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ESTIMATES OF REVENUE AND EXPENDITURE 
Consideration of Tabled Papers 

Resumed from 17 September on the following motion moved by Hon Helen Morton (Minister for Mental 
Health) — 

That pursuant to standing order 68(1), the Legislative Council take note of tabled papers 506A–E 
(budget papers 2013–14) laid upon the table of the house on Thursday, 8 August 2013. 

HON BRIAN ELLIS (Agricultural) [5.13 pm]: Earlier this year, Hon Nigel Hallett moved a motion in this 
house to point out the difficulties that faced farmers at that time, which was all about survival for the rest of the 
year. Fortunately, I am pleased to say that the season has completely turned around for most, but not all, farmers. 
Farmers in some areas are still doing it quite tough, not only with the season, but also with their banks. An 
experienced banker who has held senior positions with Landmark, ANZ, CBH Group, Bankwest and Elders has 
backed claims that some farmers are paying more than double the standard interest rates. According to the report 
in the business pages of The West Australian, former banker Bill Foreman, who now acts as a private financial 
consultant, says that banks are taking a harder line with farmers, adding bigger risk margins to the advertised 
base rates for agribusiness overdrafts. According to the article, if the client is in default, a further two and a half 
to three per cent is added on top of that. We all know that if people borrow money, they need to pay it back. 
Maybe some of us do not! In most cases, people know the commercial arrangements when they borrow money. I 
have no problem with those commercial arrangements; I am only pointing out some of the difficulties that 
farmers have got themselves into. In particular, I note that WA farmers in the Muntadgin Farming Alliance have 
reported that some rates are up to 18 per cent. That seems extraordinarily high, but people enter into loan 
arrangements knowing the possibilities if they default on the loan. I mention those high interest rates because if 
the banks have no other way out and the farmers cannot sell their properties, maybe it is up to the banks to look 
at whether they are charging a reasonable margin. To rub salt into the wound, the article goes on to state that the 
National Farmers’ Federation figures show that three of the eight banks monitored—Bendigo, CommBank and 
Suncorp—had not passed on the last Reserve Bank rate cut in full. I find that interesting because, in one 
particular case, the bank claims to be a community bank. If it is community minded, why does it take so long to 
pass on that rate cut? 

The Australian Farm Institute chief executive, Mick Keogh, told The West Australian that the high rates would 
apply only in exceptional circumstances. We all know that some Western Australian grain growers, especially 
those in the eastern wheatbelt, are experiencing those exceptional circumstances now. Indeed, research on 
national farm debt published in the Australian Farm Institute’s Farm Policy Journal found that there are higher 
levels of debt among Western Australian grain growers than among those in the rest of the country. However, 
from a broader perspective, we can take encouragement from the fact that Mr Keogh told the ABC Rural 
program — 

I think there has been a bit of a sense around the sector that all farms are disappearing under a sea of 
debt and the sector is in real strife. That’s certainly not the evidence that’s available … 

I recognise that Mr Keogh was speaking of the overall situation, but I reiterate the comments I made in response 
to the motion by Hon Nigel Hallett earlier this session. I ran out of time, so I did not finish my comments at the 
time. I reiterate those comments by pointing out that it is important not to talk down our industry. The same 
research showed that the model of the family farm business continues to dominate Australian farming. It pointed 
to a continued strong role for farmers financing farms within their families and through banks rather than moving 
to corporate or overseas ownership models. Farmers are not giving up on themselves and I hope that the banks 
will not give up on them either. Indeed, to reinforce my comments that it is important to remain upbeat about 
agriculture, I quote from an ABC news article from 11 September — 

The Pastoralists and Graziers Association (PGA) says dire predictions about a vast amount of 
unused farmland this year have been proved alarmist.  
Concerns were raised heading into the grain-growing season that difficulties obtaining carry-on finance 
would mean there would not be a crop planted on a substantial amount of land for the first time since 
the 1930s.  

However, figures … have found the amount of land used for cropping in Western Australia this season 
is actually up 2 per cent on last season and is higher than five of the past nine seasons.  

Moreover, according to Farm Weekly — 

In its latest crop report, the Grains Industry of Western Australia … revealed that the production total 
for WA had risen to 12.4 million tonnes, from 10.5mt last month.  
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Considering the dire position many farmers were up against in June and early July, GIWA described the 
anticipated WA crop as “quite remarkable”.  

Members of the Agricultural Region driving around the region would notice the remarkable change from only 
two months ago. When farmers talk about getting rainfall, it is all about that moisture. If we can get that 
moisture, we will get the crops.  

Hon Phil Edman interjected.  

Hon BRIAN ELLIS: I am always happy, Hon Phil Edman.  

Hon Phil Edman: There is lots of rain.  

Hon BRIAN ELLIS: There is lots of rain around and the majority of the farming community is happy at the 
moment, but not all of it. We have to be careful to not generalise too much. The article states — 

The GIWA report confirmed that wheat, canola and barley crops were all showing strong yield 
potential, while lupins have podded very well and also have good potential.  

Rabobank acting state manager for WA Stephen Kelly told Farm Weekly — 

… WA was in a situation where nearly half of grain growers were anticipating an average harvest, 
while close to a quarter were experiencing one of their best years ever.  

However, I should note that he acknowledged — 

… some areas in the eastern and north eastern Wheatbelt were doing it particularly tough with recent 
rains arriving too late.  

