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ESTIMATES OF REVENUE AND EXPENDITURE 
Consideration of Tabled Papers 

Resumed from 7 September on the following motion moved by Hon Stephen Dawson (Minister for Environment) — 
That pursuant to standing order 69(1), the Legislative Council take note of tabled papers 469A–D 
(budget papers 2017–18) laid upon the table of the house on Thursday, 7 September 2017. 

HON Dr STEVE THOMAS (South West) [2.14 pm]: I see that nobody is in a race to beat me to their feet today, 
so I will progress. I apologise in advance to the Minister for Environment, who represents the Treasurer, because 
we will be here some time investigating the budget. A number of questions need to be asked and answered, so 
I will bring to his attention some of the things that we need responses for. 
I will start with some of the bare basics of the economic management of the state, and some of the issues intrinsic to 
the 2017–18 budget. I start with probably the most simple, obvious and glaring omission from the budget: a strategy 
to reduce debt. I am intrigued to read, near the beginning of budget paper No 3, that the government has — 

… implemented a comprehensive package of Budget repair measures that reduces net debt by 
$3.5 billion … 

However, the detail of the budget papers shows that net government debt continues to expand. There was an 
assumption that net government debt would start to go down. Obviously, the government will argue that net 
government debt would have been $3.5 billion higher had it not made an effort at budgetary repair, and there might 
be some value in that. But let us look at the specifics of the government’s plan for budget repair, because the 
government has basically said two things about debt repair. The first is that the debt would be managed like 
a household budget and paid down very slowly. I would suggest that a household budget in which debt continues 
to spiral is a little problematic, and the bank might not necessarily take a positive view of that. We need to look 
a little further at that because during the election campaign the Labor Party had a debt reduction strategy. The then 
shadow Treasurer, Ben Wyatt, said that legislation was vital and would see 50 per cent of iron ore royalties directed 
to a new debt reduction account when Western Australia’s goods and services tax relativity returns to above 0.65, 
and the iron ore price is more than $85 a tonne. I was very pleased to read in the budget that a debt reduction 
account is actually proposed. As we said during the debate on the Supply Bill and the Loan Bill, we are very 
interested to see how that will be managed, and we can. Allow me to quote once again from the budget papers. 
Page 52 of budget paper No 3 states — 

The 2017–18 Budget includes the establishment of a Debt Repayment Account to facilitate the repayment 
of centrally-held borrowings. 

That is probably a step in the right direction and I think that is a very honourable course, but let us look at the 
government’s ability to put money into that account. It states that the legislation will see revenue directed to that 
account when WA’s GST relativity returns to above 0.65. If we jump to the government’s prediction of GST 
relativity for the next four years, we can see that it is 0.344 this year, 0.438 next year, then 0.556, and 0.617 for 
the following years. At no point during the forward estimates does the GST relativity rise above 0.65, according 
to the budget predictions. The government might have a problem directing funding into the debt reduction account. 
Let us now look at the other component of the debt reduction process—the prediction of iron ore royalties. This is 
incredibly important. Page 3 of budget paper No 3 states that the predicted iron ore price in 2017–18 is 
$US67.20 a tonne, then in the forward estimates it is $61 a tonne, $57.20 a tonne and $59.20 a tonne. At the other 
end of this argument, at no point in the forward estimates does the iron ore price reach $85 a tonne. I think they 
are a pretty reasonable set of iron ore predictions, to be honest. I am on record as saying in this house during debate 
on previous bills that I think whoever in Treasury decided that $120 a tonne was a likely long-term price should 
not be in Treasury anymore. I do not think these are bad, but if the government’s debt reduction strategy is to put 
money into a debt reduction fund when the iron ore price is over $85 a tonne and when the goods and services tax 
relativity is above 0.65, by its own budget papers, it has no debt reduction strategy. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: You’re presumably not expecting anything from Malcolm Turnbull? 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: We will come back to that, Minister for Regional Development. 

There is a bit of a strategy here and I think we have shifted from having a debt reduction strategy that was based 
on some pre-election commitments that obviously, by the budget itself, will not be met. 

Hon Simon O’Brien: It’s like paying off the house. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: It is like paying off the house. We do not have a payment strategy in place. We have 
not gone to the bank and said, “My income is X and I will make repayments of $1 000 a month over the years.” 
That appears to have gone out the window. In fact, the strategy of the debt reduction fund receiving royalties once 
iron ore is above $85 a tonne and GST relativity is above 0.65 does not crack a mention in the budget papers. It has 
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conveniently slipped out the side, so it does not exist anymore. Instead, honourable members, we have this. For 
those budget and economic tragics who are reading along—as I know many members are—we are on page 53 of 
budget paper No 3. 

Hon Simon O’Brien: The Book of Ben! 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: It is the Book of Ben — 

Hon Sue Ellery: It’s BP3! 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: BP3 states — 

All up, the 2017–18 Budget includes a total of $338 million in debt repayments to flow through the new 
account over the four years to 2020–21, commencing with a $230 million repayment in 2017–18, and further 
repayments to be made each year thereafter. The initial funds to flow through the account will be sourced 
from a large, one-off duty assessment worth $169.4 million issued in May 2017 (and associated with a high 
value commercial property transaction). Debt repayment funded from this previously unforecast revenue 
will be supplemented by surplus funds to be paid into the Consolidated Account by RiskCover 
(totalling $168.6 million over the forward estimates period), including $60.3 million in 2017–18. 

As we can see, the first payment into the debt recovery account is a payment that nobody expected. To quote the 
budget papers, it was a “high value commercial property transaction”—a one-off assessment—of “previously 
unforecast revenue”. The government’s debt reduction strategy appears to be to pick up unforecast revenue when 
it pops up, and pop it into the debt recovery account. Initially, the first $160 million is probably not bad. Then we 
will drop down to $60 million. If members look in detail at the budget papers, $60 million goes in and then it drops 
down to $38 million and $36 million in the out years. We are still on the same page, for those tragics who like to 
follow it. In 2018–19 it will be $36 million, in 2019–20 it will be $35 million and in 2020–21 it will be $38 million. 
I would suggest to honourable members that as a debt reduction strategy for over $43.7 billion, that is a fairly slow 
process! I suggested Hon Aaron Stonehouse will be here to pay off the government debt but I do not think my 
friend will live long enough, and I have still not seen him down at the gym to make sure he lives long enough to 
make some impact! I think Hon Aaron Stonehouse will have to get very fit if he is going to be a part of that 
repayment process because I know I will not be around. At the repayment rate of $35 million a year over 
1 000 years, we will pay off $35 billion. A thousand years is a fair old age for the average human being so I think 
we are in a little bit of strife with the debt reduction strategy—I really do. 

The first and probably most important part of the first budget under this Labor government—how to manage the 
debt—is the biggest and most glaring issue that this chamber and the future of Western Australia faces. 
Unfortunately, it is an enormous squib as a debt reduction strategy. We will come back at some time in the future 
to look at the best way to potentially manage debt and other options that might be around, but there is no doubt 
that the government is proposing a debt reduction strategy that is, as the Treasurer and the Premier have said, a bit 
like a domestic household situation in which we are paying it off in dribs and drabs. However, at the very least, 
when a person borrows for a house or a business, they have some requirement to make regular payments, both of 
the interest and the capital—unless it is an interest only loan. In the circumstances as presented by the budget 
papers, it is not an interest only loan because it goes nowhere near the interest. If members look at the forward 
projections for interest, the interest on the debt heads over $1 billion a year. The initial payment in the first year is 
$160 million and, at this point, at best projection, the repayments following that are $35 million a year, $36 million 
a year and $38 million a year, with interest of $700 million, $800 million and heading towards $1 billion. The 
government has not taken out an interest only loan. It is a not-even-interest loan. So, unfortunately, we have failed. 
We have failed at the first hurdle of the budgetary process of making any significant impact on the debt in 
Western Australia, which is very sad. 

As we go through the process of breaking down the budget into more intimate detail, we will look at some of the 
options that are potentially available for the government to play with. There are some goods in the budget, so this 
is not just a Labor-bashing exercise. We will look at some of the good things in the budget as well as some of the 
things that have not succeeded. The first thing that has not succeeded is obviously any plan to reduce the debt of 
Western Australia and, unfortunately, that is a very big financial management hurdle to overcome. 

An opposition member: Haven’t they increased the debt? 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: The debt does go up, yes. The argument is that the debt goes up to, I think, 
$43.7 billion. The government will jump up and argue that it would have been $3.5 billion higher without some of 
its budget measures, and in my view some of its budget measures are quite reasonable. I have no interest in trying 
to scuttle the government’s budget. I think that the government has an opportunity. To some degree, those groups 
that thought shifting to a Labor government would not hurt business too much might discover that it is not 
necessarily such an easy shift. Again, we will look at that in a bit more detail over the upcoming period. 
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I will move on from that first point—the budget’s first failure. Despite the budget stating that it provides 
a comprehensive package of budget repair measures to reduce debt, at best, it constrains the expansion of debt and 
there is absolutely no plan to manage debt into the future. 

We can look in a little detail at how the government proposes to manage that debt. Some of these things will be 
reasonable and other things are going to be immensely problematic. Obviously, the first thing to look at, and the 
biggest component of the debt in the budget repair structure, is the change to the public service. In many of those 
areas, the government is not causing too many problems, but the proof will be in whether services in the future 
can be maintained with the public service changes in place. As we previously talked about, the government has 
made significant changes to the structure of government departments. It has shifted the silos from 40 down to 25, 
and it has significantly altered the structure of government. As we said at the time, we need to give that a little 
time to work its way through. The government in this process has also suggested that it will make savings and 
300 jobs will, over time, drift out of the public service. That is not necessarily a bad policy and the government 
should be encouraged. 

Hon Jim Chown: It is 3 000 jobs. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: What did I say, sorry? 

