 per cent of students drop out after year 10.  When I 
worked as a welfare officer I was shown maps of those areas.  On the maps a red dot marked a house number if 
the police had been called to that house because of a domestic violence issue or for any other reason.  From 
memory, a lot of red dots were on the map.  It was obvious that not many streets in the Armadale area were 
precluded from a Police Service visit.  

The nurse home visitation program is a model in which nurses visit mothers initially during pregnancy and 
continue through to the child’s second birthday to improve pregnancy outcomes, to promote children’s health 
and development and to strengthen families’ economic self-sufficiency.  Hon Barbara Scott has spoken in this 
place on many occasions about preventive care.  Among the low-income and unmarried women, the program 
helps reduce rates of childhood injuries and ingestions that may be associated with child abuse and neglect and 
helps mothers decide to defer subsequent pregnancies and move into the work force.  Long-term follow-up of 
families indicated that visited mothers were less likely to abuse or neglect their children or to have rapid 
successive pregnancies.  Having fewer children enables women to find work, become economically self-
sufficient and eventually avoid substance abuse and criminal behaviour.  Their children also benefit.  Trials 
proved that by the time the children were 15 years of age, their arrest or conviction rates were lower, they 
smoked and drank less and they had fewer sexual partners than those not in the program.  The article concludes 
that the use of nurses as home visitors is the key and that services should be targeted to the neediest populations.  
Why does the Government not invest resources in Armadale and Gosnells to provide a similar program?  It has 
been proved that money spent at the beginning of a child’s life will save millions of dollars later.  That is no 
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secret; we all know that.  The benefit of early childhood care and education to the health, development and future 
wellbeing of children who are economically and socially disadvantaged should become a number one priority for 
this or any other Government.  It is clear from the budget papers that this Government is not investing in quality 
early childhood care and education.  Such investment would produce important long-term improvements in the 
intellectual and social development of disadvantaged children.  We know that, in the main, the 8 000 youth who 
are out of work come from disadvantaged backgrounds.  

Early the other morning I was watching a program on television about a principal at Launceston who, with the 
Beacon Foundation, started a “no dole for kids” program.  The No Dole program involves children signing a 
charter based on the premise that it takes a whole village to raise a child.  The 15-year-olds are placed in front of 
members of the community, including parents and business leaders, where they sign a charter committing them 
to stay at school and do well.  Industry partners visit the school.  The program has resulted in some good success 
stories.  It shows the kids that the local community is interested in them.  The Prime Minister launched the 
program in, I think, 1998 and now five pilot programs are running.  Its value was proved when the kids who had 
left school and found jobs asked if they could return to the school.  A national forum was held not long ago in 
which 50 schools throughout the country took part.  I think there are 13 in Victoria and I think Balga Senior 
High School here is also a participant.  There was an article in The West Australian about it.  Hon Sue Ellery is 
shaking her head.  

Hon Sue Ellery:  I am sure there is one in the seat of Girrawheen.  

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  Yes; it is run at Girrawheen Senior High School and at Balga high school.  I think 
Girrawheen’s TEE results were among the top performing schools.   

Hon Ray Halligan:  They were in the top 20.  

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY:  Yes.  Just because people come from a low socioeconomic area does not mean 
they cannot do well.   

I will tell a story now of a man called Harry Protoolis, who worked for Nautronix Ltd, a company that is 
involved in defence contracts.  Harry died in the plane crash at Jandakot just before Christmas.  He was raised in 
Balga, was of Greek descent and the only boy among six girls in the family.  He won all sorts of awards at 
school and eventually became an engineer.  He subsequently went to England where he made a name for himself 
in his work with computers and electronics and he married Janet, an English girl.  He then came back to Western 
Australia.  Harry was involved with Nautronix from its inception.  In a mark of respect after he had died, the 
commander of an American ship that was in town visited Nautronix and wanted to know where all the young 
kids were meeting after Harry had died.  He found the kids, one of which was my son, who could have been on 
the plane that crashed.  Fortunately, he was not on it.  The commander found the kids, and spent a few hours 
with them, such was the respect the American, English and Australian people had for Harry.  He was a boy from 
Balga who was renowned worldwide for his work but who died at 38 years of age.  He was a wonderful man 
whom my son idolised.  He was his mentor.  When Harry died he left a wife and three little children, one of 
whom was a little boy called Harry, named after his father.  People who are born in low socioeconomic areas can 
make it.  I wanted to put that in perspective because I have been talking about the 8 000 kids who, it is known, 
are disadvantaged.  People can be disadvantaged but it is a well-known fact that people who have somebody to 
love them will do well.  It does not matter whether they are raised by their grandfather or a divorced parent; 
children who have somebody to love them will do a lot better than those children who do not.   