Unfortunately, this happens every season. I have been involved in farming for a long time and I can remember 
my father saying just about every season that it depends on who gets the rain. There are always patches and there 
are always farmers who miss out. It is just a fact of life for farmers that they need to prepare for those years 
when they might be in one of those patches that miss out. It would be easy for city people to think that farmers 
are a whingeing lot and always complaining about the weather. Some groups are critical of whatever assistance 
is handed out. I suspect one of the reasons that farmers talk about the weather a lot is that their whole livelihood 
relies on it, so it is not that surprising. In reality, farmers are a stoic lot and if they do not always seem 
appreciative of help from the outside, it is because in small communities they are more accustomed to lending a 
hand than putting a hand out.  

In response to Hon Nigel Hallett’s motion, I mentioned an article in the Countryman newspaper. It had a series 
of multipage spreads about the little farming communities across Western Australia that have been running 
community cropping programs through donated farmland, machinery and labour to keep their towns viable. As a 
farmer, I must confess that I was surprised at the number of small communities with long-established community 
cropping programs. When I was on the Moora shire, we had the same arrangement whereby the shire allocated 
land to community groups that were trying to raise funds for the whole community in Moora or surrounding 
towns. The Countryman article gave a few examples of successful cropping programs. In the past five years, the 
Newdegate community cropping program put $96 000 back into the district. That program started in 2008 with a 
lease between the Shire of Lake Grace and the Department of Agriculture and Food after the research station was 
deemed a lazy asset. The cropping program has increased to 600 hectares through a year-to-year arrangement.  

A number of projects have been assisted by the money raised under this method, with $30 000 going towards a 
new synthetic bowling green in 2009 for the community; $15 000 going towards the purchase of a second-hand 
community bus in 2010; and $20 000 going towards lights for the hockey club in 2012. This year it will put 
$23 000 towards a new mower tractor for the Newdegate Golf Club. The Tambellup community cropping 
program is putting in its first crop this year, following in the footsteps of Gnowangerup, Borden and Pingrup by 
fundraising through the community crops. Some farmers have planted a few extra hectares on their own 
properties and will donate the grain. Others have donated proceeds from the return of envirodrums and the group 
is setting up a CBH Group receiver card so that grain can be delivered under the group’s name. Inputs have been 
donated by local farmers and a local machinery business is donating the use of its air seeder and tractor for some 
of the sowing.  

In Hyden, the residents have formed a group to seed 850 hectares of land made available by a local farming 
family through a generous lease. The machinery was donated by seven local farmers and local footballers did the 
seeding in 24 hours. Profits will go to the Hyden Progress Association, whose projects include singles 
accommodation quarters, a respite centre and a retirement village. Other farmers are doing it in different ways. 
In Mingenew, the Mingenew–Irwin Group is helping the district and farmers in general by doing its own 
research and development. I prefer that method over levies, I must admit. I prefer the voluntary enthusiasm of 
surrounding farmers getting together and doing their own research. They have ownership of it rather than being 
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forced to be part of research in which they may not be interested. This year the Mingenew–Irwin Group 
established 60 trials, many of which are hosted on land owned by members of that group. One of the outcomes is 
seeding depth accuracy. There will also be an efficiency comparison between lower priced machinery and more 
expensive units and there will be machinery comparisons on non-wetting soils. Group members will revisit the 
trial sites at various periods to assess and compare plant growth, canopy cover, weed competition and sowing 
spaces.  

Meanwhile, CBH is doing its bit. When I say it is doing its bit, it has a system in place for farmers who may 
stray at times and overload their trucks. If a truck is overloaded and delivered to CBH, the excess tonnage is put 
into a pool and the money raised from that pool is distributed by CBH to a number of charities. At least someone 
is getting a useful return from farmers who are caught out overloading by a tonne or two.  

Hon Ken Baston: Are you a big contributor?  

Hon BRIAN ELLIS: I have never had the privilege of contributing to that, Hon Ken Baston. I do not encourage 
farmers to overload their trucks, but it is very easy to do. When a farmer loads grain into a truck, he can never be 
sure of its weight and he has to make a bit of an estimate.  

The money raised by CBH has resulted in more than $120 000 being donated to six charities, including St John 
Ambulance, the Royal Flying Doctor Service, One Life, HeartKids, the Association of Volunteer Bush Fire 
Brigades and Ronald McDonald House. That has been a useful contribution to the community.  

Hon Nigel Hallett: Is that the article where very young farmers’ views on CBH were featured? 

Hon BRIAN ELLIS: That is exactly right, Hon Nigel Hallett. I quoted a lot of the Countryman’s article because 
it was very interesting. It interviewed our future farmers, the younger ones in the community, who are very 
community-minded and who are behind a lot of this fundraising.  

Many community cropping programs are directed at supporting regional sporting activities. District cricket 
clubs, football clubs, bowling clubs and the like are the glue that holds rural communities together. Any member 
who has lived in a rural community or town will know how tragic it is when sporting bodies in small towns fold, 
because there is no social life left for farmers in those towns and they have to travel further and further at great 
expense. I come from a small community not far from Perth where such sporting clubs have folded, and it is 
partly the fault of the farmers themselves, because they have expanded and bought out their neighbours. There 
are fewer people in that community so there are no facilities left as sporting clubs fold. The main problem for 
younger people in the community is there is no social life once sporting bodies close down.  