Hon Jim Chown: Three hundred. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: My apologies; it is 3 000 public service jobs. That might be a significant 
contribution, as long as frontline services do not deteriorate in the process. During the period of the Geoff Gallop 
and Alan Carpenter government, a similar process was undertaken and the government at that stage concentrated 
departments into a smaller number, but if we are to have super-ministries, we have to have super-efficiencies and 
to some extent super-ministers. That will take a little time to trickle through. We will need to see whether that is 
effective. I guess the question will be that if 3 000 job losses in the process do not affect services at all, we would 
wonder whether the 3 000 people were necessary in the public service. Perhaps the government will prove and be 
able to demonstrate that there will be no impact, and by doing so effectively prove that the 3 000 extra people who 
were employed were not necessary and to some degree redundant. I will be extremely interested to see over the 
next couple of years how that process develops. 
The next major budgetary reform and contribution comes from a couple of increases in charges. Before the 
election, the current Premier and Treasurer said there would be no increases in taxes and charges. That is a broken 
promise, and good to his word, the Premier has apologised for that, because it is a broken promise and that is 
appropriate. But let us look at a couple of those in detail. 
Hon Alannah MacTiernan: Member, would you acknowledge that the budget situation deteriorated subsequent 
to the election? 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: We had that debate before, minister, and the budget situation has deteriorated with 
changes in population; that is a double-edged sword as well. But there have certainly been changes in the budget 
situation; we are the first to acknowledge that. At the same time, we will look in a little while at the priorities of 
government and see whether those priorities might be better reflected in not changing those commitments and taxes. 
Let us look at the first one. Payroll tax is in effect a tax on employment. I do not think anybody would argue with 
that. It has always been considered a necessary evil by governments of all persuasions, but payroll tax is a tax on 
employment. The government has said that it will impact only 1 800 of the largest businesses in Western Australia, 
but funnily enough those larger businesses are also, generally speaking, the largest employers in the state. This 
will have an impact on employment. It impacts on employment when a company gets close to a payroll tax 
threshold—in this case, $100 million, forgetting the lower threshold when a company starts paying it at all. The 
threshold increases at $100 million, which is a significantly sized company. If it costs a company $100 000 for an 
employee, that is a thousand employees. It is a significantly sized company. As that company gets to that point, it 
will assess as it starts to reach that threshold whether it might continue to employ extra people or assess the value 
and the additional payroll tax that it will have to pay. There will be impacts. I would be intrigued to know from 
the government and the minister: how many people are employed by the companies that will be paying the 
additional burden of payroll tax above $100 million and above $1.5 billion? It would be interesting to know how 
many of those employees will potentially be affected and impacted, and how much growth, which will be much 
harder to measure, will be impacted. The advantage of the payroll tax changes proposed by the government is that 
they will have limited to no impact on the transfer of funds to the commonwealth under the GST, because the 
payroll tax settings in Western Australia are, let us say, relatively high. In fact, the size of the existing payroll tax 
in Western Australia is something that the Chamber of Commerce and Industry of Western Australia has made 
comment on. If we can just take some of the potential impacts according to the Western Australian Chamber of 
Commerce and Industry, a 30 August document states — 
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Western Australian businesses are paying the highest rate of payroll tax in proportion to total labour costs 
in the country, Australian Bureau of Statistics figures released this week reveal. 
… 
As a proportion of total labour costs WA is paying the highest rate at 3.2 per cent and the Australian 
Capital Territory is paying the least at 1.9 per cent. 
WA businesses paid $3.3 billion in payroll tax in $2015–16. 
Currently the payroll tax rate sits at 5.5 per cent and the annual threshold is $850 000. 

As I understand it, that threshold was increased from $800 000 by the previous government in recognition, I would 
have thought, that payroll tax is an impost on business development and on employment. 
But payroll tax is only one half of the component of those significant increases in taxes. The other part of that is 
the rise in gold tax—in gold royalties. I would be interested to see whether the government has done any work on 
this. I wonder whether there are a number of goldminers who have payrolls greater than $100 million. If there are, 
are goldminers who have a payroll tax over $100 million going to pay twice by having an increase in the gold 
royalty and an increase in payroll tax? Perhaps the government might be able to tell us in its response. Some 
goldmining companies are a reasonable size and I would have thought that the government might end up collecting 
in both directions. Let us find out, if we can, whether companies double up. The other problem with the gold 
royalty increase is that it will have an impact on GST returns to the state of Western Australia, bearing in mind 
there will be a lag period and it will take three to four years for that to kick in. Initially, the state will collect the 
additional goldmining royalties, and it will get the full benefit of that until the GST redistribution process kicks 
in—and, by Treasury’s own predictions, 40 per cent of those additional gold royalties will get redistributed out of 
the state of Western Australia. 
Hon Robin Scott: Sixty per cent. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Sixty per cent—sorry. We keep 40 per cent and 60 per cent gets redistributed. 
I thank the member. 
The government has been a little sneaky here, because I think it is quite aware that the economy, as it starts to 
shift, will start to make the government’s budget position look better. GST relativities will start to climb, as we 
have heard before, up into the low 60s based on the current estimates. When this additional gold cost starts to have 
an impact, the relativities will climb to a point at which the government may well get away with that process. It 
has been quite clever; it is an interesting and cunning plan to put this in place up to the point at which the economic 
circumstances of the state change and the state does not necessarily lose the same amount. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: Can I just ask a question, member? We recognise that we have to do something 
because of the GST. 

Hon Nick Goiran: You should have waited for the answer before you got going. What if he said no? 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan interjected. 

The PRESIDENT: Thank you; there should not be any interjections during this process. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: The member is making a very interesting and logical speech. I am wondering 
whether you were aware that Mr Barnett took the view that you could just keep spending as though you should 
have got the GST. We are actually going to be waiting until we do get the GST. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Like I say, it is a reasonably cunning plan and it may ultimately be a bit like the payroll 
tax component—a temporary measure—because it quite cunningly jumps over a time when the government is in its 
greatest need. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan interjected. 

The PRESIDENT: Minister, I appreciate you want to have a say, but the member is on his feet and there should 
not be any interjections. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: We accept that those two things will have a significant impact. A payroll tax is 
a significant problem for employment and I guess we will have to wait and see what happens to employment in an 
economy that is starting to turn around and improve. As I say, the gold tax is quite a cunning plan to jump over 
the next three or four years as the economy picks up and starts to turn, relatively. None of it has an impact on the 
state’s debt reduction strategy. There is the occasional windfall, when it comes up. The debt reduction strategy is 
like buying lottery tickets, and we will see how we progress with that.  

Whilst I am on the topic of the GST redistribution, it is good to know that relativities will increase. Members might 
remember that during the debate on the Supply Bill, I asked the minister for some specific information about 
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measuring the size of Western Australia’s economic boom from 2001 to 2015, which was generally accepted as 
the greatest economic boom in Australian history. Now that the budget has been delivered and Treasury is not sure 
what to do with itself for the next little bit, I hope that work might be completed.  

Hon Sue Ellery: Member, so I record this accurately, do you want work done on measuring the size of the boom? 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Yes, precisely so. I attended a Public Accounts Committee briefing at which 
a question was sent to the Minister for Environment representing the Treasurer asking for a measure of the size of 
the boom. I think that would be very important information to frame Western Australia’s economic debate. I took 
the opportunity of putting that question to the Under Treasurer, Michael Barnes, during the briefing held at 
lunchtime today by the Public Accounts Committee, which was quite good. I asked the Under Treasurer what work 
Treasury had done to measure the size of the economic boom and his answer was that he did not know and that 
Treasury had never measured it. I was astounded by that. I think Treasury has improved a little, particularly in its 
iron ore price predictions, which I think are at least within the realms of long-term averages, sitting, as we said 
before, over the next four years at mostly between $55 and $60 a tonne. I think that, probably for the first time in 
a long time, Treasury has done a relatively good job with that. I was absolutely astounded to be told that Treasury 
has never numerically quantified the boom. I do not understand how Treasury could not have done so, because 
that surely would be vital to any government putting in place a sound economic strategy. I am beginning to wonder 
whether a lack of information might be the reason the government does not have an economic strategy to manage 
debt. I ask the government to chase that up. The minister gave an undertaking to do that and I hope he will. There 
are a number of ways it can be measured. My calculations used economic growth from 1993 to 2001 under the 
Richard Court government compared with economic growth under the next two governments, and that gave me 
the figure that I related to the house during the debate on the Supply Bill. I am astounded that Treasury does not 
have a measure of what the economic boom was worth to Western Australia. If I went to any of the iron ore mining 
companies and asked them to measure the value of the iron ore boom to their bottom line, they would probably 
have it up on the wall. They would probably pull out a document showing the value of it. But the 
Western Australian Treasury cannot say what that measure is, and I think that is immensely problematic. How do 
we frame budget repair and management if we do not measure and understand the issues impacting on the budget? 
It beggars belief that Treasury would not have done that work. I hope that in the not-too-distant future the 
government will ask Treasury to come up with a number, because it is absolutely critical. 