HON BILL STRETCH (South West) [3.30 pm]:  I thank Hon Robyn McSweeney, my colleague in the south 
west, for her contribution to this debate.  As always, it was well researched and factual.  I would like to speak on 
several subjects.  However, as we have agreed to split up the time, I will not cover all of them.  I would like to 
start off with a usual theme of mine: protective burning and the hazardous situation that still exists in much of 
the south west land division.  The issue is uppermost in my mind because of the Bridgetown and Tenterden 
bushfires.  The tragedy at Tenterden was probably not so much a matter of protective burning because that was a 
day from hell and no protective burning would have done much to allay the tragedy.  I do not think protective 
burning would have saved the lives of those who were so tragically lost.   

However, I take issue with the conservation movements that stop the burning of roadsides.  I refer to roadsides in 
the good old days.  I say the good old days because I was a member of fire brigades and did things that I would 
not be allowed to do now in my dotage; I am not covered by insurance for that.  The fire brigades used to burn 
the roadsides, which then became firebreaks throughout the district.  They were a network of areas that were not 
very wide but they were burnt every four or five years to avoid a huge build-up of litter; they were good 
firebreaks.  However, today they are conduits for fire because they are not burned.  That was seen in Bridgetown 
when the fire hit the roadsides.  The fire spread from reasonably controllable pasture fires in paddocks to the 
roadsides, burning trees and debris that had not been burnt for many years.  The fire roared in an uncontrollable 
fashion and got up a sufficient head of steam to jump the roads and the Blackwood River in many places.  I 
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cannot blame the local shires for that because they are under huge pressures from the environmental groups that 
come down on them like a tonne of bricks if they even lop trees on the sides of roads.   

I have debated with my colleague Hon Christine Sharp the issue of road-widening programs for some shires in 
our electorate.  As I said, they are very short debates because, in my view, there is no contest when there is a 
conflict between the safety of school buses full of children and mothers taking their kids to school and leaving an 
extra tree or two on the side of the road.  Roads are made for the safe transit of passengers, goods and, to a 
certain extent, livestock, although very little droving occurs on roads today.  If roadsides are allowed to become 
overgrown with trees, larger vehicles - not only trucks but also four-wheel drives - are forced to drive in the 
centre of the road to negotiate the hazard.  It is time the community in general put down its foot and reclaimed 
the roads.  If the conservation movements want wide road reserves, they should approach government to reclaim 
from landholders the land alongside the roads and then plant all the flora and whatever they like in that area.  
However, for goodness sake, most of the roads in the south west area were surveyed as one-chain roads, which is 
20 metres.  That is not very wide.  The secret of good road building is for the roads to be wide enough for 
graders and machinery to bring in a sufficient amount of road-building material to make a good roadbed.  That 
cannot be done if someone “ties a yellow ribbon around an old oak tree” and says it must not be touched.  I have 
seen tourist buses that were forced to be driven along unsafe roads in the south west forest region because a tree 
could not be removed.  It is said that the trees cannot be removed because it would detract from the ethos of the 
forest.  If people want to drive through the forest, designated one-way roads should be built as forest tracks, as 
happens near Big Brook Dam and other areas.  Let us face it, we are living in the 2000s and - despite what the 
transport minister might say - heavy road transport is here to stay and it will get heavier, longer and faster.  That 
sets a challenge to road builders and members of Parliament who, I believe, are charged with the safe passage of 
people and goods throughout Western Australia.  That cannot be done when continuous sniping is directed at the 
shires whenever they try to do the right thing for the economy and the safety of their citizens.  Often they are 
pulled up for taking the necessary steps to achieve that.  I am heartily sick and tired of it, as are most of my 
constituents.  We all love nature and trees; we are great conservationists.  However, there must be a balance.   