I welcome the $11.25 million allocated in the 2013–14 budget and the $30.9 million allocated over four years to 
the community sporting and recreation facilities fund to enhance regional sporting facilities. I am also pleased 
that the budget provides $2 million for two specialised funding programs to help regional sporting clubs and 
athletes. Over the next four years, $2 million will be allocated to support talented regional athletes and to help 
sporting clubs access equipment. The junior representative travel assistance program will make grants of up to 
$1 000 available to regional athletes aged between 13 and 21 who have been selected for regional, state or 
national representation. This will be phased in to complement existing programs. It will be more inclusive and 
will work alongside the country athlete scholarship program. Regional sporting clubs will be able to access one-
off grants of $500 for shared equipment through the community sports equipment grant.  

I now refer to the many emails I receive concerning the increase in gun licence fees for regional gun clubs. I 
share their disappointment at the recent increases in licensing fees. Given the disparity that showed up in the 
Auditor General’s report on police station licensing, I recognise the administrative and conformity advantages of 
centralising the gun licensing system. I also appreciate the freeing up of police time and the widening of access 
to licensing services through Australia Post outlets, which outnumber police stations. Nevertheless, as a farmer 
who has kept firearms, I sympathise with those people who prefer the regular licensing visit to a local police 
station. I question some of the practicalities and costs of the new system. It is difficult to compare WA licensing 
costs with those in other states, as WA licenses both the firearm and the gun owner. The computer system 
specialised to suit WA requirements had to be specifically designed. I acknowledge that there are related costs; 
however, the jump in fees is considerable, especially for owners such as sporting shooters who usually license a 
range of firearms. I would also like to see a commonsense approach to some of the compliance requirements and 
a user-friendly approach to licensing additional barrels. I know that the Minister for Police and senior police 
have been approached on this issue and I hope that the matters raised on behalf of gun owner constituents have 
been given due consideration. 

Speaking about police matters, the Barnett government has provided $94.5 million for the regional community 
safety radio network across 18 000 square kilometres of regional Western Australia, which replaces the old 
analogue police regional radio network. New members may not be aware that the analogue network was 25 years 
old and experienced about 70 breakdowns in one year alone. In the country, people are four times more likely to 
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die on the roads and travelling times for ambulances and police are longer than in the city, so a reliable 
communications system is crucial for saving lives. Regional police often have extremely limited backup in 
emergencies and whatever backup is available often has to come from neighbouring districts, so it is crucial to 
have a reliable communications system for police safety. I brought to the attention of the former Carpenter 
government the situation of police who attend incidents and accidents along the Geraldton–Dongara stretch of 
Brand Highway. In some instances, police had to ask passing truckies to call for help on their CB radio 
40 channel or drive to high points to make contact with the police network. Any members who have driven 
between Geraldton and Dongara would realise that there are not many high points along that section of road. I 
am delighted that the Geraldton–Dongara trunk radio network, which covers 4 000 square kilometres in the 
midwest, has been launched. The project will bring together WA Police, the Department of Fire and Emergency 
Services, fire and rescue services, and the Department of Corrective Services under one common infrastructure, 
managed by WA Police. A further $17.4 million has been allocated to the regional mobile communications 
project for 2013–14 to continue improving regional communications infrastructure and coverage. I welcome any 
progress towards eliminating so-called “black spots”. 

The Barnett government has also provided WA Police with $10.5 million over four years to help attract and 
retain officers in hard-to-fill regional posts. This includes an initial attraction payment and a further payment if 
the officer serves more than three and a half years at the location. I have a personal respect for the challenges 
officers face when serving in remote areas. I also understand the difference it can make to a small town to have a 
police officer remain in the district over a period. The officer can establish a bond with the community and see 
trouble coming before it happens. Police and community youth centres play a valuable role, and I am pleased to 
see $10.3 million committed in the state budget to refurbish and upgrade these facilities. I am also pleased that 
$4.2 million will be spent over four years to provide the Family Court of Western Australia with extra resources, 
including provision for an enhanced video link capacity that will give regional police stations access to the 
extended justice service at the Perth police centre. 

Country people have a great need for regional health services. Given that the travel time to metropolitan 
hospitals is time consuming and exhausting for a person who is ill, especially with cancer, and costly when they 
have to pay accommodation costs in the city on top of their health treatment, I particularly welcome the 
$9.7 million in 2013–14 for the continuation of the patient assisted travel scheme and the $2 million for the rural 
generalist pathway program. I am pleased to see that funding has also been provided to strengthen cancer 
services in Geraldton and Northam. In recognition of the need to provide improved health care in regional 
Western Australia, $325 million has been allocated in the budget for the Southern Inland Health Initiative. This 
will improve infrastructure for integrated district health services, primary health centres, small hospitals and 
nursing posts, telehealth, and residential aged and dementia care. The impact of severe diabetes means that some 
regional patients must live away from their families and friends in order to undergo treatment so I welcome the 
$3.5 million that will be spent on renal dialysis services for communities in the wheatbelt. 

Another project that I have taken a keen interest in is ear health, especially that of children in remote 
communities. I am pleased to see that there is new funding of $6 million over 2013–14 to 2016–17 that will 
complement existing services and provide equipment and employment for 32 part-time Aboriginal health 
workers across 80 Aboriginal communities, including in the midwest. Children cannot learn if they cannot hear 
and I hope that this will not only bring them a better quality of life, but also help them towards a better future. 
The provision of $38 million of new funding over 2013–14 to 2016–17 will provide an additional 155 full-time 
equivalent school health staff across Western Australia over four years, including 10 full-time equivalent speech 
pathologists.  

Health is not the only area where country people face more travel and more expense than their city counterparts. 
I pay tribute to the regional school bus services. According to the budget papers, 99 per cent of drivers achieve a 
drop-off of no less than 10 minutes before school starts and pick up within 10 minutes of school ending. That is 
not a bad effort considering the distances they travel. I am not sure that the bus services in Perth would be that 
efficient. 