As we start to get into more detail on the budget, I note that expenditure remains significantly high and the 
government suggests it will rein in wages and employment costs; I think that is a worthy cause and I wish the 
government the best of luck. I would like to talk about a couple of key specifics. The first is the sustainable health 
review. Health is one of the big budget-eating mechanisms. It is an immense cost on the Western Australian public 
purse and it is a very emotional topic. We in Parliament and ministers in their offices look at the spiralling health 
costs and say that it is a significant problem. That all works until we meet one person who is sick and needs 
additional money spent on them. I absolutely get that health is a major impost on government expenditure, but 
what is missing in the sustainable health review and the government’s plan for health is what I call demand 
management. At the moment the government does not have any capacity to manage the burgeoning expansion of 
expectation. Expectation has changed over a long time, and perhaps rightly so, but it has certainly changed. Fifty 
years ago when people aged and got a bit arthritic, it was because they aged and they put up with it, but people do 
not tend to put up with it anymore. The modern generation will not do that, so now as the baby boomer generation 
moves through the ageing process, we are suddenly doing a massive amount of joint replacements, and that comes 
at a cost. Although the expectation grows higher and higher, government budgets are going to struggle to manage 
that. I do not see a plan in place for the government to manage that, particularly the expectations. It is potentially 
partly the fault of the political system, because every time an election comes around, we promise more and more. 
We look for more promises to make and that builds expectation into the system, but there is no government process 
to manage health expectations. The health budget continues to rise significantly. The government looks at how to 
consider managing that on page 102 of budget paper No 3, which states — 

To address these challenges and opportunities, the Government announced in June 2017 the 
Sustainable Health Review. The Review will prioritise the delivery of patient-centred, integrated, high 
quality and financially sustainable healthcare across the State … 

Unfortunately, that might be an oxymoron, because it is going to be very difficult to make it financially sustainable 
if we meet all those other capacities. I know they are just words in a budget for the time being, but that budget 
means something to budget tragics and to people with health issues. That constant demand and drive is going to 
be an absolutely significant issue. 
There are also some dot points on page 102 on how the government might do that. They state — 

• how the system can use existing investment and new initiatives to improve patient-centred service 
delivery … 
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• the mix of services provided across the system, including sub-acute, step-down, community and other 
out-of-hospital services … 

• ways to encourage and drive digital innovation … 
Reference is also made to improving partnerships and driving safer and more efficient services. Although it uses the 
words “more efficient”, it never actually states how we can get that efficiency or how we can manage that demand. 
I turn to a few particular issues on health. The first is found on page 113 of budget paper No 3, under the 
Minister for Health’s major spending changes. I note a significant reduction in both non-hospital service 
expenditure and home and community care. One suspects that that expenditure is being partially refunded in other 
ways, but I am hoping that the minister, in his response, after he has this looked at, will tell us why $273 million 
is being taken out of home and community care over three years in the forward estimates. How are those services 
likely to develop and where does that funding model come from? I do not expect that that is simply a cut without 
the funding being redirected, but what changes that will mean need to be explained in some detail. The home and 
community care system actually makes savings for the government by keeping people out of hospitals, which is 
generally the most expensive way to treat people, funnily enough. Often, by the time one gets to hospital, that is 
when one gets the worst health outcomes, unfortunately. Nobody wants to go to hospital. We need some answers 
on precisely how that process is going to work. 
On page 110 and all the way through the budget we see the re-prioritisation of expenditures and commitments, 
and that is what happens in government. A new government comes in and puts its priorities in place; I absolutely 
understand that. I will just say to the Minister for Regional Development, on behalf of the south west, that we are 
extremely pleased to see that funding for the Busselton–Margaret River regional airport has been retained. 
Hon Alannah MacTiernan: As it always was going to. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: We did not know that in advance; the minister may have known that, but — 
Hon Alannah MacTiernan: I said all the time that the airport would be built. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: That is a good outcome for Western Australia. It was my first question after the 
budget, and it is a good outcome. I will come to some more of the good things that the government has kept or put 
in place in a little while, but some of those election commitments, from my perspective, need significantly more 
explanation. Some of that will occur during the estimates hearings, I hope; I have great faith that the estimates 
committee of the other place will draw out some of this information. 

I am interested in hearing the government explain precisely what the $20 million for the Collie futures fund, listed 
on page 111, will actually be spent on. That is not to say that Collie does not have significant issues, because it 
does. Collie and the coal industry have some major issues that need to be addressed over the next several years. 
The first and greatest priority is the lack of economic return in the coal industry. Unfortunately for workers in the 
coal industry, being employed at a company that is going bust is not particularly good for those who are trying to 
maintain the status quo in their workplace relations. Unfortunately, the heartache felt by workers in that industry 
will not be short term. I made some comments in the Collie Mail some months ago about the need to negotiate in 
good faith, and that the union is, in my view, refusing to give sufficient ground for that company to survive. That 
is problematic for the town, and may drive it into an even hastier retreat. Basically, the restructure will occur. 
Either the union can work within the system to restructure it or it can be foisted upon the union by dire economic 
circumstances. I would suggest that the dire economic circumstance of a business closing down will be far worse 
than a negotiated outcome. I know negotiations are continuing and I urge all parties to approach that on the basis 
that this is a very difficult period to get through. 

Hon Matthew Swinbourn: Have you sat down and spoken to the union about this? 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Absolutely I did. It was not the honourable member’s union, but having made some 
comments in which I specifically referred to the Australian Manufacturing Workers’ Union, I met with about 
15 AMWU members in Collie to discuss my position and my concern that the industry is going through dire 
economic times. One company has costs that are $20 higher than its receipts for every tonne of coal it removes 
from the ground. That situation will not stay in place forever. The company got propped up by foreign bailouts, 
and I think that was absolutely necessary for a while, but it has a limited lifespan. I met with about 15 union 
members in Collie to put that position to them, and it was a very pleasant, forthright and constructive conversation. 
But the situation has not changed, and I know that the workers walked through the town of Bunbury last week to 
try to support their cause, but the reality is that change in one form or another, in my view, is inevitable. 

That is why we need to know exactly what the $20 million for the Collie futures fund is going to do. Not many 
members will have been around long enough to remember that this is not the first future fund–style support that 
the Labor Party has put into Collie; there was one under the Gallop Labor government of 2001–05. That money 
was to go towards coal exports by investment through the port of Bunbury. Unfortunately, that never happened, 
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and it may well be that it never happened because it was, in effect, uneconomic and that it was not going to occur, 
not from any lack of will, but because the business case and the economics of exporting through the port of 
Bunbury coal that was probably about 19 gigajoules a tonne in calorific content did not stack up. The simple truth 
is that there was a coal futures fund about 15 years ago but it struggled and did not result in a more sustainable 
coal industry for Collie. It did not result in a better balanced energy generation sector and it certainly did not 
significantly diversify Collie’s economy, which I think is critical.  

I fought the 2008 election in that area on the need to diversify that economy rather than simply focus on coal and 
energy supply. There is capacity to significantly change the economy of Collie by using its other natural assets in 
a much better way than just relying on the coal and energy generation sector forever and a day. It is a sector that 
will have trouble into the future, not just now. As there is a generalised shift and renewables play a stronger part 
in energy generation, which is not just government policy necessarily but economic reality, over time Collie will 
have to shift its economy. If this money is going to be used to diversify the Collie economy, it may well have 
a significant use. We need to see a bit more about how that money will be invested to ensure that the Collie 
economy is shifted. Collie has some significant natural assets, particularly water. It has Wellington Dam and 
Stockton Lake. Glen Mervyn Dam is over the border in the Shire of Donnybrook–Balingup, but it is in the same 
area and is the same kind of catchment. It has Honeymoon Pool and other aspects of the Collie River. All those 
things lend themselves to a better use of the natural environment in Collie. I note that the government has set aside 
some money for a number of things there, including some walk trails around Wellington Dam and Lake Kepwari, 
which I have not mentioned yet because I want to get into a bit more detail. 

I think it behoves the government to be a bit more forthright about where that money is going to go and where it 
is being directed. I know that governments love to set up pools. The federal government loves to do this all the 
time. It does not announce funding for particular projects; it announces a pool of funding and then it asks 
everybody to put in their submissions. The best reason for doing that—every government does it—is that it gets 
three bites at the media cherry. It gets to announce the fund, it gets to announce that people can apply for the money 
and it gets to announce the winners, and it still gets to hand out the cheque. Rather than simply announcing one 
particular thing, the government gets multiple bites of the cherry. I understand the political need for that, but the 
reality is that this town in particular cannot afford to go through too much of the political process in order to get 
the result. I am interested to see how the Collie futures fund operates and whether it invests in real economic 
diversification. I will go out on a bit of a limb, which I tend to do. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: That is why we like you! 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Okay; that is dangerous. In my view, the SuperTowns funding for Collie did not 
generate the sort of economic activity that I would have expected and preferred it to do. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: Nor in Morawa. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: We will probably get to a few other towns in a while. As an interesting aside, at the 
2008 election we committed, from memory, $300 000 to re-roof the Collie childcare centre, which was moved 
a couple of blocks away a couple of years later under the SuperTowns program. The parking that was put in place 
generally alienated most of the community. I am not convinced that that program did great things for Collie. It 
certainly did not address the need to diversify the Collie economy, which is absolutely critical. Collie will not die. 
It is a resilient town. Unfortunately, for those who have a link to Collie, the football team got beaten, so it is no 
longer in the finals. I just thought I would throw that in there, Mr Deputy President, because people like to know 
these things. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: And your attack on the swimming pool will make you very popular! 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I have not attacked any swimming pools, honourable member. 

Collie is a resilient town. It will survive as a service centre and do other things. We are not talking about the demise 
of Collie, but at this point we are not yet talking about the sufficient economic diversification of Collie. 

Some money has been put into Lake Kepwari. Lake Kepwari is an old mine void that was allowed to fill with 
water. For those who have not been there, because it is a bit out of the way and is not open to the public, it is 
a magnificent lake that is deep. It has been used for many years. Diver training was conducted there. It lends itself, 
as does Lake Stockton, to use as a motorised area, particularly for speedboats. There is enough space for people to 
go crazy with their speedboats. It is not my cup of tea. With the location of Lake Kepwari as a potential motorised 
area next to the Collie Speedway, a synchronicity of revhead heaven, as it were, would start to develop whereby 
those who are particularly interested in motor sport, be it terrestrial or aquatic, could be put together in one area 
miles away from anybody who could possibly be offended by the noise. I think it has great potential. In fact, we 
talked about this back in 2008. 

Hon Dr Sally Talbot: You could have made the same speech in 2008. 
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Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I probably said very similar things, honourable member. 