The trees must be located in the right place.  I am happy for trees to be removed from roadsides and replanted 
elsewhere.  If the community - not the Government necessarily - chooses to pay for the reclamation of private 
land to replant those trees to achieve a better roadside amenity in a visual sense, that is fine.  That is a decision 
made by the community.  I think there are places in which that is done.  Many farmers allow their paddocks to be 
cleared for roads to be made wider.  They put their fences inside of their property and plant trees a little way 
back inside the paddock.  In many cases they plant the trees themselves and the shires help the farmers get the 
seedlings.  Some very good road reserves have been created by cooperation.  I believe this is where we should 
put our positive efforts; we should not spend all our time putting up with the very biased criticism of people who 
are trying to improve the safety and quality of roads.   

A lot is said about road safety and accidents in the country.  I have never seen a proper breakdown of the 
statistics, but there is no question - road engineers will agree - that a well-designed and well-cleared road with 
good visibility helps to save lives on country roads.  It also helps protect our native fauna.  I plead guilty to 
destroying a lot of it; I have to do a lot of night driving.  If I checked with the Department of the Premier and 
Cabinet and saw the number of kangaroo claims on my car, I would be told to get the local shires to clear the 
roads.  Drivers can avoid hitting kangaroos when there is good visibility on the roads.  However, there is no way 
to avoid kangaroos when they leap from behind overhanging branches and trees and heavy undergrowth along 
narrow roads.  I suppose people could drive at 20 kilometres an hour, but I am much too old to spend that 
amount of time on the road.  It is pleasing that I am hitting nearly as many possums on the road as I am 
kangaroos.  That is a great credit to the Department of Conservation and Land Management.  I salute it for its 
fox-baiting programs, which have allowed the build-up of large populations of formerly very scarce animals in 
the road reserves, unfortunately, but also in the reserves alongside the roads.  The animals do not populate in the 
road reserves so much because they need a bigger habitat than that.  Where the roads cut through the reserves, 
the animals cross the roads.  I have hit a couple of numbats in a five-tonne truck, which takes a bit of doing, even 
when not trying, because they are not the speediest of vehicles.  I told an officer of CALM that I pleaded guilty 
to hitting a numbat recently.  The numbat is the State’s emblem and was an endangered species.  The officer said 
that he was sorry I had hit the numbat but that he was pleased because if there are enough numbats crossing the 
road to be scuttled, it is a good sign that the numbats have repopulated and are prowling around where they did 
not prowl around before.  The officer from CALM thanked me for telling him about hitting the numbat and said 
that he could get it stuffed.  I told him that it was probably three or four days too late because the eagles would 
have beaten him to it.  
Hon Kim Chance:  Even quokkas have been killed on inland roads in Western Australia. 
Hon BILL STRETCH:  Yes.  There is no doubt they are stuffed before you start when they are hit with a five-
tonne truck.  However, enough of that. 
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With wildfire in wider forest areas, the roads are just a conduit.  They caused a huge amount of damage in the 
Bridgetown fire by providing a source of ignition from one pine or blue gum forest to another.  It is something 
we need to address.  I am aware that the Government has finally got the message about the controlled burning of 
larger areas.  Only the other day Minister Edwards put out a press release that stated that her department would 
increase its program.  That is good news because that is flying in the face of a lot of advice from the conservation 
movement.  I am glad that the Government has finally found the intestinal fortitude to stand up to the extreme 
conservationists.  If anything, the wildfire that occurred last summer has awoken everyone to the fact that we 
cannot afford to have large blocks of land that are highly incendiary and getting worse and worse.  I understand 
that some areas have not been burnt for 60 years.  I am sure that is of great interest to science but, sooner or later, 
those lands will be struck by lightning and will create an uncontrollable fire.  If the weather is wrong, there is the 
potential for tragedy if not tragedy itself.  We saw that in Dwellingup in the 1960s.  I assure members there are 
areas in which the forest litter has built up to a greater extent than was the case with the Dwellingup fire.  I drove 
a tanker full of petrol through that fire.  It is etched in my memory.  I did not stop for a cup of tea in the middle 
of that; I chose to keep going. 
I was encouraged to read the editorial in The West Australian yesterday.  For the sake of accuracy I will read it 
into Hansard.  It is titled “CALM must resist greens on burn-offs”.  It states - 

It is as predictable as the sunrise.  No sooner does the Department of Conservation and Land 
Management begin the autumn prescribed burning in WA’s bush than the green lobby raises its voice in 
protest. 

It is a case of ideology coming before simple common sense. 

The State has been lagging badly in its burning program.  At the end of last year, CALM had burnt just 
72,000ha of its target of 200,000ha.   