As the ongoing chair of the Rural and Remote Education Advisory Council, I have regular meetings with 
families whose children attend bush schools or undertake lessons remotely through the Meekatharra School of 
the Air. My own grandchildren attend Yerecoin Primary School and Bruce Rock Primary School, so I have a 
personal understanding of the challenges that families face in maintaining student populations, retaining teaching 
staff in rural schools and making the transition to year 12. The regional schools plan will this year provide 
$74.5 million, including residential college upgrades. I note that the budget papers state that the occupancy rate 
of residential colleges is 77 per cent; it appears that there is room for more students as the year 7 transition is 
implemented. The good news is that the budget papers state that 90 per cent of families rate accommodation, 
care and service in country hostels as “good or better”. I believe that the demand for country hostels will 
increase. We have heard about the transition of year 7s into high school and the associated cost. The cost of 
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sending children off to Perth has been put to me a number of times, so I can envisage that more country families 
will send their children to country hostels, even if only for two or three years, then on to Perth. I checked how 
much it costs parents to send their children to a country hostel. The full cost of boarding services, inclusive of 
capital costs, is $17 265 per student. The subsidised cost per student is $11 550. A number of allowances, both 
federal and state, bring the cost per child for eligible families down to approximately $50 a week. Merredin is a 
prime example of a good country hostel, and we should strive to lift all country hostels to that standard. I really 
believe that the government will then have provided an attractive means of accommodating those country kids 
who maybe cannot afford to go to Perth, and the standard of the accommodation will be equivalent to that in the 
Perth colleges that they may have gone to. 

Education allocations for the wheatbelt include $89 million for upgrades to Northam Senior High School, 
$3.5 million for upgrades to Narrogin Senior High School, $2.3 million for the C.Y. O’Connor Institute Narrogin 
campus upgrade, and $10 million for the future operations and development of Muresk Institute. Education 
commitments in the midwest include $2.1 million for redevelopment works at Geraldton Residential College, 
$11.3 million for works and skills training initiatives at Durack Institute of Technology, and $500 000 for 
improvements to Beachlands Primary School. I am pleased to see that $36 million has been allocated so that 
electronic flashing speed signs can be installed at every school in Western Australia with a 40-kilometre-an-hour 
speed zone. 

Much has been made of the budget constraints in education, but in 2013–14 the Barnett government will spend 
an extra $513 per student. As the Premier pointed out in question time in the other place last week, it is important 
to remember that teachers will be taking on only an extra one-third of a student under the new arrangements. The 
ratio will change only from one teacher to 13.15 students in 2013 to one teacher for 13.53 students in 2014. I 
remind members that the Barnett government has increased education funding by 55 per cent since it was 
elected, but in 2005–06 Labor cut education funding by seven per cent in just one year. 

Hon Mark Lewis: Who was the minister? 

Hon BRIAN ELLIS: That is a good point, Hon Mark Lewis. Ministers changed quite a bit at that stage. I cannot 
answer that one. 

Hon Mark Lewis: From a female to a male or — 

Hon BRIAN ELLIS: I am not sure about that. 

Hon Mark Lewis: I am pretty sure it was. 

Hon BRIAN ELLIS: Moving on from education, yesterday I asked a question in the house about the Bindi 
Bindi bends. That subject is dear to my heart, obviously. I live only about five kilometres south of those bends. 
The issue of these dangerous bends where deaths have occurred has been around for about 20 years. During my 
time with the shire, we pushed to have these bends fixed. I asked the question because of concerns in that 
community about rumours that funds had fallen away under the new government and that funds may not be 
available to go ahead with the new realignment. Therefore, I was delighted with the answers that I got to those 
questions. Funding of $34.2 million, I think it is, to realign that section of road that has been quite notorious was 
confirmed by those answers yesterday. Hon Jim Chown and I have been working with community members just 
recently and trying to allay their fears. They have been having all sorts of issues with trucks speeding through the 
town of Miling and past their school. Some road trains have been passing in the town. So, I was pleased to 
receive that answer that the safety side of their concerns will be addressed, with Main Roads investigating 
options to improve safety through the town and past the primary school. This will include prioritising the 
flashing LED speed signs to ensure that motorists, and in particular drivers of heavy vehicles, are aware of the 
school activity in the vicinity of this extremely busy section of road. I hope that allays the fears of that 
community and that it is pleased with the outcomes that we have achieved over the past month or so. 

Members may recall that I spoke extensively during private members’ business time about WA’s first regional 
freight transport network plan. Indeed, WA has waited for more than 100 years for a comprehensive regional 
freight transport plan. I would like to reiterate that, in formulating this plan, the Barnett government has 
delivered what no previous government has done. The result is a plan that looks out to 2031 to provide a clear 
direction, including strategic planning, policy and capital project priorities across state roads, state-owned rail 
lines and port authorities. In the interim, the midwest investment plan, in which $220 million has been invested 
by this government, will encourage public and private investment in priority infrastructure for the region. I look 
forward to the promised development of the midwest regional investment blueprint in 2013–14. 

In conclusion, I would like to return to my opening remarks about those farmers who are doing it tough in 
Western Australia. I know that nothing will save some farmers who have been battered by too many dry seasons 
and where land values make it difficult to sell with some reasonable equity, or, indeed, to sell at all. However, I 
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welcome the funding provided in the state budget to help eligible farmers to make it through the current season. I 
am disappointed that the former federal Labor government failed our farmers so miserably by not getting their 
assistance packages up and running in time for the current season. I know that our own agriculture minister, 
Hon Ken Baston, will continue to work hard to bring the program to fruition. I hope the change in government 
will make his job easier and that the federal assistance program will be expedited. I also hope that the new 
federal Minister for Agriculture will, whilst preserving our determination to improve animal welfare, help 
remedy the international damage caused to our live animal trade. 