Hon Dr Sally Talbot: Nothing happened. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I will get to that, because there is an issue of liability with Lake Stockton. There is 
still a liability issue around the quality of the water, in particular from the heavy metals that have accumulated in 
the bottom of the lake. It is a deep lake and the heavy metals are well down, but there is a liability issue to the 
state. I wish the state government all the best in resolving those issues, because the debate between the mining 
company and the government over who is ultimately responsible for any liability is what, I understand, kept the 
previous government, which had every intention of developing Lake Kepwari—there has been money floating 
around for this process for many years — 

Hon Sue Ellery: What was the name of that lake? 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Lake Kepwari. It is in the budget papers and that is great, but this is an issue of 
liability. I wish the government all the best with that. It is potentially a good outcome. Revhead heaven there might 
be part of the massive diversification process that is absolutely required for the town of Collie. 

The other part of that process, of course, is the capacity to use its natural resources. The shire is 70-odd per cent 
state forest or crown land. There are some issues in the eastern forest. The drying climate is having some significant 
impact on what we call the eastern jarrah forest, or, more precisely, the north eastern jarrah forest. They are 
significant resources. The Bibbulmun Track runs through it and the Collie River is a major resource. It is salty and 
runs into Wellington Dam. The east Collie River is a salty resource. I note again that there is some government 
investment in the process of trying to reduce salinity. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: But it was not accepted by the federal government, unfortunately. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: There is an issue with the resubmission of the application for funding for some of that. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: They claim that your mob got it wrong. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Yes. I understand, minister, that there were some significant issues with that submission. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: It was put in by the previous government; you are aware of that. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Yes. I will go into the Department of Water and Environmental Regulation in some 
detail in a little while. I understand that the Department of Water and Environmental Regulation does not 
necessarily like dams and I get that. However, my understanding of the submission that was prepared is that 
although the submission identified quite adequately the risks involved in both the Wellington Dam proposal and 
the south of Manjimup proposal, it made no mention of how those risks might be addressed. In effect, the 
submission identified the problems but did not provide any solutions for them. If that is the case, and I am reliably 
informed it is, it would struggle to pass the independent test. An independent umpire examined it and said, “If you 
cannot manage that process, you are not going to proceed.” There are some issues with that, particularly as the 
federal government has announced that some of those projects got the go-ahead out of that budget, so there is 
a limited budget. We will have to negotiate fairly hard with the commonwealth to make sure that Western Australia 
is considered and that these projects get a decent run. If not in this budget and in this process, perhaps in the 
not-too-distant future it might be looked at in the electoral process. 

The Busselton–Margaret River airport, which is a project dear to my heart and the heart of the Minister for 
Regional Development and a number of other members, was put forward for federal government funding three 
times. It failed to get funding under the Building Better Regions fund, but was ultimately funded to the tune of 
$10 million through an election commitment by the local member in the south west. We do not give up on these 
issues, honourable members. We do not write them off. It is worth chasing, whether it is under the current proposal 
or more generally through the election process. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: Our best hope is that the High Court finds something about New Zealand nationality 
and we get a new minister. I think that is our only chance. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I think we will go through the process of seeing whether we can get it in some form 
or another. 

I have addressed some of the more significant issues in Collie, and I will probably come back to other issues 
around that area. As I wind my way through the budget, for those honourable members who are following, I refer 
to training and workforce development on page 123 of volume 3, Economic and Fiscal Outlook, which reads — 

TAFE Colleges 

Revision to Financial Forecasts 
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Total spending by the five TAFE Colleges is estimated to decrease by $13.9 million in 2016–17, primarily 
reflecting lower demand for training delivery. 

I am interested to see how the government measures future demand in the training portfolio in the out years and 
whether we are looking at a longer term trend or a significant shift in the reduction of training and demand. 
Occasionally, we move from trades training as a priority—it is not government driven; it is often driven by 
community expectation—into professional-type training or unskilled-type sectors. I am intrigued that the five 
TAFE colleges will reduce spending by $13.9 million. Minister for Education and Training, I was very pleased 
that Esperance TAFE received funding for an expansion because the area is fairly run down, but it would have 
been nice to see funding over the next two years instead of the two years out from there. 

Hon Sue Ellery: You can thank the Minister for Regional Development. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I understand that it is regional development funding. It is particularly good that 
Esperance TAFE is getting an upgrade. 

In a similar light, on page 130 of the Economic and Fiscal Outlook, the government introduces one of its major 
election commitments, with $77.1 million allocated for an extra 100 police officers for the Meth Border Force. 
I am interested to see how the government will measure the success or lack of success of that election commitment. 
An increase in police numbers is an increase in enforcement, but how do we measure the success of the 
Meth Border Force? Do we measure it by a reduction in meth consumption, by the number of arrests or by 
increased jail time for meth traffickers, which, as the Under Treasurer made clear in his briefing at lunchtime 
today, will put additional pressure on the prison population? I am interested to see how we measure the success or 
lack thereof of that particular project. 

While I am handing out plaudits to the government—I try not to give too many of those—I noted that the natural 
resource management program has been somewhat enhanced, and potentially there will be good outcomes from 
that. That is a good outcome. 

Page 137 of the Economic and Fiscal Outlook refers to the new livestock research precinct that will replace the 
Boyanup saleyards. This needs a little work. Members who have been around for long enough might remember 
that a regional saleyard strategy was put together by a minister who was a very nice fellow by the name of 
Kim Chance. Kim Chance decided that after the sale of the Midland saleyards, the government would invest in 
a replacement that included an immediate replacement for Midland, which ended up in Muchea; a rebuild of the 
Katanning saleyards, which is purely a sheep saleyard with the Muchea saleyard being joint sheep and cattle; an 
upgrade to the relatively new Mt Barker saleyards; and, ultimately, the replacement of the Boyanup saleyards, 
which members may or may not be aware sits right in the middle of the town of Boyanup in the south west. 
Unfortunately for Boyanup, it seemed to get bogged down at the bottom of that list. The Midland saleyards site 
was sold and some remedial costs were involved because it was a contaminated site. That left funding available. 
We can still debate whether the Muchea saleyards were, in effect, gold plated, but the reality is that it took the bulk 
of the money that was left. From memory, I think $8 million was invested in the upgrade to the Mt Barker Regional 
Cattle Saleyards in Mt Barker and $20-odd million was spent on the rebuilt saleyards at Katanning. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: You’re a fount of information, aren’t you? 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I like numbers. We have a lot to go through today, but I do like numbers. 

The problem was that that did not leave much money for poor old Boyanup, which, sadly, sits at the end of the 
pile. It is an ageing piece of infrastructure that has had money spent on it. As a veterinarian working in the area, 
I know that for many years those saleyards were quite unsafe. The group of agents who lease and manage those 
saleyards spent money to fix them up to make them usable, but the amount of money left over for the 
redevelopment of the Boyanup saleyards was not sufficient to rebuild them. If rebuilding the Katanning saleyards 
cost $20-odd million, we can absolutely expect the rebuilding of the Boyanup saleyards to cost something similar. 
A number of potential sites have been looked at for probably close to a decade. I have walked over a number of 
them. The most popular at the moment is a site in Gwindinup that is currently being used as a mineral sands mine. 
The minister will probably be briefed on that site at some point. The issue is that although $100 000 is left to 
review that study—a lot of the work has already been done so the minister will be able to pick up that previous 
work—the lease expires in 2022. The Shire of Capel owns the land on which the saleyards sit, and at that point the 
replacement costs of the saleyards in current dollar terms potentially will be in the order of between $22 million 
and $25 million. The government will end up having to put a roof on some of it in a manner similar to what 
happened at Mt Barker. That is a significant cost that the government needs to start planning for now. Without 
a doubt, we will be discussing this in the lead-up to the 2021 election. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: Member, are you aware of changes and the way sales are now taking place? Have 
you kept yourself up to date on the use of technology? 
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Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I have been watching video or internet sales of cattle for many years. It was proposed 
in Europe. It is used intermittently, but the feeling among those in the farming community is that they still like to 
walk among the cattle and eyeball them to get a feel for them. 

Hon Ken Baston interjected. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Yes, so do the buyers and purchasers generally. I have been watching this process 
for something like 20 years, and the initial attempts at this were not all that good, because the vision was grainy 
and did not work all that well. I think we are still some time away from replacing walk-around saleyards with the 
ICT version. My view is that we are still probably a generation away from that. Farmers these days—God bless 
them all—are not necessarily a particularly young generation, and they do not adapt particularly well to that sort 
of modern technology. In the Agricultural Region, the electorate of some of my companions here, the cropping 
guys are very tech savvy, but I think in animal husbandry we are still a very hands-on group of people. I think it 
will be some time before we are ready to jump to an ICT solution to this, which means that one of three things has 
to happen. The first is the continuation of the status quo, which is that the Shire of Capel does not close its saleyards 
as a last possible option. Otherwise, effectively, a new saleyard will have to be constructed, or south west 
producers will have to transport their stock to either Mt Barker or Muchea. It is probably a similar drive, I would 
think—about 250 kilometres in either direction—so they could take their pick where they went, although 
Mt Barker might struggle with that volume of cattle going through it. There will need to be a solution to this, and 
it will not necessarily be cheap. 

Having been around for a while I can say that, in my view, Treasury hates government investment in almost any 
industry. Treasury is of the view that it gets the money, and thank you very much; it is not very keen on handing 
it back out. That probably works pretty well, because that is what Treasury is there for. Treasury does not like the 
government investing in an industry such as agriculture in that way, and it does not particularly like the government 
running saleyards, although the government runs the Muchea Livestock Centre, albeit through a quasi-government, 
semi-autonomous, arms-length process. Unfortunately, $100 000 is not sufficient even to purchase the land. If we 
consider the land that is being spruiked, we are looking at a couple of million dollars to purchase it. I would be 
interested to know how much is left in that account from the sale of the original Midland saleyards. I understand 
there was a million or two, perhaps, at best, ultimately left in that account. The problem is that the government is 
a bit resistant, because purchasing the land ties it into building a set of saleyards, and that is the $23 million tipping 
point at the end of that process. I kind of understand that. 