That is just over one-third.  It continues - 

Environment Minister Judy Edwards blamed the weather conditions for the shortfall but says that this 
autumn 120,000ha will be burnt to try to reduce the backlog. 

By 31 May a person can forget about autumn.  From my recollection, winter starts on 1 June.  We have run out 
of time.  It continues - 

But the Institute of Foresters warned last summer that the backlog of unburnt bush would continue to 
grow, even if the target was set at 400,000ha a year.  Further, it said that the fuel loads in the South-
West were enough to create an inferno equal to the intensity of the Hiroshima atomic bomb. 

If members have ever seen a large area of bush burn, they will understand the intensity of that energy output, not 
fallout or radiation etc.  The editorial continues - 

Dr Edwards’ department has been negligent in the past, in part because of the unpopularity of 
prescribed burning among conservationists.  As well, there are complaints about the haze which 
sometimes blankets the city. 
But burning off in bushland is a matter of life and death.  It should not become mired in the emotion of 
green politics. 
WA has endured wildfire tragedies in the past, including last summer, and the fact that we have escaped 
an inferno on a scale of those in Sydney and Canberra might well be attributable more to good luck than 
good management. 

To minimise the risk that exists in the State, CALM must continue to widen its prescribed burning 
activities, regardless of the bleatings of ecological doomsayers. 
It has become abundantly clear in recent weeks, however, that the responsibility for managing fire risks 
in this State does not rest entirely with CALM.  Blame for last year’s tragedies also has been levelled at 
Western Power. 
But however the fires begin, it remains true that the careful and ordered reduction of fuel loads in State 
forests offers vulnerable communities the best chance of protection.  Condemning the practice is to 
ignore the obvious potential for summer tragedy. 

I apologise to members of the House because I am sure many of them read that editorial, but it is so important to 
the future economy and safety of the State and our people that it needs to be in the Hansard of this Parliament.  
Similarly, the Countryman of 8 January 2004 carried a very good letter by Roger Underwood, whom many 
members will remember as a very long serving, faithful and competent forester with the old Forests Department 
and later with the Department of Conservation and Land Management.  The “Letter of the Week” is titled “Same 
old cycle fans the flames”.  It states - 
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The recent terrible bushfires in the South West reminded me of the bushfire cycle, a phenomenon well 
known to land managers in this country. 
First comes the bushfire disaster. 
Then the flurry of inquiries, coroner’s reports and litigation. 
Heads roll, new appointments are made. 
The whole system is energised. 
Agencies redouble their efforts to design and implement a more effective bushfire system, always 
incorporating mitigation and prevention as well as suppression. 
Funds suddenly become available for new staff, equipment, radios, roads, fuel-reduction burning, 
training and research. 
Bushfire law is revised and strictly enforced. 
The success of all this is striking: disastrous bushfires do not occur. 

As an aside, does all that activity ring a bell with what is happening now?  Large allocations of money are being 
made to equip country fire brigades.  I will talk about that later if I have time.  To continue - 

Regrettably, a successful bushfire system is always self-defeating. 
Its very success leads to community apathy, political complacence, agency overconfidence, foolish 
planning decisions, budgetary re-arrangements and a softer approach to law enforcement. 

In these conditions, weirdo pressure groups flourish, promoting impractical approaches and 
hamstringing land managers with unreasonable constraints. 

Does that sound familiar to members?  It continues - 

Year-by-year there are more and deeper cutbacks to bushfire mitigation and prevention budgets.  
Firefighter numbers decline, equipment is dispersed. 

After a time, usually about 10-15 years, the first unstoppable fires start to occur, and before the system 
can be put back on the rails, there is another terrible disaster. 
The cycle then begins again. 
Southern California has recently had its bushfire disaster. 
Victoria, NSW and ACT are currently well into the inquiry, recrimination and redesign phase. 

WA is nearing the end of a complacency phase, with our first unstoppable fires for decades occurring in 
the South West forests last summer, and already two massive fires this summer.   

The Big Disaster is not a matter of if, but when. 
Failure to heed the lessons of history condemns us to its repetition. 

The bushfire cycle turns relentlessly, and unless community apathy and agency paralysis can be over-
ridden by strong leadership, intelligent action and adequate funding, Western Australians will suffer 
inevitable tragedies and loss. 