I know that this budget has not brought smiles to the faces of everyone in the community, and I recognise that it 
has some tough elements. 

[Member’s time extended.] 

Hon BRIAN ELLIS: I wish to finish my speech by saying that I am grateful, even in this tough budget, for the 
contribution to the Agricultural Region from the budget. As I said to our agriculture minister, when we get the 
program funding from the federal government, I am sure that it will give these farmers some hope for the future, 
and I appreciate those funds that will go to some of the smaller communities to help with the survival of the 
Agricultural Region. 

Sitting suspended from 6.00 to 7.30 pm  

HON MARTIN ALDRIDGE (Agricultural) [7.30 pm]: I rise tonight to make a contribution to the motion on 
the Estimates of Revenue and Expenditure—Consolidated Fund Estimates 2013-14. I am extremely proud to see 
the election commitments of the Nationals now appearing in the budget, and I am confident that all the 
commitments we took to the last state election will be delivered in this coming term of Parliament. I will 
comment on the state budget delivered to Parliament on 8 August. As a mere backbencher, I am not afforded an 
opportunity to frame the budget; that is the role of the executive. However, we have the right to scrutinise it. All 
budgets, whether our family budget, farm budget, the budget of our small business, or indeed the state budget, 
face the challenge of balancing the priorities for expenditure with the expected revenue. This is a great challenge 
and I acknowledge the difficulty that a government faces in balancing the competing interests for cash with the 
expectations of the community. One of the greatest achievements of the state budget will be the delivery of the 
“Seizing the opportunity” policy for agriculture. The Nationals made this commitment at the 2013 state election, 
and it will be delivered across the next four years. This policy was the centrepiece of the Nationals’ re-election 
campaign and a visionary commitment to strengthen our agricultural industries, diversify our economic base, and 
position Western Australia as a preferred supplier of food and fibre to the world.  

Earlier this year, shortly after I was elected, I moved a motion in this place calling on the state government to 
fully implement this election policy. I did this because I truly believed that this policy was far superior to those 
offered by other parties. By contrast, the Liberal Party commitment to agriculture was $42 million, with no 
investment in infrastructure, skills, water or the Muresk Institute. As for Labor, I am still looking for its 
commitment to agriculture. The closest I could get was a $30 million commitment to keep the tier 3 rail open—
hardly a vision, but a commitment nonetheless. My motion was sincere and genuine. This was the best policy 
offered and I strongly hold the view that it is the one that ought to be implemented. I was criticised by some of 
my colleagues on both sides of the chamber for calling on the state government to do something when I was 
indeed part of the state government. This is exactly the attitude that our federal members take to Canberra, and 
every three years we wonder why they did not stand up for our state interest ahead of their party interest.  

I did not have the opportunity to reply to the arguments put during the debate on that motion. However, I would 
like to say to those members that they are plainly mistaken if they consider my job in this place is to 
unreservedly support them for four years. Our commitment to agriculture will be focused on the following areas: 
Western Australia’s biosecurity defence; a statewide water for food initiative; an agricultural research and 
development fund; the Buy West Eat Best marketing campaign; increasing risk management measures; 
supporting and improving agricultural transport infrastructure; and investing in training and skills development 
in the agricultural sector. Although the seasonal outlook for the grains industry is somewhat brighter than 
perhaps it was earlier in the year, for some time governments have needed to move away from reactionary policy 
measures in the interests of sustainability and long-term growth in the sector. This policy achieves just that: 
strengthening our important agricultural sector for decades to come.  

Another significant opportunity for agriculture that was recently announced was the change of federal 
government. The value of Australia’s relationship with our closest neighbour, Indonesia, should not be 
underestimated. Indonesia is Australia’s largest wheat export market, importing more than 3.5 million tonnes 
valued at $1.1 billion in 2011. In 2012-13, Australia’s beef and live cattle export was worth an estimated 
$5.2 billion. I am calling on the incoming federal government to recognise the importance of that relationship to 
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our agricultural industries and our national economy. I fear that a relentless pursuit to stop the boats, with 
policies such as turning back the boats in international waters, buying fishing boats in Indonesia and paying 
Indonesians for intelligence pose a real threat to the improvement of diplomatic relations our two countries 
desire. The Indonesian foreign minister has already expressed concerns before a meeting of his Parliament’s 
foreign affairs commission. It is important that from today, the federal Minister for Trade and Investment and the 
Minister for Agriculture start the process of working with Indonesia. We need reliable markets and they need 
food security. It is essential to agriculture and our state that our new federal government acts on this swiftly and 
does not further jeopardise the relationship with a relentless pursuit to implement border protection policies that 
are likely to not work.  