Obviously, the siting will be important, and this study will look at what the previous studies looked at, which is 
that cattle should not be taken up and down too many hills in trucks, and the location needs to be fairly central. 
I would suggest that the area we originally looked at, in the City of Busselton, is probably too far west. We should 
look at the Shires of Capel and Dardanup, and possibly the lower end of the Shire of Harvey, off the Swan coastal 
plain, otherwise we will end up with the same contaminated site issues that we had at Midland. Muchea, being 
higher, rectifies that situation. I think we will end up with a very similar set of answers. Although it is good to see 
$100 000 allocated to this purpose, and it was an election commitment, it is a very small step in that process. 

Can I just get my water topped up, because we have a long way to go? 

Hon Samantha Rowe: Was that your introduction? 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I have nearly finished my introduction, Mr Deputy President. 

Let us now jump over to a couple of other critical issues. Page 138 of budget paper No 3 is about the Minister for 
Emergency Services. It behoves us to stop there for a little while and discuss some of the critical issues in 
emergency services. There are a few good things for emergency services. I note that the royalties for regions 
budget continues the process of investing in fuel reduction burning and fire management. In fact, the government 
has put some dollars into local government to boost its capacity to have emergency management plans. I was the 
lead speaker for the opposition in 2005, in that other place that shall not be named, when the Emergency 
Management Bill was debated, so I have a fair bit of knowledge of this matter. 

Hon Tjorn Sibma: Tell us more about that. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I will tell members more about it. We have quite a bit to get through here. The 
Emergency Management Bill was a good piece of legislation, and the opposition of the time supported it, although it 
dealt with some fairly technical issues. The Emergency Management Act requires local governments to come up with 
emergency management plans. When bushfires, most likely, and occasionally flooding occurs, it is the shire’s 
responsibility to work out how it manages that process. Unfortunately, at the time of the Emergency Management Act, 
particularly when we were still debating what the emergency services levy should be set at and what it should be 
spent on, there were not a lot of resources to go with it. In many cases, local government lacked the capacity to 
develop adequate emergency management plans. Emergency management plans should be available to be read by 
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the constituents of every local government. In all the local governments I visit in the south west, the first thing I do 
while waiting for the important person to become available is look at all the documents. I usually find good 
pamphlets on weed control and getting on with neighbours, but I am always on the lookout for the emergency 
management plan, which is actually pretty important. A lot of councils do not yet have them, and this is 
a resourcing issue. I was therefore quite pleased to see some investment in the emergency management planning 
process, because I think it is absolutely critical in fire management. 

This brings me to one of those critical questions in the budget. I cannot find anything in the budget related to the 
reviews and the proposals for a rural fire service. I cannot find any mention of what the government intends to do 
about a rural fire service, and certainly no mention of funding for it. That is missing in this budget, so I would be 
particularly intrigued to know about it. Let us put aside for one minute the various suggestions and reports that it 
would cost $400 million to develop a rural fire service, which it probably would if every volunteer were paid every 
time they were involved in some sort of response. That, in my view, would completely undermine the volunteer 
system and would actually be quite devastating for Western Australia. Let us not talk about the $400 million cost, 
because obviously that would have to be added to the debt, and we know the government does not have a strategy 
to get rid of that debt, so we cannot do that. We have to develop a fire control strategy that is not so expensive, but 
also recognises the need to reinforce and support rural fire service volunteers who are critical to fire management. 
The government is never going to be able to pay for all the fire management and mitigation processes that need to 
be done in Western Australia. I understand that the government has now been talking to stakeholder groups about 
the capacity to effectively have a rural fire service component of the Department of Fire and Emergency Services. 
We need to look at that fairly critically; I am not necessarily saying that the opposition would automatically support 
it, but it is worth investigating. I suggest to the government that a deputy commissioner of emergency services be 
dedicated to supporting rural fire services, which would still be managed in conjunction with local governments, 
and coordinated by regional fire managers, as is currently the case. This would be a fairly simple and cost-effective 
way of responding to the issues. 

We have to empower and support volunteers who feel disempowered and unsupported, particularly on the fire 
scene in many cases. In rural areas, local fire brigades belt up to fires and the argument from the Department of 
Fire and Emergency Services is that our vollies are often a little bit gung-ho and they throw themselves into 
situations that they perhaps should not. Do members know what? That is exactly what vollies tend to do because 
it is their community and they are very keen to protect the assets of their community. They are very, very keen to 
protect their homes, their families and their businesses. Perhaps they are a little bit gung-ho but let us respect that 
rather than have volunteers sit somewhere, unable to participate because they do not have approval to do so, as 
happened at a number of fires. Let us invest a little money in those volunteers doing some joint training with the 
professionals. Let us have a representative at the assistant commissioner level to support and encourage volunteers, 
and encourage interaction between the volunteers, the Department of Fire and Emergency Services and what 
was the Department of Parks and Wildlife. DPaW was an acronym I could get my tongue around but the 
Department of Biodiversity, Conservation and Attractions—DBCA—is much more difficult; the minister will 
have to come up with better acronyms! That one is really murderous. The department of D–B–C–A; it is hard. 
A new acronym is required but do not do that and then pay millions of dollars to change all the signage again, 
because that is very complicated. We need better communication and coordination between those three groups. 
The volunteers in particular are immensely supported in their local communities but they do not necessarily feel 
supported by the institutions, which is the first area we need to work on. It is not universal; it does not happen in 
all areas. In some of the areas that I represent, the volunteers, the Department of Fire and Emergency Services and 
the department of conservation crews all work together remarkably well. Down at the capes sort of end of my 
electorate, at the western end, the interaction and the support for each other is immensely good. That is why, when 
we go into this debate about fire and emergency services, those groups are fairly happy with the status quo; they 
have a good working relationship between those three groups. However, in other areas, that does not work as well, 
so some investment is required to make it work better. Given the Keelty and Ferguson reports, and ad nauseam debate 
in Parliament about fire and emergency services, I am surprised that there is no response in the budget to how it might 
be managed. It may be coming by a ministerial announcement in the not-too-distant future; we can hope. 

An opposition member: Royalties for regions! 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: It might well be. Considering that this is about building relationships in regional 
areas, it might be an appropriate expenditure for royalties for regions. However, the reality is that there is probably 
no greater risk area for fire management than the hills of metropolitan Perth. That mixture of population, housing, 
undergrowth and forestry makes it an immensely dangerous area. At some point, there will be another significant 
fire and lots of houses will burn, particularly those houses that have vegetation right up to their edges and, in some 
cases, partly in the middle of them. Where that occurs, fire is an inevitability. We will not prevent every fire from 
now on so, at some point, a fair swathe of the hill country will burn, but it is not just the hill country. Dunsborough 
is a beautiful spot but the combination of hills, houses and bushland means that there is an immensely high fire 
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risk. I had a friend—bless him; he has now passed away—whose name was Lindsay. He worked very hard for the 
Dunsborough Volunteer Bush Fire Brigade. He was a lovely, lovely man; I loved him to bits. He was high up in 
his local bush fire brigade but when I went to his wake, I walked down the driveway of his house and saw it was 
surrounded by trees and shrubbery; it was almost semi-forest. I thought: we just do not mention that bit. Bless 
him—he has moved on now—but when a local fire brigade officer has probably one of the most at-risk houses 
I have ever seen, there is an issue. We have to have a better response to fire management and we have to do that 
by using better tools. At some future point in Parliament—not in this debate—I want to talk in more detail about 
how we might manage that. Unfortunately, in the meantime, the budget does not deal with the government’s 
response to the reviews and reports or what it intends to do about fire management. I would have thought it 
would require some significant spending, even if it was going to add only additional support services to the 
Department of Fire and Emergency Services. An assistant commissioner and some extra support people who might 
talk—if that is the minimalist model, which I suspect is ultimately what we might end up with—will still have 
a budgetary impact. More particularly, I suspect that if we look at more joint training for fire service areas, there 
will again be a budgetary requirement above and beyond just the minimalist level. It is disappointing that it is not 
in the budget at the moment. There are other things in the budget that I know the government has stated will come 
in time, and we can only hope that this is one that might come in the next budget in nine months, because I think 
it will be important. 

I will go into some detail on the royalties for regions funding in a minute, but since the minister is here—I have no 
doubt she will give a response at some point during the budget process—I am interested in the government’s position. 
I know that the government has said it will keep the royalties for regions program, and I will go out on one of those 
limbs again. Obviously, the government has made changes to the program and that is what happens when a party 
wins government. It gets the option to determine where the priorities lie. That is the process and I absolutely 
understand that. I will go into some detail about whether that is good, bad or indifferent for individual projects when 
I get time a little later on in this debate. I know that the minister has said several times that she will not change the 
legislation, but can I suggest that the one change to the legislation that is probably required is simply one of 
nomenclature? Any government project that is named after an election slogan is a little problematic. I think it would 
be supported by members of the crossbench and others if the nomenclature was looked at in the first instance. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: Why don’t you move a private member’s bill? 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I will think about that, in time. At the moment, the commitment is to leave it exactly 
as it is and it is very difficult to debate the generalities of royalties for regions when the program is so obviously—
I think the Treasurer himself said, on numerous occasions—highly political. I remember him saying that several 
times and I do not disagree with him. The problem the government has is that if it maintains everything in the 
same way, it remains highly political; it is just highly political in the government’s favour for the time being. 
From now on, it will always be highly political in the government’s favour but if it were referred to 
as “Regional Development: Western Australia” or something along those lines, we might find it is a little less 
political. That is something to look at in time. 

I turn now to page 153 of budget paper No 3 and move into the realm of the Treasurer and the Minister for Energy. 
There are a few issues here. This the first time we see an indication of the amount the Auditor General will receive 
to undertake a performance audit of local government. An amount of $6.2 million has been determined. This is 
a good step; as I said during debate on local government audit, it is a step in the right direction. It remains to be 
seen whether an adequate amount of money has been allocated to do the job envisaged by those who proposed this 
many years ago—that is, to make sure that local government is held to a similar standard as government 
departments at a state level—but it is good to see that the government recognises that there is an issue. 