I think Roger Underwood’s comments are very apt and deserve to be in the Hansard of this State.  I hope the 
comments are read and repeated by country members of Parliament every five years or so because we cannot 
afford complacency or allow the build up of hazardous waste and forest litter to the extent it has built up in the 
past. 
Hon Barry House:  We might hear from Country Labor. 
Hon BILL STRETCH:  We hope to.  To give them credit, I think they are applying some pressure on the greens.  
I think that is a very good thing.  They realise that extremes of conservation do not create jobs, they cost jobs.  
We heard it all in Manjimup: people were going to be running around in the hospitality industry.  They were told 
to put down their axes and pick up silver trays so they could take drinks around to all the tourists who would be 
so glad to see them.  The poor sods!  I weep for Manjimup.  I weep for a great forest industry that used to exist in 
Western Australia.  To a very great extent, it was destroyed by the conservation movement that sought to 
conserve it.  I refer to 1982 because, with the aid of a certain Mr Neil Bartholomaeus at the Labor Party 
conference, the Government was talked out of its plan to conserve karri as well as other management plans.  
They stopped the planting of the Donnybrook Sunklands, which was designed to fill the very gap in timber 
supplies we are now experiencing.  This actually led to the cutting back of timber supplies and cut rates in areas.  
I am not arguing that cutbacks in the jarrah forest were not necessary.  There was a certain amount of ignorance.   
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A lot of research was done.  However, there was also the unfortunate incidence of dieback, which simply 
accelerated out of control in the late 1950s and early 1960s.  Although a lot of people get a lot of blame for the 
shortage of jarrah, we must look pretty hard at the spread of disease.  If it were not for the very good research 
done by people like Joanna Young, who was then working with Dr Shea and another famous jarrah scientist, 
Frank Podger, who did some pioneering and sterling work in phytophthora research, we probably would have far 
less jarrah now.  They got to know the scientific basis of phytophthora and how it spread.  They found that it was 
not spread by birds or by this or that, but that it was simply the spread of a root fungus through water.  If we 
could control water flow, we could control phytophthora.  We cannot.  However, we can control the spread of 
spore through the use of quarantine and the washing down of plant.  I pay tribute to the scientists in the forest 
department who may not have got on top of the disease totally but who at least gave us a chance to compete and 
make possible the continuing supply of this absolutely magnificent timber.  Not many timbers come up to the 
quality and desirability of jarrah.  It is a very poetic type of wood.  It is used all over the world and greatly 
prized.  The Greens (WA) have a lot to apologise to this State about.  The extremes of conservation inevitably 
lead to the loss of jobs, the loss of industries and in many cases the loss of resource.  I know I will be howled 
down and told that I am talking a lot of nonsense - I hope not by my colleagues.  
Hon Robyn McSweeney:  No, never.   
Hon BILL STRETCH:  I leave that to the House to judge.  This issue is very dear to my heart.  I love the south 
west and the timber industry.  I grieve for what has happened to that industry.  I know that the Government has 
done a lot to try to repair the damage caused to the families and businesses that were deeply hurt by the changes 
to the industry, but there were a huge number of anomalies.  As the Leader of the House will know, when one 
tries to assist an industry, some people always miss out.  I guess that the Government must draw the line 
somewhere.  There are many cases in the south west in which the assistance given has missed the mark.  I do not 
know whether it is being constantly reviewed.  I am sure that if members of the Country Labor (WA) are doing 
their job, they will be picking up the same stories that we are being told.  If they are doing their job, that is great.   

Another thing that is giving us a pain is the problem with the power supply.  However, before I get onto the 
problems with power I will talk about the rush to re-equip fire brigades.  The replacement of what is meant to be 
the ideal country firefighting unit is a big item in the budget.  The problem is that the Government has taken the 
usual, old, one-size-fits-all approach to this issue.  Some of the first plans for this ideal firefighting unit were 
quite amazing.  The type of fire pump first suggested could put out a fire at the top of a tall building but was so 
heavy that it virtually overloaded the unit before any water was put on board.  Country firefighting is not like 
city firefighting, where the units can plug into a hydrant, go for broke and use up all the water that they need.  In 
the country, firefighters must cart water to a fire.  I was talking to an old forester the other day who said that the 
most effective unit they used was a small pump, preferably diesel - petrol ones were okay at a push - on a three-
quarters to one tonne Jeep or Toyota-type four-wheel-drive vehicle, which could quickly get 500 litres of water 
to a fire.  Vehicles of that size can get into places that five or 10-tonne vehicles cannot.  Backup by big units is 
needed, but the smaller fast attack units are essential.  