This is an appropriate segue to discuss another matter related to federal–state relations; that is, the Great 
Northern Highway. It would have to be one of the top five issues in my electorate. The highway services the 
agricultural industry, local communities in the wheatbelt and, to some extent, the midwest, and it provides a vital 
transport link to the north west of our state and the burgeoning mining and resources industry. I have lived and 
worked in close proximity to the Great Northern Highway so I have some appreciation for the growth in traffic, 
particularly in the heavy and oversized loads bound for our state’s north. It may be great by name but that is 
where the association ends. The Great Northern Highway cuts through and impacts upon many towns in my 
electorate, including Bindoon, New Norcia, Miling, Wubin, Walebing and, to a lesser extent, Dalwallinu and 
Muchea. My constituents living within proximity to these towns and the highway itself understand better than I, 
and probably many of us here, the impact it has on their everyday livelihoods and their community. I challenge 
members not familiar with this national highway to take a drive on Saturday morning and head to a little town 
called Bindoon, approximately 85 kilometres north of Perth. On a good day it will take members an hour, but 
they had better allow for two hours because they may be faced with hefty delays as a result of the oversized 
vehicles travelling in both directions. Members should stop at the Bindoon Bakehaus and Cafe and have a pie 
and a coffee, because it will give them an excellent vantage point for an hour or two to observe the impact of the 
highway on this community. Better still, they should visit on a weekday and observe the additional mix of 
vehicle and pedestrian traffic, with people taking their children to the local primary school situated just off this 
highway. The same could be said for many of the other towns that I mentioned earlier tonight. I am pleased to 
see in this state budget $34.2 million of $40 million for a state–federal government project aimed at the 
reconstruction, aligning and sealed widening of an 11-kilometre stretch of the Great Northern Highway famously 
known as the Bindi Bindi bends. In the forward estimates, nearly $385 million has been allocated for the more 
substantial upgrade that is needed, which is the Great Northern Highway, Muchea to Wubin stage 2 project. The 
assessment brief from the Office of the Infrastructure Coordinator in June of this year states — 

The problem identified is poor road quality on a section of the highway that is experiencing growth in 
heavy vehicle traffic volumes. Volumes of traffic on the highway are stated to range from 800 to 1,600 
vehicles per day with approximately 35 to 50 percent of vehicles being heavy and high-wide load 
freight vehicles. The development and expansion of the energy and resource projects in the north of the 
state will result in an additional 100 high-wide load movements per day. 

Specific problems are that there are limited opportunities for overtaking and that the road is not suitable 
for use by triple road trains which must currently decouple at Wubin. The Western Australian 
Government estimates that the costs of delays to general traffic in the corridor will be $16 million 
annually by 2017. 

During the time between delivery of the budget to this place on 8 August and the change of federal government 
on 7 September, the stars momentarily aligned and the state and federal governments gave a green light to 
investment in this essential transport infrastructure. It is now clear that the then federal opposition was not 
expecting to honour those funding commitments if it took office on 7 September. An online article by Gareth 
Parker, Shane Wright and Andrew Probyn on 7 September stated — 

The Opposition has confirmed it has not allocated any money in its budget costings for two key road 
projects in country WA—upgrades to the Great Northern and North West Coastal highways. 

Deputy Liberal leader Julie Bishop made a clarifying statement last night that the projects were not 
funded in its financial plan after Labor accused the coalition of a $500 million hole in its costings. “We 
don’t have any hole in our costings because these (projects) are not in the forward estimates,” Ms 
Bishop said. 

“Once we’re in government, we will sit down with the Barnett Government and talk to them about their 
preferred timetable, how to bring the projects to fruition as soon as possible.” 

I am confused about why the same approach was not taken to major transport infrastructure in Queensland, New 
South Wales and Victoria. Many billions of dollars were committed to transport projects in Melbourne, Sydney 
and Brisbane, which were firm commitments, not just a commitment to sit down and discuss a time frame. I may 
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be parochial but I honestly believe that the condition of Great Northern Highway is a more pressing 
infrastructure challenge than reducing traffic congestion on the eastern seaboard. 

In my inaugural speech earlier this year, I spoke about the importance of volunteers in our regional communities 
and about my experience in emergency service volunteering. The state budget has some important measures to 
improve protections for career and volunteer firefighters and to more generally support emergency services. 
Funding of $12.3 million has been allocated from royalties for regions for 667 firefighting vehicles to receive 
improved safety systems, including in-cab breathing systems, under-body and external water spray systems, 
advanced global positioning system tracking devices and critical component heat lagging and appliance 
protection. An allocation of $15.4 million from royalties for regions will support the establishment of the state’s 
second dedicated rescue helicopter. This helicopter will primarily service the south west and great southern 
regions, with a final base yet to be determined, and will make the Perth-based Rescue 65 helicopter more 
available to respond north and east to emergencies. An allocation of $1 million will establish the volunteer 
hardship assistance scheme to assist volunteers experiencing financial hardship, and will be managed through the 
relevant volunteer associations. An allocation of $5.6 million will establish and honour the Nationals’ election 
commitment to recognise the contribution of regional emergency service volunteers to the community by 
providing some 700 emergency groups with a $2 000 fuel card. This initiative is not designed for filling up the 
tank of the fire truck or the ambulance; it is about recognising in some small way the contribution of volunteers 
to our regional communities. 

The allocation of more than $103 million from royalties for regions funding in this budget and over the forward 
estimates will continue and will enhance the Country Age Pension Fuel Card. This popular initiative among 
regional pensioners will be increased to $550 per annum from next financial year and will be indexed against the 
consumer price index thereafter. More than 45 000 regional people currently receive the Country Age Pension 
Fuel Card, including those on an age pension, a carer payment, a disability support pension, a wife pension, a 
widow pension, a Department of Veterans’ Affairs pension and an income support supplement. I suspect that this 
initiative will come under attack in years to come by government or Treasury looking for some easy expenditure-
saving measure. It is important to remind the house that the Nationals developed this initiative ahead of the 2008 
state election campaign in response to the commitments made by the major parties to make public transport free 
for seniors in Perth. As my regional colleagues know, seniors living in regional WA do not have access to a free 
public transport system and therefore are unable to make the most of that commitment. 