I have jumped over the first home owner grant savings of $26.5 million over four years, because we are still 
debating the First Home Owner Grant Amendment Bill 2017. However, a little further down the same page is 
“Decentralisation of Office Accommodation to Joondalup”. I thought it was intended that decentralisation would 
occur in not only the metropolitan area, but also possibly regional areas. I know that the City of Bunbury in 
particular was keen to see that decentralisation that was to be achieved by the potential transfer of a number of 
then Department of Parks and Wildlife jobs originally to a location at Turkey Point, which was a problematic site, 
and ultimately to the Koombana Bay foreshore. I note that it there is some recognition that that project will no 
longer go ahead, but it is my view governments should just come out and say, “It’s been scrapped.” 

Hon Stephen Dawson: What you are saying is not technically true. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Is it not going ahead? 

Hon Stephen Dawson: No, you said that it’s been scrapped. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Will it go ahead? 

Hon Stephen Dawson: I am saying that work is being done about the future of it. 
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Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: That is of the site, but is work being done on building a Department of Biodiversity, 
Conservation and Attractions building? 

Hon Stephen Dawson: That, and also work about where in Bunbury is the best place to house public sector 
workers who may well come down from the metropolitan area. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: We will see how that pans out, because at the moment, unfortunately, the government 
is going to inherit a fairly expensive car park and set of toilets, which at least, at this point, do not sing! 

Hon Stephen Dawson: Not on my watch. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: The singing ones have been taken down. 

It will be interesting to see how that pans out, because I predict that project will be in dire straits. I note that the 
member for Bunbury is now talking about using that site for tourism development. A tourism venture on that site 
would be a reasonable outcome if the government is not going to build a Department of Biodiversity, Conservation 
and Attractions building there. 

Hon Stephen Dawson: It is a good location for tourism. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: It is a good location for tourism, and the south west could benefit from more four 
and five-star accommodation areas. 

Hon Dr Sally Talbot: Do you agree the project was flawed? 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: It was a commitment that in my view has been removed. Were the government to 
provide another commitment in its place, I would examine that at the appropriate time. I think Turkey Point was 
an immensely problematic location, and the current proposal for the Koombana Bay waterfront is a much better 
location. The government may have alternatives, and we will see and assess them in the fullness of time, at the 
appropriate juncture!  

I note that decentralisation has occurred in Joondalup, which for members of the south west is not really 
decentralisation, but all is moving forward. 

The other area to spend time on under the Public Utilities Office and the portfolios of the Treasurer and 
Minister for Energy is future planning for energy production and distribution in Western Australia. Although there 
is some significant funding in the budget for maintenance and upgrades, unfortunately longer term planning is 
struggling. We will need to have a fairly good look at that. However, before I do—I am jumping around here—
page 161 states that $250 000 will be spent on the development of a cruise ship strategy for Broome. That in itself 
is not necessarily a bad thing, except it needs to be more than just Broome. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: We are doing more; we are doing it right up and down the coast. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Ultimately, more money will be needed. The only way to make this work is to 
involve it in a whole-of-state process. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: We are looking at Exmouth and a range of others as well. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: There is no deepwater port in Exmouth, is there? 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: There are other options that can be used. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: There is a marina, but I do not remember there being a deepwater port in Exmouth. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: No; what I’m saying is there are other technological options that need to be considered. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: That is true, if we were to put people on tenders and bring them in. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: No. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: All that needs to be looked at and be part of a much larger strategy. It is good to see 
the Broome component is going in there. 
Hon Ken Baston: It’s very good. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: It is very good. 
Before I come to energy I must take the opportunity to refer to “State Road Funds to Local Government Agreement 
Grants Update” on page 163, which states — 

As part of the 2016–170 Budget, the previous Government decided to discontinue vehicle licence 
concessions … a disallowance motion was passed in the Legislative Council reversing this decision. 
Grant payments to local governments under the State Road Funds to Local Government Agreement have 
been reduced by $10.3 million in 2017–18 and $9.8 million … 2018–19 to offset the revenue impact … 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL — Tuesday, 12 September 2017] 

 p3623d-3642a 
Hon Dr Steve Thomas 

 [14] 

Although this particular cost-shifting exercise was stopped in the Legislative Council, the government, in my view, 
has somewhat vindictively taken money anyway by doing things differently. We must remember that the money 
simply comes out of road services and it is without doubt a cost-shifting exercise. 
Hon Alannah MacTiernan: It can be blamed on your side, by the duplicity of your side that actually moved these 
recommendations and then you unbelievably altered your position once you lost government. That is unbelievable. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I certainly did not alter my position, and let me say that in my view it is 
a cost-shifting exercise under local government. Unfortunately for local government, as was demonstrated many 
years ago in the Productivity Commission review into revenue raising, local government is a tier of government 
that has the least capacity to alter its revenue sources because it is at the bottom of the pile. Apart from being able 
to raise revenue from rates, local government has a very limited capacity to alter its revenue. Local governments 
struggle, so it is my view that this cost-shifting exercise was particularly difficult and unfortunate for local 
government. I do not agree with cost shifting. 
I apologise for jumping over some particularly interesting debate on power generation and the future of electricity 
in Western Australia. Significant money is being put into what is effectively the maintenance program in our 
existing power infrastructure. Let me say, because we are back into the realms of Collie at the moment, that the 
Muja power station, into which significant money has been invested, is getting on a bit. It is an old power station. 
Hon Alannah MacTiernan: You can be a bit more honest about the debacle that was Muja A and B. Maybe you 
can alert the Prime Minister to what the traps might be if he wants to do the same thing to Liddell. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I will come back to that in a bit, because it is very dangerous when tiers of government 
start involving themselves in areas that are not their prime responsibility. It always makes me concerned when 
a federal government starts talking about investing in power stations or hospitals and when state governments start 
talking about federal issues and investing in universities or defence. That is immensely problematic. Muja C and D, 
which are the plants I want to refer to at the moment, have units five, six, seven and eight. Put Muja A and B to one 
side. Both the previous government and the current government had a plan to close down those units, and that will 
happen about this time next year. I have been on the public record as saying that I agree with that. That investment 
would have been better spent investing in Collie B as a new power station. Muja C and D—units five, six, seven and 
eight—are the big units in that power station, with a bit over a couple of hundred megawatts each. They are coming 
to the end of their useful life too. I know that significant money is being spent on their upgrading. The truth is that 
significant money has to be spent on their upgrading because they are getting fairly old and tired. There comes a point 
when we cannot do too much more. In the end, when it is held together by baling twine and number 8 fencing wire, 
some new process will have to be put in place. Units five and eight, in particular, are struggling. 
There will need to be some additional investment, particularly in the planning for what the energy future looks like 
in Western Australia. As we note, we currently have an oversupply of about 1 000 megawatts of power, and some 
of that could be closed down gradually over time. That is when it becomes critically important to know where 
government investment is going to go into the future. Some money is being spent on alternatives such as wave, 
solar and even biomass technology. I have said in this house before that the business case for biomass technology 
is immensely problematic, particularly if we exclude forest residues as a potential energy source. That makes 
biomass quite difficult. An amount of $80 million or $90 million being spent on those technologies without 
necessarily knowing how that impacts in the future is immensely problematic. At this point we do not have a plan 
for the energy future. We have an oversupply currently. There is a significant switch to rooftop and micro solar 
energy supplies, which will have a significant impact. As I have said before, distant areas will have to look at their 
own smallish micro grids. We do not have a plan for energy that says that this is what the energy future of the state 
is going to look like. That will need to be done in the not-too-distant future. 
Whilst we are on those utilities—we are jumping a little and I apologise for that—water will potentially be the 
next big investment that the government will have to look at. That is not to say that it will happen immediately, 
but in the not-too-distant future, under the drying climate conditions, the next water source for metropolitan Perth 
will have to be looked at. That is going to be fairly critical. The problem we have is that if it is potentially additional 
desalination capacity — 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: You tell us. We know; we built the desalination plant. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: It was added to afterwards. Governments of both persuasions have built desalination 
plants. Check it out. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: Which did you build? 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I was not in government through any of it, but my memory is that it was the second 
half of the—what do they call it?—southern desalination plant. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: The Beenyup plant. The plan was approved in 2007. 
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Hon Adele Farina: It was built by us, yes. 

Hon Nick Goiran: A plan is not a plan. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: It was planned — 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: It was planned and funded. It was one of those things that was started and you came 
and you finished it off. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Yes. It is a bit like the Collie B power station. A power station was planned and it 
was opened in the 1990s. That does not necessarily mean that it got built, because there is still no Collie B power 
station. It still requires government investment and capacity for the second half of it. Are we talking about a new 
desalination plant? If that is the case, is it time for the north of Perth to be looking at that capacity? It is most likely, 
given the population growth and the fact that we now have two plants south of Perth. If the demand is going to hit 
on a drying climate over 2021–22, the problem that the government faces is that the planning process has to start 
fairly soon. At this point, there is no budgetary line item to attach that to. There are plenty of general water 
discussions, but not about the next great water source for Perth and the metropolitan area. That will need to be 
addressed perhaps in the budget in nine months’ time, at least in a planning process. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: The Minister for Water has made it clear that once we are getting the recharge thing 
happening, his estimate is that we won’t need a new facility until 2025. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I know that he has made those comments. I think the recharge program is good; I am 
a little less optimistic about its harvestable capacity and the time frame in which the government might do that. 
I suggest to the government that we might need an additional water source earlier than 2025 and that the planning 
for that needs to be put in place before 2021, which is when we will have the next election. That is something that 
is absolutely necessary in the not-too-distant future. This year it has been relatively wet for a couple of months. 
I have kept some fairly long-term rain records for my patch in the south west land division. My little piece of 
paradise, about halfway between Donnybrook and Kirup, has had about 630 millimetres so far this year, and I am 
in what was originally a 40-inch rain belt, so that is 1 000 millimetres. 