Work is currently being done in conjunction with WorkSafe on some very good units with electric over 
hydraulic switching, which means that taps can be turned on and off from inside the cab.  That is fantastic, but as 
any farmer will know, spraying units that have switch on and switch off parts inside the cab for safety reasons 
tend to fail.  The more moving parts there are, the more hydraulic circuits and electric wires there are, the greater 
the risk of failure.  In the end a person must get out and use the override on the manual taps, if there is one.  I 
have spoken to a lot of the bush firefighters.  There was once a gung-ho attitude to firefighting, but the death of a 
few firemen has changed that.  However, they still believe that a simple, manual tap system is the safest way to 
go in an emergency, because when the heat is on, literally, firefighters do not have time to run around and fix 
electric circuits to get a tap to turn on.  The great fact is that water and retardant foam put out fires.  Radios and 
hydraulic taps do not.  They are all part of an integrated system.  I say to the people who are designing these 
units - I have spoken to a couple of them - to please keep it simple.  That must be compatible with safety.  
Ideally, when fighting a fire no-one would get out of an insulated, fireproof cab of a truck.  However, the world 
is not like that at the fireline.   

The high cost of these units will mean that there will be far fewer of them.  Off the top of my head, I think we 
are talking about $300 million.  One person went through the proposed unit and said that he could save $30 000 
per unit straightaway, if the bush fire brigades were allowed to design what they wanted from the ground up.  
Some of these things cannot be designed from an office in Perth or from an engineer’s office.  What they have 
designed is very good, and there needs to be integration of that technique.  I know that more liaison is occurring 
now than in the past, but I make the plea to not forget the grassroots, because at the end of the day they are the 
people who must use this equipment, make it work and put out the flames.  I ask the Government to hasten, not 
slowly, but carefully.  It should consult the people at the fire front - the people who have actually fought fires.  
There are not terribly many people who have faced 40 or 50-foot flames and fires that have been out of control in 
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heavy pasture, crops or forest.  I can tell members that it is a pretty daunting experience.  I have had to cut 
firebreaks on my bulldozer with one hose playing on me to stop me from catching on fire, and another playing 
on the radiator of the machine to keep it cool enough to carry on.  I was very grateful for the one that stopped me 
from catching on fire!  It is a daunting task and we cannot afford to have overcomplicated stuff.  I did not have 
an enclosed cab in those days.  Now there are enclosed, airconditioned cabs and people can be far more effective 
than in the past.  I am going back far too many years to tell of my own experience.  It just emphasises that when 
the chips are down, one throws in all the resources that one has, although safety is paramount of course.   
There are simple things, such as army-type organisation.  A chap came back from Vietnam and took on a senior 
role in our local fire brigade.  He implemented the very sensible approach to not send in a small unit on its own, 
but to wait until three units were available.  A small unit that goes in on its own does sterling work but will run 
out of water and will lose the plot or ground that it has gained while it goes to fill up.  If units group into threes, 
two can fight the fire while the other one fills up.  That way, they can keep going.  There always needs to be the 
backup of big trucks, because firefighters cannot do without a bulk of water.  Although the mosquito fleet is 
invaluable in getting into the less accessible parts of a fire, there must be a backup of water quickly available.   

There are people who have far more experience than I have; there is a huge pool of experience out there.  The 
designers of all this equipment and the Fire and Emergency Services Authority of Western Australia must get 
along with them.  The middle and lower level areas of FESA are doing that.  I am not totally confident that the 
upper levels of FESA are on top of the importance of the design of equipment used and the organisation at a fire 
site.   
There is always the thorny question of the line of authority when attending a fire.  We are now getting to the 
stage at which two or three agencies attend a fire.  Western Power officers attend to turn off the power.  People 
from FESA, the local bushfire brigades and the farmers also hop in to give a hand.  A well-established military-
type chain of command and good communication is needed.  However, radio sets do not put out fires; they move 
people around.  I have been in a situation in which three fire radio people have been standing together and I 
could not get anyone to man a hose on a truck.  I had to ask them if they minded my borrowing one of them for a 
minute to put out a fire, and they did not have a problem with that.   
Finally, I pay a huge tribute to the people at Tenterden and Bridgetown this summer.  They put in a superhuman 
effort on those days and performed admirably.  Mistakes are always made in the heat of the moment, but there is 
no blame attached to that.  Everyone does what they can to the best of their ability at the time, and I take my hat 
off to them.  That is the spirit of the people from not only that area but also surrounding areas.  Thirty members 
of the Waroona Football Club went to Tenterden and volunteered to help put up fences because hundreds of 
miles of fences were burnt in that fire.  That is not very exciting work - I can see the Leader of the House 
nodding his head.  However, somebody has to do it.  These young blokes from Waroona, who live 200 or more 
kilometres away, gave up their time to do that job.  The same thing happened when my neighbours, friends and 
sons-in-law went to help the residents of Brookton clean up.  The Brookton guys were on the phone to the people 
from Tenterden and Cranbrook and asking when they could help out because they were so appreciative of what 
had been done for them.  That is the spirit in the country, and it is to be greatly admired and supported.   