The state budget decision to charge subclass 457 visa families a $4 000 fee per school student is a decision that 
will have an undesirable impact on my electorate. I welcome the announcement yesterday by the government to 
make some amendment to the policy; namely, a delay in its commencement until the start of the school year in 
2015 and a reduction in the amount of the fee for multiple school-age children from the same family.  

In 2009, a parliamentary committee inquired into the education of subclass 457 visa students and found that 
many were unable to access courses in English as a second language, or ESL. Still unknown to me is whether 
this fee will be used by the Department of Education to close the gap on these types of courses for students or 
whether it is purely a budget-saving measure. 

Regional WA and its industries have increasingly become reliant on subclass 457 visa workers to fill a labour 
shortage as a result of the strength and high wage offerings of the mining and resource sector. These workers are 
employed in our farms, market gardens, orchards, manufacturing plants and service industries. By comparison 
with their city counterparts, I expect their wages are far less than those of the highly skilled and paid professions 
of engineering, medicine and geology. The top three source countries for subclass 457 visa families are the 
United Kingdom, the Republic of Ireland and the Philippines. Construction and mining jobs account for almost 
half of subclass 457 visas issued in Western Australia, with agriculture, fishing and forestry representing about 
one per cent, or 200, of visas issued. Although I acknowledge that the government has made improvements to 
the policy, I would like one’s financial means to be taken into consideration in the calculation of the school fee 
charged. I understand that the New South Wales model does just that, resulting in families with limited financial 
capacity paying the fee to a small extent, if at all. It has been suggested to me that if I want a change to the 
policy, I should find the budget savings to do it. 

This is a good opportunity for me to outline today exactly just that. It is called the “Construction Industry 
Training Fund”. The Nationals released a discussion paper at the last state election on the application of a levy 
on the mining and resource industry similar to the levy applied to all residential, commercial and civil 
engineering construction projects undertaken in Western Australia. According to figures from the Department of 
Mines and Petroleum earlier this year, the capital expenditure committed to mining and resource projects or to 
those under construction in WA is more than $l76 billion, with another $l20 billion worth of planned or possible 
projects. If we were to apply the same levy to mining construction that we apply to ordinary construction in 
commercial and residential applications, the revenue would be an additional $352 million. 
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Hon Peter Collier: You might be keen to know that I actually supported that when I was the training minister, 
but my predecessor wasn’t too keen on it. 

Hon Jacqui Boydell: We thought it was a good idea. 

Hon MARTIN ALDRIDGE: Yes. 

Hon Ken Travers: As did the previous Leader of the House. 

Hon Stephen Dawson: It’s not too late, is it? 

Hon Ken Travers: You don’t have to convince us that the previous Leader of the House was difficult to change 
his mind on anything! 

Hon MARTIN ALDRIDGE: Ha, ha! 

We need to recognise that these projects would not all commence and finish in one year and would be spread 
over a number of years. Indeed the amount of the levy may not be the same as that currently applied to the 
construction sector of 0.2 per cent. Imagine that level of additional investment going into training and skilling 
young Western Australians! The debate that we are having on educating subclass 457 students would have less 
relevance, as our state and country would have the skills and labour to do the things we want them to do. The 
application of this levy to the mining and resource industry would make it more equitable. In my view, it is 
inherently unfair for the residential and commercial building market to contribute to the levy and to train 
apprentices only to have them poached by the mining sector, which is free of any such levy. 

I would now like to take the opportunity in the time remaining to run through a few of the highlights in the 
various portfolio areas that royalties for regions funds in particular are delivering in my electorate of the 
Agricultural Region. Firstly, in health, $144 million will be invested in 2013–14 to improve health outcomes. An 
investment of $3.5 million across the forward estimates will allow dialysis patients to receive treatment in their 
home or community through the wheatbelt renal health dialysis initiative. An investment of $8 million across the 
forward estimates will continue the investment in regional telehealth, a service that my colleague 
Hon Paul Brown has seen firsthand. When I visited Geraldton Hospital, it was quite staggering to see how far the 
technology has come. Medical specialists in Perth can connect with a regional hospital and, with greater 
accuracy than the human eye, help in the diagnosis and treatment of patients in regional and district hospitals. An 
investment of $4 million across the forward estimates will help patients transition from acute care services to 
palliative care services. The Southern Inland Health Initiative will continue this year with funding of 
$72 million, with a further investment of $522 million across the forward estimates. That is a significant 
investment in health in regional Western Australia. There is $10 million this year for the continuation of the 
patient assisted travel scheme. I made some comments in my inaugural speech about PATS, and I am still firmly 
of the view that although this scheme is important for people living in regional communities, the time is right to 
have a comprehensive review of the patient assisted travel scheme and to look at, amongst many things, the 
eligibility criteria and what seem to be fairly primitive criteria for the distances travelled to seek specialist care. 
There is $2 million this year to support the rural generalist pathway, which assists with the training of junior 
doctors in Western Australia. An amount of $8 million has been allocated this year to support the operations of 
the St John Ambulance service in regional WA, which so many people rely on. The Royal Flying Doctor Service 
will continue to be supported in this budget with an investment of $5 million this year. An amount of $1 million 
will go to the very important initiative called the regional men’s health program. 