Hon Stephen Dawson: Have you got arum lilies down there? 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Not on my place. All the blue lupins are out. I tell the minister what; I urge him to 
do the drive from Bunbury through to Margaret River on Bussell Highway. 

Hon Stephen Dawson: I did it a few weeks ago; it was terrible. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Did the minister see how many arum lilies were there? 

Hon Stephen Dawson: I was shocked. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: It is absolutely disastrous—we say disastrous. As I drove around the electorate this 
week, I saw that somebody had pulled over on the side of the road and was chopping a few arum lilies to take 
home and put in a vase. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: That is what we always did—go off on lily hunts. It was very exciting. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I can tell the Minister for Regional Development that in the Shire of Capel, the City 
of Busselton and the Shire of Augusta–Margaret River she would not have to hunt very hard. She could get out of 
the car and find them there. When I got back into Parliament, one of my first questions was about arum lilies. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: You always remind me of St Teresa because of it — 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Excellent work! 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: — with your pictures of the arum lilies. She was a little bit in the head; I am not 
suggesting that you’re schizophrenic. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: This is very dangerous, Mr Acting President. 

I do not know many budget papers with an arum lily process, but I did note some additional funding out of royalties 
for regions for natural resource management. We may need to have a more forthright discussion about how some 
of that funding might expand the spraying of 300 hectares out of thousands and thousands of hectares of infestation. 
It is looking quite grim. The tuart forest in particular, which has always been a hotspot, is absolutely rife and we 
happen to notice them now.  
Hon Stephen Dawson: The funny thing is, the tuarts are looking good, though, as well. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Because it has been a bit wetter. Tuarts are very water-sensitive trees and it got a bit 
wetter there for a couple of months. This brings us back to the issue of rainfall. Like I say, I had 630 millilitres at 
my place and my long-term average is supposed to be 1 000 millilitres. In my view, we have dropped at least three 
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inches off that, so it is probably 925 millilitres. That means that I have to get 300 millilitres between now and when 
the rain effectively stops—around mid-October. An amount of 300 millilitres in that period of time is an 
enormously optimistic expectation; I got 1.5 millilitres yesterday, and I was very pleased. The reality is that I have 
to pick up 300 millilitres on my patch just to get anywhere near my long-term average, and I do not think we are 
going to do it. This is happening in a year in which people are walking around going, “Gee, it’s been wet lately.” 
There is water coming out of the ground and it looks and feels like it is very wet. Unfortunately for the footy 
players who play at Glen Huon Oval in the south west, it gets pretty damp down there, as members for South West 
Region will probably know. They play footy there with snorkels; it looks a bit like underwater hockey. They need 
a bit of drainage down there. 
Hon Dr Sally Talbot: Perhaps that was Collie’s problem at the weekend! 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I think they ran up against the Harvey Bulls, who had a bit more passion, probably—
unfortunately for Collie. Collie has a very good team. 
We digress again, Mr Acting President; I can see you moving to bring me back to — 
Hon Stephen Dawson: Actually, the nice thing about this speech is that you can actually talk about whatever you 
want. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Yes, but it is a bit hard to link the football results to budget expenditure. 
Hon Alannah MacTiernan: It could be! Why wasn’t that a royalties for regions project? 
Hon Stephen Dawson: I reckon some of those footy teams got RFR dollars over the years! 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I will say this to the Minister for Environment. A couple of weeks ago the question was 
raised: which Western Australian football team is our one football team? Let me say, there is only one in the finals. 
Hon Stephen Dawson: As a Dockers fan, I’m very pleased to say that I’m supporting the West Coast Eagles for 
the rest of the competition. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Excellent, because the few injuries in the Greater Western Sydney team means we 
are a chance on the weekend. I apologise, Mr Acting President; we have digressed a little bit. I am sure that was 
probably done deliberately. 
Hon Stephen Dawson: I’d keep blessing myself if I were the Eagles. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: It is not yet the season for miracles, Minister for Environment. 
In terms of water infrastructure, two things are critical—or probably three in the end. The first is that the 
government needs to start planning for its next major piece of water infrastructure. Unfortunately, even though 
people think this might be a wet year, water harvest would seem to indicate that there has not been a significant 
increase in rainfall and we are still down. The dams are a little better because the rain has come in a bit of a rush 
and there has been a bit more catchment flow than there would generally otherwise have been; if that same rainfall 
had been spread over a longer period of time, we would not have had the same catchment flows. July and August 
were quite wet, but there has not been much in September, and we are well and significantly down. Planning for 
the next piece of water infrastructure is absolutely critical, in my view, and I do not think we can wait until 2025 
to see that develop. As I say, it would appear that the most likely option will be additional desalination. That is 
obviously more expensive and has significant power issues, so as part of our water plan, we may have to go back 
to our electricity and energy generation plan to make sure that we have additional reliable capacity for that. We 
started this process in the budget talking about the need for a more comprehensive energy policy going forward 
that deals with the capacity that we might need for desalination, but that can also manage the adjustment into what 
will undoubtedly be a more diverse portfolio of energy sources, and the government is investing in that. We cannot 
measure the outcomes and the outputs yet, but I will be particularly pleased if the government can let us know 
what that $80 million–$90 million investment into research is likely to deliver. It is absolutely critical that we get 
some idea of where that investment is going to go. 
I turn now to page 169 of budget paper No 3, Economic and Fiscal Outlook, and the heading “Revised Road 
Trauma Trust Account Spending”. I will be particularly interested to know whether the government can provide 
a breakdown of how road trauma trust funding is going to be divided, on what areas it will be spent, and how much 
of the trust is going where. A bit more detail on that would be a fairly useful exercise. 

Hon Stephen Dawson: That’s quite a bit of detail. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Yes, it might have to go on notice. In terms of priorities, I would prefer that the 
minister jump in and do the financial estimation of the size of the economic fiscal beam and the data I have 
given him previously, because I raised that with the Under Treasurer today in the briefing provided by the 
Public Accounts Committee. 
Hon Stephen Dawson: How did he respond? 
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Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I think they are still resuscitating him! 
Hon Alannah MacTiernan: Against this incredible forensic mind he collapsed! 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: No, he basically said that it has never been attempted. As I said earlier, I am 
astounded that nobody has actually attempted to quantify it. 
Hon Alannah MacTiernan: So you don’t think your government did it—is that what you’re saying? 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: He seemed to suggest that Treasury had not done it. I said earlier that I could not 
believe that the people who determine economic policy—government, not necessarily Treasury—of any ilk, would 
require that information as part of the determining process, and I am absolutely astounded that Treasury would not 
provide that. I was absolutely shocked that it would not, and it seemed something of a shock that someone would 
suggest that that information should be available, but I am absolutely astounded that it is not. It should be the basis, 
surely, of debating the economic future, as are the parts that get us to that economic boom—that is, the estimation 
of royalties. As I said earlier, I think the government’s projections for the iron ore price, in particular, are in a good 
and safe realm, and fairly close to the federal projections, which perhaps have traditionally proved to be more 
accurate. I think that is good. That information is absolutely essential, but the overall information is equally critical. 
I am absolutely astounded that that has not happened. 
I move on to page 176 of the Economic and Fiscal Outlook and the heading “Utilities”. It is noted that the 
government is committed to ensuring reliable provision of essential services, with asset investment of $7 billion 
over the next four years, which is largely divided into the electricity corporations and the Water Corporation. There 
is currently some significant investment in the Water Corporation—not, as I understand it, for construction of a new 
water source, which is fairly critical, but more just in general maintenance. Obviously, the Water Corporation has 
some very old pipes that it needs to do something about. There is also significant investment in the electricity 
corporations, which is partly what we were talking about before. There are significant investments in 
Western Power’s poles and wires, although I note that, as tends to happen with budgets, the numbers drift away in 
the forward estimates and then get revamped over time. Rather than attacking the government over that, I am 
assuming that a similar process will occur and there will be a rejigging of that budget in years to come. I hope that 
that is the case. Certainly, some work is going to be needed for next-generation capacity and where that is likely 
to shift to.  
Page 203 of the Economic and Fiscal Outlook refers to the cancellation of the Perth Freight Link, which 
I understand was government policy in the lead-up to the election. I think it was a mistake, but that is government 
policy and that is what happens in the lead-up to an election. I am interested to hear from the government how 
permanent the stop on the Roe Highway extension might be—that is, whether the government will prevent further 
activity by changing land titles, for example, in the meantime. Obviously, as has historically happened, parts of 
proposed developments that get sold off sometimes have to be repurchased by a future government that might 
decide that it wants to go through with that project again. Does the government intend to make it more difficult by 
changing land tenures along that line? 
Hon Alannah MacTiernan interjected. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I understand that there has been a reallocation of funding, but let us see whether this 
will be made more permanent in the process. 
There are a couple of good investments in road infrastructure. The investment in the Albany ring-road is 
particularly good. That is a partially completed project that could use some completion. The Bunbury outer 
ring-road was not quite so fortunate to some degree. Although there is $12.5 million for the planning process, 
I understand that $10 million of that will flow from the commonwealth, so the state has added $2.5 million. The 
Bunbury outer ring-road is also a partially finished and stranded asset that is showing no signs of progression at 
the moment. Obviously, it is a much more expensive build than the Albany ring-road. The completion of the 
Margaret River project is also a good outcome, but Bunbury is a big project. I do not think that the most recent 
$700 million price tag is anywhere near accurate; I think it can be done more cheaply than that. However, it will 
still need to be put on the government priority list and it will still need to be a part of the state’s conversation with 
the commonwealth. The government will face a problem if it concentrates on those projects and the Bunbury outer 
ring-road drops down the priority list to the point at which it does not get a serious look. It is worth a serious look, 
and to get a serious look at this project, the government will need to put it a little higher up in the list of priorities 
that goes to the commonwealth. I would certainly like to see some continued investment in that area. 