I have been very proud to represent the area of Collie for 21 years, and I knew the area for many years before 
that.  The advantage of that is that there is nothing much new under the sun.  I remember going to one of the 
meetings on the Collie power station proposals.  I think I went to four launches of the new Collie power station 
that were held by the Lawrence and then Dowding Labor Governments.  I even got a medallion - I do not know 
whether I should declare this - that celebrated the twenty-fifth year of Muja power station.  We all sat around in a 
big marquee and drank copious amounts of wine at Western Power’s expense. 

Hon Robyn McSweeney interjected. 

Hon BILL STRETCH:  No, it was water turned into wine.  However, whatever it was it was very nice.  We stood 
around waiting for Peter Dowding to announce the go-ahead for the Collie power station, which everybody had 
been screaming for ever since we lost Government.  However, we did not get it; instead, we got another bottle of 
wine.  Then we had a change of Premier, and I think I went to at least two functions involving Carmen Lawrence 
at which we got more entertainment, more talk and more promises but no power station.  The people of Collie 
were getting desperate.  The classic story was when Brian Burke, who was under political pressure to keep the 
deep mines open, created “Mount Muja”.  The premier mine was kept open by bringing up all the coal to the 
surface and stockpiling it.  The only problem with Collie coal is that as soon as it is exposed to air, it catches fire.  
The only way that can be prevented is to roll it with bulldozers to keep it compacted as much as possible.  People 
could see the steam rising from what became known as “Mount Muja” and the D9 bulldozers flat out up and 
down the stack trying to squash the air out of it so the whole thing would not catch fire.  If ever there was folly 
or money thrown at something - it was probably a union-dominated move, I do not know - this was it.  
Commonsense went out the window.  The obvious solution was to build a power station that could generate 
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power; let the coal burn but let it burn in the boilers.  However, that was not on.  The huge clamour went on for 
the Collie power station.  The Carmen Lawrence Government could not finance the power station.  This State 
had been put in debt to the tune of $274 million a day, so no-one would lend it the money.  It was not a good 
borrowing risk and there was no way the Government could get the money for a 600-megawatt power station.  
Everybody promised it.  I think Mick Murray was high in the mining union then, and Hilda Turnbull was 
screaming for a 600-megawatt power station.  The state could not afford it but the Government did not know 
how to say no; it just kept saying tomorrow.  Colin Barnett, the then shadow Minister for Energy, and I went to 
Collie.  We listened to the guff about how the town would fold if it was not supplied with a 600-megawatt power 
station.  We looked at the figures and worked out that we could build a 300-megawatt power station.  However, 
it was not enough for the town.  It did not want us to build a mickey mouse power station; it wanted a 600-
megawatt power station or nothing.  Thank God the now Leader of the Opposition, Colin Barnett, stuck to his 
guns.  We built the 300-megawatt power station.  If we had not, God knows where we would have been today, 
especially when the gas pipeline gave us a couple of little headaches, which I have not got time to go into.  
However, we are committed to building the next stage of the Collie power station.  The foresight of the Liberal 
Government was to design the block so that the add-ons could go on quickly and cheaply.  Some of that foresight 
has made the generation of power at Collie quite expensive, but when the second power station unit is built the 
cost will be brought down, hopefully.  We say “hopefully” because we have not seen this Government’s figures 
yet.  The problem is that we do not have time to wait.  The procurement process is all very fine, but it is just 
another delay.  We must get on with building the power station or we will have more power shortages, more 
blackouts and more reliance on gas.   

Debate adjourned, on motion by Hon Bruce Donaldson. 
 