In sport and recreation, the supporting community sport program, which is a new initiative and was an election 
commitment of the Nationals, will provide $2 million in support across the forward estimates. This program is 
designed to provide financial support to promising young athletes from across our regions to travel to participate 
in regional, state and national representation. It is an important initiative, as many young people who show great 
ability in sports are often hamstrung by the financial ability of their families and cannot continue to compete at a 
state or national level. 

In small business, a new program, the regional Buy Local initiative, exists in this budget. Funding of $10 million 
across the forward estimates is aimed at boosting and further developing the capacity of regional small 
businesses. 

In transport, royalties for regions is making a contribution of $8.5 million to the Greenough River Bridge. The 
funding will replace the notorious existing bridge and realign the S-bend to assist in mitigating flood events and 
improve road safety. An amount of $14 million will be invested in the purchase of new buses for regional routes. 

In tourism, two new tourism initiatives funded through royalties for regions are the caravan and camping 
program and the Parks for People program. An investment of $41 million across the forward estimates will assist 
in stimulating local regional economies and creating excellent, affordable visitor facilities for domestic, interstate 
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and international visitors. Starting next year, there will be $3 million for the regional visitor centre program to 
support our visitor centre network and to assist it in promoting the amazing tourism opportunities in our regions. 

In the arts, there will be a significant investment of $24 million across the forward estimates in building the 
capacity of Indigenous arts centres and organisations; grassroots regional arts and cultural organisations through 
a devolved funding program; peak arts organisations to extend their existing specialised programs; the West 
Australian Music Industry Association to support regional music programs, and my National Party colleagues 
joined with me in supporting some of these performers at the Dowerin field days recently, where we had live 
performances outside our tent on the oval; existing professional school touring companies for regional touring; 
and the writers on the road program, which delivers writers and illustrators into regional centres. 

In education, there are a number of things to help bolster the capital works in schools and residential colleges. 
The regional schools plan is continuing to invest in schools in my electorate. There will be an $8 million 
investment in Northam Senior High School, which is in addition to the $2 million in the two previous years; a 
$3.5 million investment in Narrogin Senior High School, which is in addition to the $3.5 million in the two 
previous years; and a $500 000 investment in Katanning Senior High School, which rounds off a $1.5 million 
investment over the past two years. An investment in our regional residential college upgrades will continue, 
with $29.5 million forecast over the next three years on top of a $20.5 million investment over the past two 
years. 

To reinforce some of the comments made by Hon Brian Ellis earlier this evening about our residential colleges, 
they are very important to people living in rural and remote Western Australia. I think it will become 
increasingly important that we strengthen their capacity over the coming years with the move towards 
transitioning year 7 students into high school. As somebody who has spent a number of years boarding in a 
residential college in Moora, I know they are very good centres for regional students whose parents perhaps do 
not have the capacity to send them to a private school in Perth or who want to live in a regional community, as I 
did. It gives them a great opportunity, a great learning environment and a very supportive living environment for 
them to continue their education while living close to home and their family and, most importantly, living within 
the region. 

One of the lesser known initiatives in the budget is supporting local governments with the maintenance of their 
public swimming pools. For small local governments, investing in the ongoing maintenance of a public 
swimming pool can be cost prohibitive. In fact, many local governments are prevented from entering into this 
space of providing public swimming pools because of the ongoing costs associated with running, maintaining 
and operating them to the high standard that the community expects. The total cost of this initiative will be 
$3 million per annum. It will provide grants of up to $30 000 per local government for swimming pool 
maintenance and improvement. It is an initiative that I am sure will be welcomed by many local governments 
that have swimming pools and perhaps some that just have not been able to make a business case stack up for 
their ongoing maintenance and care. 

A community resource centre is another important resource in regional communities. There will be a 
$54.4 million investment over the next four years. Community resource centres are located in more than 100 
regional locations throughout the state. The community resource centre in my home town of Gingin has just been 
finished. It provides many new services to our community, including a library. It is the local courier agent. It is 
also part of the Heartlands WA project, and sells local gourmet produce and gift hampers across the state and, in 
fact, across Australia. It is an important hub in many of our regional communities. I think those communities that 
have them really value the services that they provide. There are some excellent examples of community resource 
centres in my electorate, including Gingin and Dalwallinu.  

Hon Ken Travers: Would you accept that they have had bipartisan support over many years, as they have 
grown, expanded and prospered? 

Hon MARTIN ALDRIDGE: Yes, absolutely. Going back, community resource centres started from the old 
telecentres during the infancy of the internet. Where we were on the farm, if we wanted high-speed internet 
access we would have to go into town and use the telecentre. For many years, the telecentres gave many people 
access to the world, whether it was access to a fax machine or our marginally improved internet service. I am 
sure Hon Ken Travers would agree the services offered — 

Hon Ken Travers: They have evolved. 

Hon MARTIN ALDRIDGE: They have evolved significantly since their inception. 

Hon Ken Travers: I think they were often the first fax machine in town. 

Hon MARTIN ALDRIDGE: Yes. If the post office did not offer a fax, the telecentre was usually the next port 
of call.  
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In providing some concluding remarks tonight, I want to make some broad comments on royalties for regions. 
Last year, the 2012–13 financial year, was a particular milestone for the royalties for regions program; it was the 
first time that the program cracked the $1 billion mark in expenditure. According to budget paper No 3, 
estimated actual expenditure was $1.07 billion. This year, the budget estimate is $1.231 billion, with a combined 
expenditure of $4.774 billion across the forward estimates. This is the premier regional development program in 
Australia and I am proud to be a member of the government delivering for my electorate and all of regional 
Western Australia.  

Debate adjourned, on motion by Hon Peter Collier (Leader of the House). 
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