I am pleased to see that page 206 of the Economic and Fiscal Outlook refers to the money for the completion of 
Coalfields Highway. I take particular pride in that because it was my original election commitment to put the first 
$20 million into Coalfields Highway. Honourable members might not remember that the Richard Court–led 
Liberal government had a $40 million project to upgrade Coalfields Highway in its second term. It was done to 
some degree in preparation for the expansion of the Worsley Alumina Pty Ltd refinery. The first $20 million of 
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that was spent but, unfortunately, in 2001, with the change of government, the second $20 million of that funding 
slipped out, never to be seen again. I think it must have gone into a similar fund to the original Collie futures fund. 
That money disappeared, so there was no additional $20 million for that project. I am immensely pleased and 
proud that we put $20 million towards Coalfields Highway at the 2008 election. That ultimately leveraged further 
funding from the next government, and a total of about $53 million has been spent on that road. 

That road has changed significantly, particularly with the completion of the Worsley Alumina refinery expansion 
some time ago. That road was something of a nightmare during the late 2000s. Not all of it was because it was a bad 
road; it was because of the extremely aggressive driving. I went up there at about six o’clock one morning at the 
recommendation of the local police to watch the change of shift. Collie at six o’clock in the morning in winter is 
not the warmest of locations by any stretch of the imagination. I have some sympathy for those who camp at 
Honeymoon Pool in winter because it is immensely cold. That road was like a racecourse. At the end of the 
overtaking lane on that road, sometimes there would be three cars side by side all racing to be the first car to get to 
the merge point. It was a dangerous road partly because of the structure of the road, particularly as drivers were 
virtually blinded as they drove to the west at sundown, and partly because of the sheer number of people driving on 
the road and the frustration with which they drove. That is a project that the previous government can take immense 
pride in. I was not there, but the government of the time probably did not receive due kudos for that particular piece 
of investment, which I think was critical to Collie and to infrastructure development in the area. It is pleasing to see, 
nearly a decade later, that the last $2.6 million of the investment to complete that road is being made. 

I note that the government is spending some dollars on other roads around that electorate and is now looking at 
spending some dollars on a road that I take more frequently, which is Collie Preston Road down to Mumballup. 
That is not so much a dangerous road, but there is a lot of bush and a lot of kangaroos through there, so it is good 
to see that being done. 

That brings me to a fairly critical point about the government’s budget. Members might be interested to know that 
they can look at the government’s budget website and see its plan for the midwest and for the Pilbara, but I was 
incredibly intrigued last week when I could not see the government’s plan for the south west. There is not a plan 
for the south west as such. There is the government’s plan for Bunbury, the government’s plan for Albany and the 
government’s plan for Collie–Preston. This is the first time that I can remember the Treasury website attributing 
government expenditure not to a region but to electorates. 

Hon Darren West: Did you look under “socialist republic of the south west”? 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: It is usually called the “people’s democratic republic” and then we know we are in 
socialist heaven! 

There is no government plan for the south west. There is a government plan for Collie–Preston, Albany and 
Bunbury, which coincidentally is where the government made the majority of its big election commitments. 
Unfortunately, I was not able to find—the government may be able to assist me with this—the government’s plan 
for Murray-Wellington. It was a bit of a surprise win for the Australian Labor Party. I thought we might hold on 
to that one. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: Did you see the plan for Peel? 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Not all of Murray–Wellington is in the Peel region. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: But the most significant part of it is in Peel. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Some of it is in Peel; and, yes, I did see the plan for Peel. 

Hon Dr Sally Talbot: Did you say that not all of Murray–Wellington is in Peel? 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: There is a small part that sits outside Peel. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Yes; part of it is not in Peel. Hon Dr Sally Talbot, Murray-Wellington goes all the 
way down and includes Brunswick and the edge of Bunbury. I have a copy of the plan for Peel, but it does not 
cover all of Murray–Wellington, as we have discovered. 

Honourable members, for the first time in my memory—I have been watching budgets for a fair while now—the 
budget announcement process and the budget website were highly politicised. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: Oh my god! You just said yourself that the entire government program was a political 
slogan! 

The ACTING PRESIDENT (Hon Martin Aldridge): Order, member! 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: What I said, Hon Alannah MacTiernan, is that this is the first time that the budget 
website—that is, the Treasury website—has been politicised. I think that is a significant issue for every member 
in the chamber. 
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Hon Dr Sally Talbot: You just said that a Labor-held electorate is not there. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Yes, but there is no south west. The south west comprises the three Labor-held seats 
into which the government has made significant investment. There is absolutely no doubt that — 

Several members interjected. 

The ACTING PRESIDENT: Order, members! I think we have had a good run of interjections. This is the 
contribution of Hon Dr Steve Thomas. You can all stand when he sits and make your own contributions so please 
desist from interjecting. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Thank you, Mr Acting President, for your protection. There has been far too much 
interjection in the chamber this afternoon. If I happen to get in the chair, I will have to try to put a kibosh on it. 

Unfortunately, this is the first time—I did not get a chance to talk about this with the Under Treasurer during his 
presentation today—the budget website has been politicised, and that is immensely problematic because there is 
extreme focus on Labor seats and not the south west. I might be wrong; maybe it has happened before, but I do 
not remember it happening in the last 16 years or so that I have been looking at state budgets. I think this is a major 
problem and I would like Treasury to correct it as soon as possible. It sends a very poor message because the link 
on the Treasury website effectively does an electorate analysis rather than a regional analysis. It is a dire reflection 
on Treasury and I hope it is changed fairly quickly. I recognise that the government has made significant 
investment in those electorates. The government has put big dollars into Bunbury, Albany and Collie-Preston. 

Hon Alannah MacTiernan: And Busselton. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: It is very hard to tell with Busselton, minister, because I cannot find it on the website. 
It does not necessarily come up. I have to run a search engine in the budget papers to find out where that sort of 
investment has gone. Hon Alannah MacTiernan is right; investment has been made in Busselton and 
Margaret River, but I could not find those investments in the budget papers necessarily because the budget website 
does not refer to the south west region. The budget papers do not identify Vasse or Warren-Blackwood, but they 
identify Bunbury, Albany and Collie–Preston. That is a poor reflection on the Department of Treasury. If that has 
been at the suggestion of the government, I think the government has overstepped the mark. There are significant 
investments in those three seats. Some of those investments, as we have gone through today, are quite good 
investments. I have questions about some of those investments—some of which I have talked about, such as its 
biomass plan—and the government’s capacity to deliver them. I wish the government luck in the budget 
development and process, but I think it will be very difficult to deliver significant outcomes. The entire south west 
deserves to be recognised as a region; it does not simply comprise the three electorates on which the government 
of the day and the Labor Party appear to be focused. I hope that Treasury picks that up and changes it as a matter 
of urgency because it is a poor reflection upon Treasury that that is the primary way to deliver its budget message. 
I get that it is the government’s budget; but it was the Department of Treasury website that I looked at to find 
out the details and download the budget papers. It is a poor reflection on Treasury. I hope it is remedied as quickly 
as possible. 

Obviously, I am trying to find good bits in the budget as well as bad bits. Some additional expenditure on 
Kwinana Freeway is absolutely essential. A fair bit of work needs to be done. I am not convinced that the 
$49 million that will be spent on the section of road between Russell Road and Roe Highway and the $47 million 
that will be spent on the section of road from Roe Highway and the Narrows will completely fix all the congestion 
issues, but I think the government has hit the mark in identifying the worst spots driving up that highway. With 
significant investment in those highways, it is vaguely possible that I might be on time for a Liberal Party room 
meeting, which I have not managed to do driving up from the south west region. I got fairly close today. 

Hon Sue Ellery: Have you thought about leaving a little bit earlier? 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: When I do that, I still have the same issue. I am absolutely astounded that I can drive 
up Kwinana Freeway and hit somewhere around Russell Road or a little bit earlier between 9.30 and 10 o’clock in 
the morning and the traffic flow has not slowed by that point. I potter along the freeway doing 90 kilometres 
because it is a little congested, and when I get to Russell Road or Cockburn—and not infrequently at 10 o’clock 
in the morning when I am supposed to be somewhere else—I come to a complete stop on the freeway. 

Hon Sue Ellery: So you’re hitting Russell Road at 10 o’clock when you’re supposed to be in your party meeting. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: No, I was saying that I have been slowed from Russell Road so by the time I get to 
Cockburn and to the Narrows Bridge — 

Hon Darren West: Are there any chairs left when you get to the party meeting? 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: It is a very important process. 
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That is absolutely essential expenditure. I still cannot figure out why we cannot get reasonable traffic flow on that 
freeway. I think it is because as a rule we desperately struggle with merging and roundabouts. Not long ago, the 
RAC said that the biggest driving issues in WA are roundabouts and merging. That is completely accurate because 
as I drive up Kwinana Freeway, I assume there must be a 10-car pileup a bit north of Cockburn because everybody 
has come to a complete stop. But when I pass, I discover that there is no hold-up at all; rather, there is an issue 
with everybody merging. That is a reasonable piece of expenditure. I am astounded that it is necessary, but it 
obviously is, and it is a continuation of the previous government’s work on both Mitchell and Kwinana Freeways. 
Governments of all persuasions have recognised that there is an issue with our driving as much as anything else, 
but that requires additional capacity and that involves a significant investment. 
I will not necessarily comment on election commitments such as Metronet with the exception of saying that the 
unfunded Ellenbrook line will need to be looked at in the not-too-distant future. The problem of not putting it in 
the budget papers in any form is that it gives an unrealistic view of future expenditure and future loans. Those 
forward estimates are critical for working out where we are going to get to. By not putting in a significant 
investment of hundreds of millions or billions of dollars in the future, the government is actually changing the 
outcomes. We have talked about the fact that the biggest issue with this budget is the government’s lack of a plan 
to reduce debt. I refer to the gradual paying off of debt at a rate that is currently 10 times slower than the rate at 
which interest will be accrued. When additional expenditure is not included, and the Ellenbrook line is to be kept 
off the books, even if the government says it will add such items into the books in the not-too-distant future, that 
affects what the total debt looks like. 
Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders. 
[Continued on page 3653.] 
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